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What is 5-Why?
• 5-Why is a problem-solving tool,
more importantly a way of
thinking about problems.
• 5-Why encourages us to keep
asking “Why?” when addressing a
problem, until the root cause is
reached.
• The 5-Why format brings structure
to problem solving.

Sakichi Toyoda, founder of Toyota
Industries and creator of the 5-Why
approach

Symptoms Vs Causes
Symptom
• A problem that comes to
our attention

• We can usually “fix”
symptoms by returning
things to normal, like
cleaning up this fluid leak
and replacing the broken
hydraulic line on the
forklift

This hydraulic fluid leak is a symptom

Symptoms Vs Causes
Root Cause
• The root cause is the
reason behind the
symptom
• Fixing the root cause will
prevent similar symptoms
(problems) from occurring
in the future

Getting to the root cause starts
with an important question:
“Why did this happen?”

5 Why Example #1 – Hydraulic Fluid Leak
What
Happened?

Why?

Why?

Why?

Why?

No
Maintenance
Manual

A large volume
of hydraulic
fluid leaked
from a forklift

A hydraulic
hose burst

We used the
wrong
hydraulic
fluid, and it
deteriorated
the hose

The
mechanic
was not
aware of
which fluid
to use

We have no
written
maintenance
procedures

5 Why Example #1 – Effects of Each Added Corrective Action

Corrective
Action for
Each “Why?”

Symptom:
Hydraulic
fluid leak

Swap out the
hydraulic fluid in
all forklifts to the
correct fluid.
Much greater
benefit. We
should not have
any more lines
bursting in the
short term.

Train mechanics.
Still greater
benefit.
Mechanics will
now double check
the hydraulic fluid
they are using.

Implement
written
maintenance
procedures. This
will produce the
greatest benefit,
because it will
benefit all
equipment, not
just forklifts.

A hydraulic
hose burst

We used the
wrong
hydraulic
fluid, and it
deteriorated
the hose

The
mechanic
was not
aware of
which fluid
to use

We have no
written
maintenance
procedures

1st Why

2nd Why

3rd Why

4th Why

Replace the hose
Very limited
benefit. Many
more hydraulic
hoses are
waiting to burst.

Moving from Left to Right: Containment to Prevention

1st Why

Last Why

• As we move from left to right in 5-Why exercise, the resulting
actions shift from containment to prevention
• We must often act on the “early Why’s,” to contain the situation
to maintain operations, safety, customer satisfaction, etc.

Adding Actions and Status – 5 Why Excel Template

Exercise
Problem Statement: You lead a distribution
team for an auto parts business. Customer
Service just called and said that a very upset
consumer received the wrong set of brake rotors
with their order.

1. What steps would you take to
investigate this situation?
2. Get creative and make up a story
about how a 5-Why exercise might
unfold.
3. Show how a team might have
addressed a symptom and not the
root cause.

Discussion
• In your experience, have you
seen cases where fixing
symptoms did not solve a
problem? What happened?
• What can happen when a team
gets in the habit of addressing
symptoms and not root causes?
• What specifically can the effects
be on customer satisfaction and
cost?

