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	The 5 Whys RCA Tool



A root cause analysis (RCA) is a structured method used to understand why a problem occurred. The 5 Whys RCA Tool helps teams dig deeper to uncover process gaps or system breakdowns that contributed to the problem. A common mistake is stopping too early or accepting the first answer as the root cause. If the true underlying issue is not identified and addressed, the same problem is likely to happen again.
Steps to Complete the 5 Whys: 
Write a problem statement.
Write a short statement describing the problem that needs to be fixed.  
Ask the first “why?”
Ask why this problem occurred. 
Ask the second “why?”
Take the answer from the first “why?” and ask why that occurred.
Continue asking “why?” to probe deeper. 
Repeat the process and continue asking “why?” until you uncover the process or system issue that led to the problem.
Identify the root cause(s).
Although the tool is called the 5 Whys RCA Tool, the root cause may be identified in fewer or more steps, depending on the complexity of the problem. A root cause is reached when:
The answer points to a process or system issue, not an individual’s behavior or human error. 
Asking more “why?” questions no longer produces new or meaningful information.
  Example

Tip: To validate root causes, ask the following: If you removed this root cause, would this event or problem have been prevented?
Tip: Sometimes an answer to a “why?” may lead to more than one possible cause. If this happens, explore each branch of “whys?” until you reach the true root cause, even if this takes more than five questions. Once root causes are identified, the performance improvement project (PIP) team can select interventions and develop an action plan to prevent the problem from recurring.

	The 5 Whys: Late to Work

	Problem Statement 
	I keep being late for work.

	1st Why?
	I leave the house too late.

	2nd Why? Why do I leave the house 
too late? 
	I cannot find my keys. 

	3rd Why? Why can I not find my keys?
	I set them down in random places.

	4th Why? Why do I set them down in random places? 
	There is no designated place to set my keys.

	5th Why? Why is there not a designated place for keys? 
	A system for storing keys was never established (root cause).





	Facility Name
	

	Date
	

	Name of PIP
	

	Problem Statement: What needs to be fixed?
	





	The 5 Whys

	1st Why?
	



	2nd Why?
	



	3rd Why?
	



	4th Why?
	



	5th Why?
	



	Root Cause(s)
	




This material was prepared by Health Services Advisory (HSAG), a Quality Innovation Network-Quality Improvement Organization, under contract with the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS), an agency of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). Views expressed in this material do not necessarily reflect the official views or policy of CMS or HHS, and any reference to a specific product or entity herein does not constitute endorsement of that product or entity by CMS or HHS. Publication No. QN-13SOW-XC-04092026-06
Page 1 of 2
image1.jpg
Quality Improvement | T~
Q‘« Organizations HS AG v
\/,

‘ Sharing Knowledge. Improving Health Care.
CENTERS FOR MEDICARE & MEDICAID SERVICES





