
 
the right projects - done right    

 
 

   

 

   

Synergy Professional Services, LLC 11330 SW Foothill Drive, Portland, OR  97225 
Contact: Jeff Oltmann, jeff@spspro.com  www.spspro.com, (503) 644-6433 

QuickTip - Five Whys  
This is a very simple but powerful questioning process that helps a team peel away layers of 
symptoms to get closer the real root cause of a situation.  Understanding these root causes is key 
to making long term improvements to a situation rather than treating symptoms.   The technique 
was originally developed by Sakichi Toyoda who stated that "by repeating why five times, the 
nature of the problem as well as its solution becomes clear." 

When to Use  

 When you want to bring clarity and refinement to a problem statement.  
 When you need to elicit information on real motivations, needs, or existing ways of doing 

things.  For example, you may need to understand how a business process is really performed 
instead of how it is supposed to be done, and why. 

 When you want to push a group to delve deeper to figure out what the real problem is, not 
just its obvious symptoms. 

Procedure 

1. To use informally, usually in a 1:1 or small group interview: 
a. Ask a question about why something happened or is done a certain way. 
b. When you get an answer, ask why that is the way it is, or why not an alternative 

approach. 
c. Keep asking why or why not, being careful to phrase the question in a variety of 

ways so that you don’t come across as obnoxious or confrontational. 
d. Repeat until you get to the root cause, which may take more or less than five 

repetitions. 
2. To use more formally, such as in a problem-solving session or kaizen event: 

a. Gather a group of people who have good insight into the problem or situation that 
you want to understand. 

b. At the top of a whiteboard or large piece of paper, write a summary of the 
problem. 

c. Ask why five times, as described above.  Write the answer to each successive why 
below the previous one, connecting it with a vertical line.  If there is more than 
one answer to a why question, write all of them on the same line, resulting in a 
branching tree. 
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Example 

   

 

See more about the Five Whys technique at ASQ’s quality tools resource center:  

https://asq.org/quality-resources/five-whys 

•Customer satisfaction scores are too low.

•They hang up on calls to the customer service number. 

•They get lost in the automated telephone tree that 
they must traverse being being connected to a live 
person.

•The tree is very complex, so it takes many choices and 
keypresses to get to a relevant option (the tree is five 
levels deep, with ten choices at the top level).

•The choices for the most common customer problems 
are buried deep down, and many of the choices are for 
obsolete products or rare situations.

Why are scores too low? 

Why do customers hang up? 

Why do they get lost? 

Why is the tree so complex? 


