5 Why  (Forward and Backward)



5 WHY ANALYSIS by Aza Badurdeen
Just like any good mechanic, a good lean expert should have many tools to help them do their job. While a mechanic may be fixing something under the hood of a car, a lean expert will be fixing something under the hood of a business. Unlike a mechanic’s troubleshooting, sometimes the real reason why something is not functioning inside a business isn’t readily apparent, and there isn’t a manual to troubleshoot it. Additionally, it may be masked by other problems that appear to be the real reason, or “root cause”, when in truth, it is only a diversion.

Avoiding this is a very important job of all people who work in a company, primarily a lean expert, or someone who works on the quality team. There are many ways in which the quality team can approach the problem, and the 5 why technique is one of them. It is designed to help get to the real root cause of a problem, so the cause can be addressed through a short term or long term corrective action. The corrective action, then, can be tracked for its effectiveness.

The 5 why system is one in which the simple question “why?” is asked at 5 different levels of a problem to get to the bottom of the situation. It was first used in the early 1970’s by the Toyota Company, who is often credited with being the pioneer of modern quality.

If used correctly, it can provide a way to help identify the true root cause of the problem by using a feedback system. An added benefit is that it can be used both on an individual basis as well as a part of a group attack. It can, and should, also be integrated into the Kaizen, lean, and Six Sigma methods.

It can also be used in conjunction with other tools, such as root cause analysis software and fishbone diagrams to help aid in the discovery of the true root cause and identifying the cause and effect associated with it. While some other root cause analysis tools are complex and require experts to run them, even a two year old knows how to ask the question “why”, so the much more simplified approach is easy to adopt to the level of each individual worker.

Of course, it may seem like the five why method is too good to be true: a simple, effective way to approach complex technical issues that anyone can apply? This is the exact argument that most “five why” critics have used against the system: it is not as effective as thought.

The biggest argument is that, while it is purported to get to the foundation of the problem, in reality, most people stop at the surface level symptomatic issues that appear to be plaguing them on a daily basis. By asking the question “why?”, most will simply come up with another symptom instead of working their way back to the root cause. They will then fix the additional symptom, proclaiming to have found and corrected the root cause, when in fact the problem they were trying to solve never actually is fixed.

Another pitfall that the critics of this system claim detracts from its effectiveness is the tendency for personnel to stop at their level of knowledge or comfort, instead of digging deeper and thoroughly investigating the limits of their technical knowledge. It is too easy for the “five why” method to reward and promote the “quick fix” answer of simply satisfying the question “why”, instead of more thoroughly finding a technical answer.

Lastly, while simplicity is one of the merits of the system, it is also purported to be one of the downfalls. Because anybody can conduct the five why method, they actually do, and do not seek professional assistance in determining whether the “why” they submit is a true, actual “why” and not a surface level quick fix.
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Figure (1) 
Figure (1) illustrates the typical conduct of solving the answer “why does the pump leak”. As can be seen, it addresses the fact that the seal inside of the pump bell housing is leaking fluid. While many companies and employees would stop there, instead, this technique requires the champion to go much further and address the reason why the seal leaks.

Of course, there can be more than one “why” to every reason, as demonstrated by Figure (1). The seal could leak because of improper installation of the seal, or possibly an inadequate seal design. Each one of those has their own “why” branches, which address the more subsurface issue causing the “why” before it.

As stated earlier, anyone can use this method. However, care and consideration should be taken to at least fully train the personnel who will be in charge of leading the five why inquisition, as it is very easy to scratch the surface of the challenge and never actually dig to the subsurface root causes.

The 5 why technique is a great tool when used in conjunction with other tools as an aide in finding the root cause of a problem. Like any other tool, it should be wielded by someone who understands how to thoroughly investigate problems and conduct a solid root cause analysis. 
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Now check out – 
5 WHY Backward Analysis (Below)

 - by Ron Pereira
We, over at Gemba Academy, are busy finishing up our 8 Step Practical Problem Solving course which is modeled after the Toyota Business Practice (TBP) methodology.

In one of the modules we’re exploring 5 Why Analysis in more detail since we’ve learned that many people think they know how 5 Why works… but often fail to come to the results they desire.

We’re teaching our students many “techniques” often left out of this important problem solving approach including something we call the “so what” test.   Some also refer to this as the “therefore” test.

Here’s how it works.

The Milk is Spoiled
Let’s say the “problem” we’re investigating is the fact the milk in the refrigerator has spoiled… a simple example most people have experienced at one time in their life (hopefully you smelled the milk before you drank it… but I digress).

So, the 5 Why analysis (5 is just a number…  sometimes you’ll need to ask more whys and sometimes you’ll need to ask less) might go like this.

1. Why did the milk spoil?

It was left in the fridge for too long.
2. Why was it left in the fridge for too long?

We didn’t drink it fast enough.
3. Why didn’t we drink it fast enough?

We had more milk cartons than we needed.
4. Why did we have more milk cartons than we needed?

We bought more milk cartons than we needed the last time we went shopping.
5. Why did we buy more milk cartons than we needed the last time we went shopping?

There was a sale on milk and we tried to save money.
Ask So
Once you are done with your 5 Why analysis there is still an important, yet often left out, step.

Namely, we must add the word “so” at the end of the each response while then working back to the top to make sure it all makes sense.  Let’s see how this works with our example.

There was a sale on milk and we tried to save money…

so
We bought more milk cartons than we needed the last time we went shopping…

so
We had more milk cartons than we needed…

so
We didn’t drink it fast enough…

so
It was left in the fridge for too long…

so
The milk spoiled.

Simple But Powerful
While this may seem like a simple exercise I promise you there will be times when the “cause and effect” relationship of your 5 Why analysis makes no sense after adding the word “so” to the end of the statement and working backwards.

When this is the case, making the necessary adjustments will make your 5 Why analysis far more accurate and powerful.
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