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OVERVIEW:
The Five Whys is a problem-solving technique developed by 
Sakichi Toyoda and used at Toyota. It involves repeatedly asking 
“Why?” to uncover a problem’s root cause. 

By questioning each cause in sequence, this method helps iden-
tify and address core issues rather than just symptoms.

STEPS FOR USING THE METHOD
1. Identify the Problem: Clearly state the problem you’re experiencing.

2. Ask the First Why: Ask why the problem occurs and write down the answer.

3. Dig Deeper: Based on the answer, ask “Why?” again to delve further into the preceding cause.

4. Repeat as Needed: Continue asking “Why?” for each answer until the root cause is identified

5. Identify a Solution: Once the root cause is uncovered, develop a solution that addresses it.

PROS:
 y Simple and Easy: Requires no special tools or 

training.

 y Focuses on Root Causes: Helps avoid treating 
symptoms instead of the underlying issue.

 y Adaptable: Can be applied to a wide range of prob-
lems.

WHEN TO USE:
 y Goal Setting and Planning: When setting new objec-

tives or adjusting existing goals, this technique can 
help clarify the reasons behind the goals’ success 
or failure. Understanding these factors can inform 
more effective planning and strategy development.

 y Problem-Solving: This method helps dig into the root 
cause of operational or strategic problems, ensuring 
that solutions are effective and long-lasting.

 y Personal and Professional Development: Useful for 
self-reflection to understand personal challenges or 
work-related obstacles. It helps uncover underlying 
reasons behind one’s actions or inactions, fostering 
better decision-making and self-awareness.

CONS:
 y May Require Expertise: Accurately identifying the 

root cause can depend on the inquirer’s knowledge.

 y Risk of Leading Questions: The process can be 
biased by the assumptions embedded in the ques-
tions.

 y Not Always Linear: Complex problems might not be 
solvable with a simple chain of causality.

WHEN NOT TO USE:
 y For Complex Problems with Multiple Root Causes: 

The Five Whys technique is most effective for 
straightforward problems with a single root cause. 
It may not be suitable for complex issues that have 
multiple underlying causes, as it could oversimplify 
the analysis and lead to incomplete solutions.

 y In Situations Requiring Immediate Action: When 
immediate action is necessary to address a crisis or 
urgent issue, spending time on iterative questioning 
might delay necessary intervention.

 y When Expertise Is Lacking: The effectiveness of 
the Five Whys depends on the depth of knowledge 
of those involved. Without sufficient expertise, the 
questioning may not reach the true root cause.
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BEST PRACTICES: the FIVE WHYS
One common challenge users face when applying the “Five Whys” technique is veering off track from the central issue. This 
can lead to ineffective root cause analysis and prevent users from effectively addressing the real underlying problems that 
hinder their progress towards goals. The best practices below are designed to help maintain focus and derive actionable 
insights from the exercise.

 y Clear Starting Point: Initiate with a concise and specific problem statement related to your personal or profes-
sional goals. Make sure the initial “Why” question directly targets the core issue to prevent deviation from the main 
objective.

 y Independent Analysis: As the analysis is conducted independently, ensure a thorough understanding of the situa-
tion by reviewing relevant materials or past experiences related to the goal or obstacle.

 y Document the Process: Maintain a clear record of each question and the corresponding answer. This documen-
tation not only helps in tracing the logic path back to the root cause but also aids in personal reflection and future 
planning.

 y Stay Focused: Keep the questioning closely tied to the goal-related problem. This focus helps in effectively 
pinpointing the root cause that is hindering progress towards your goals.

 y Stop When Done: While traditionally called the “Five Whys,” adjust the number of questions based on when you feel 
a satisfactory root cause has been reached. The key is to uncover a genuinely actionable root cause, not merely 
to fill a quota of questions.

Common Challenges for First-Time Users:
While the Five Whys technique is conceptually simple, first-time users often encounter several challenges:

 y The “Blank Stare” Phenomenon: When moving to the second “Why,” users may struggle to dig deeper, feeling that 
the first answer is already obvious or sufficient. This can result in a “blank stare” moment, where progress seems 
to halt.

 y Resistance to Depth: Some users might respond with “What do you mean, why? It’s obvious!” This resistance often 
stems from discomfort with probing beyond surface-level explanations or a fear of uncovering uncomfortable 
truths.

 y Premature Conclusion: There’s a tendency to stop at the first plausible explanation, missing potentially deeper 
root causes. Users may need to push past their initial instincts to uncover truly fundamental issues.

 y Circular Reasoning: Inexperienced users might find themselves repeating similar answers, creating a loop instead 
of progressing deeper into the problem.

 y Scope Creep: Without proper focus, the analysis can veer off into tangentially related issues, losing sight of the 
original problem.

 y Oversimplification: In an attempt to reach five “Whys,” users might force simplistic answers that don’t accurately 
reflect the complexity of the situation.

Overcoming these challenges often requires practice, patience, and a willingness to push beyond comfortable explanations. 
With experience, users can learn to navigate these pitfalls and unlock the full potential of the Five Whys technique in their 
personal and professional goal-setting endeavors.
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modern methods: the five whys
MODERN METHODS: ENHANCING THE “FIVE WHYS” TECHNIQUE WITH AI
Using AI like ChatGPT can help in conducting the “Five Whys” analysis by providing a sounding board for your thoughts. AI 
can suggest possible root causes and help in exploring different angles to a problem, although it’s crucial to critically assess 
these AI-generated insights as they lack personal context and emotional understanding.

Setting the Stage
Definitions and Parameters: Clearly define the problem and any relevant context about your goals or the obstacles you’re 
facing. This preparation ensures that AI’s contributions are as relevant and helpful as possible.

Example Prompt: “I’m struggling to maintain motivation in pursuing my personal fitness goals. Let’s define this as our 
problem. Based on this, can you help generate the first ‘Why’ question?”

AI Applications and Sample Prompts
1. Automated Hypothesis Generation:

 y Application: AI generates hypotheses on possible root causes after each ‘Why’ question to facilitate deeper 
insight into the problem.

 y Prompt: “I often skip my workout sessions. Why might this be happening based on common motivational 
barriers?”

2. Historical Analysis:

 y Application: AI can review your past inputs related to similar goals to identify patterns or recurring issues that 
might suggest underlying causes.

 y Prompt: “Here are my journal entries about past fitness routines. Can you identify any recurring themes that 
might explain my current lack of motivation?”

3. Impact Analysis:

 y Application: AI evaluates the potential consequences of identified root causes on broader aspects of your life, 
helping prioritize which issues to address based on their impact.

 y Prompt: “Assuming the root cause is a lack of time management, what impacts might this have on my overall 
daily productivity and well-being?”

4. Refinement of Questions:

 y Application: AI helps refine the ‘Why’ questions to ensure they are sharply focused on uncovering the true root 
cause.

 y Prompt: “The initial answer was inconsistent scheduling. What should be the next ‘Why’ question to further 
explore the cause of this scheduling issue?”
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template: the five whys

NOTES:

DATE:

PROBLEM  
STATEMENT

FIRST “WHY” 
QUESTION

SECOND “WHY” 
QUESTION

THIRD “WHY” 
QUESTION

FOURTH “WHY” 
QUESTION

FIFTH “WHY” 
QUESTION


