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Objectives

1. Utilize root cause analysis in the planning phase of Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) cycles
2. Describe two RCA tools: the 5 Whys and Fishbone

When a patient visits his/her physician complaining about “headache,” the provider doesn’t simply deal
with the symptoms. They try to figure out the underlying cause of the headache. They take a patient
history, perform a physical examination, and do other investigations like blood work or imaging. They
are interested in the root cause of the headache so that they can treat the headache and also prevent its
recurrence.

Performing Root Cause Analysis (RCA) for a quality problem is essential during the “planning phase” of
any Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) cycle. RCA calls upon us to figure out and then solve the real cause(s) of
the problem and helps to address more than its symptoms. This technique proposes that once we solve
for the root cause, the same problem should not happen again or, at least, we significantly reduce the
likelihood.

In quality circles we use RCA tools to drill deeper into the problem. There are number of RCA tools, but
the most common two are 5 Whys and Fishbone. Both require us to take on the mindset of a five-year-
old child. First we ask “why” did this happen? As soon as we answer the first question, we have to ask:
“why” did this ever happen in the first place? Then, we continue to ask more “whys.” The difference
between a five-year-old child and healthcare professionals is the cumulative wisdom that tells us to stop
asking “why” once we feel that we have reached an actionable root cause to counteract.

5 Whys is used to break a linear problem into its root causes by asking why it happened multiple times,
usually 5 times, or generally between 4 to 6 times. The Fishbone, on the other hand, is a tool that helps
parse through a multi-factorial problem to its root causes. First, we identify categories of causes, and
then we ask “why” multiple times for each one of those categories, while writing them down using the
fishbone structure.

Figure 1 demonstrates the use of 5 Whys to discern the cause of a speeding ticket, and Figure 2 uses a
fishbone to exemplify the root causes of cooking a “bad burger.”

In the healthcare setting, we often schedule formal gatherings to perform RCA to either discern gaps in
the process of quality improvement or to analyze a clinical harm or near harm event in safety. The
collective wisdom of subject matter experts provides the foundation for deconstructing the categories
and asking the Whys for each branch of the Fishbone. A key to RCA process is to avoid transitioning too
quickly into “solutions” — this poses the risk of premature closure and failure to identify a true root
cause. Through patience and deliberate query, RCA helps us to identify the correct causes of our failures
and expedite our journey to improvement and success.
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1- 5 Why graphic: adapted from https://www.greycampus.com/blog/quality-management/how-
do-you-determine-the-root-cause
2- Fishbone graphic: reproduced from https://www.wallstreetmojo.com/fishbone-diagram/
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