
 
 

 
Page | 1  

 

 

Have you ever grappled with a persistent problem that seems to resurface despite your efforts? No matter what you 

do, it persists, sometimes taking on new forms. 

These enduring issues often signal deeper underlying problems. While opting for quick fixes may appear convenient, 

they usually only address the surface symptoms, wasting valuable resources that could be better utilized to tackle the 

actual root cause. 

In the forthcoming guide, we delve into the 5 Whys technique (also known as 5Y). It's a simple yet potent tool designed 

to cut through the outward symptoms of a problem, revealing its core causes. This approach enables you to effectively 

address the issue at its source and resolve it comprehensively. 

The Complete Guide to 5 Whys: 
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What is the 5 Whys root cause analysis? 

The 5 Whys Technique is a problem-solving method involving repeatedly asking "why?" It's a way of quickly getting to 

the root cause of a situation. 

Sakichi Toyoda, the Japanese industrial wizard who founded Toyota Industries, unveiled the 5 Whys technique back in 

the 1930s. Fast forward to the groovy '70s, and guess what? Toyota is still rocking it as their go-to problem-solving tool. 

Now, here's where it gets cool. Toyota has this philosophy — "go and see." Forget boardroom speculations; they make 

decisions based on what's really going down on the shop floor. 

And guess what? The 5 Whys technique totally vibes with this philosophy. It's like a detective game for problem-solving. 

When something goes haywire, you ask "Why?" five times, drilling down to the root cause. Then, when the "Aha!" 

moment hits and you find a fix, you apply it to make sure the glitch doesn't crash the party again. Talk about keeping 

it real in problem town. 
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5 Whys Example 

Let's take a common workplace issue as an example: frequent delays in project delivery. 

1. Why is the project delivery delayed? - Because the team missed the deadline. 

2. Why did the team miss the deadline? - Because a key team member was sick. 

3. Why was the key team member out sick? - Because they were working long hours due to increased workload. 

4. Why was the workload increased? - Because another team member recently left, and their responsibilities were not 

immediately reassigned. 

5. Why did the team member leave, and why weren't the responsibilities reassigned promptly? - Because there wasn't 

a clear handover process in place, and management was unaware of the workload distribution issues. 

 

By asking "Why?" five times, we've uncovered a deeper problem: a lack of a clear handover process and communication 

breakdown between the team and management. Implementing a structured handover process and improving 

communication can be the solution to prevent future project delays. 

 

When to Use a 5 Whys Analysis?  

While the 5 Whys technique is valuable for troubleshooting, enhancing quality, and solving problems, it is most 

effective for addressing simple to moderately difficult issues. However, for complex or critical problems, it may not be 

the best fit. 

Use the 5 Whys technique when: 

1. Addressing Simple or Moderate Problems: It is most effective for straightforward issues where the causes are not 

immediately apparent. 

2. Troubleshooting: When trying to identify the root cause of a recurring problem or when seeking to understand the 

origin of an issue. 

3. Quality Improvement: To uncover the reasons behind defects, errors, or deviations from desired outcomes. 

4. Problem Solving: When dealing with issues that impact processes, operations, or project delivery. 

5. Process Improvement: To streamline processes by identifying and eliminating bottlenecks or inefficiencies. 

6. Exploring System Failures: When investigating malfunctions or breakdowns in systems or machinery. 

 

The 5 Whys may not be sufficient for intricate issues where multiple factors could be at play. In such cases, more 

comprehensive tools like Cause-and-Effect Analysis or Failure Mode and Effects Analysis may be more appropriate. 
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How to Use the 5 Whys?  
Follow these straightforward steps: 

1. Define the Problem: Clearly state the problem or issue you want to address. Be specific and avoid vague descriptions. 

2. Ask "Why?" Once: Begin by asking "Why?" to identify the immediate cause of the problem. Write down the answer. 

3. Ask "Why?" Four More Times: For each answer obtained, ask "Why?" again. Continue this process until you have 

asked "Why?" five times. This helps you drill down to the root cause of the problem. 

4. Be Open and Honest: Encourage open and honest discussions during each "Why?" inquiry. Avoid blaming individuals 

and focus on uncovering the systemic or process-related issues. 

5. Look for Trends or Patterns: Analyze the answers to identify trends or patterns. Sometimes, a common theme will 

emerge, indicating the underlying cause. 

6. Identify the Root Cause: At the fifth "Why," you should ideally reach the root cause of the problem. This is the 

fundamental reason behind the issue you initially identified. 

7. Develop Solutions: Once the root cause is identified, brainstorm and implement solutions to address it. Consider 

preventive measures to avoid the problem from recurring. 

8. Verify the Effectiveness: Implement your chosen solutions and monitor the results. If the problem persists, consider 

asking "Why?" again to ensure you've addressed the true root cause. 

Remember that the 5 Whys technique is a starting point, and its effectiveness depends on the thoroughness of your 

analysis. It is a tool for continuous improvement and problem-solving, so use it iteratively as needed. 

 

 Tips for Using the 5 Whys Technique 
 

1. Ask questions quickly, one after the other. That way, you'll understand the whole situation before making any 

conclusions. 

2. The "5" in 5 Whys is like a suggestion, not a strict rule. Sometimes, you might need to ask "Why?" a bit more to find 

the real problem. Other times, you might figure it out before the fifth "Why?" If that happens, double-check that you 

didn't stop too soon and just accept quick answers. 

3. Know when to stop asking "Why?" Stop when you're not getting helpful answers anymore. 
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5 Whys Template 

Identify the 
problem 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Why is this a 

problem? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Primary Cause 
 
1. Why is it happening?  

It is happening because 
 
 
 
 

            2. Why is that?  

 
It is happening because 
 
 

                 3. Why is that? 

 
It is happening because 
 
 
 

                      4. Why is that?  

 
It is happening because 
 
 
 
 

                             5. Why is that?                                                                                                   ROOT CAUSE 

It is happening because 
 
 
 

 

NOTE: If the final "Why" has no controllable solution, return to the previous "Why." 

 
 

Corrective 
Action to be 

taken. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Corrective Action 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Responsible Person                         Start Date                                           Completion Date 

 
 
 

  

 

 


