Five Whys   Rick Ross

THE FIVE WHYS' PERSPECTIVE

It's mid-afternoon, an hour before the shift changes at a manufacturing plant, and I'm the foreman. I'm walking through the plant, giving a tour to a friend who happens to be a systems thinker. Suddenly, I see a pool of oil on the floor. So I grab the nearest member of the assembly line crew: "Hey! There's oil on the floor! For Pete's sake, somebody could slip in that! Clean it up!"

When I'm finished, my systems thinking friend breaks in with a quiet question: "Why is there oil on the floor?"

"Yeah," I repeat to the crew member. "How'd the oil get on the floor?"

The crew member replies, "Well, the gabungie's leaking." All of us automatically look up. Sure enough, there's a visible leak up there in the gabungie.

"Oh, okay," I sigh. "Well, clean up the oil and get the gabungie fixed right away."

My friend pulls me aside and murmurs, "But why is the gabungie broken?"

I say, "Yeah, well, the ga-" and turn to the crew member. "Why is the gabungie broken?"

"The gaskets are defective," is the reply.

"Oh well, then, look," I say. "Here. Clean the oil up, fix the gabungie, and, uh, do something about the gaskets!"

My friend adds: "And why are the gaskets defective?"

"Yeah," I say. "Just out of curiosity, how come we got defective gaskets in the gabungie?"

The shop floor crew member says, "Well, we were told that purchasing got a great deal on those gaskets."

I can see my friend start to open his mouth, but this time I get there first. "Why did purchasing get such a great deal?"

"How should I know?" says the crew member, wandering off to find a mop and bucket.

My friend and I go back to my office and make some phone calls. It turns out that we have a two-year-old policy in the company that encourages purchasing at the lowest price. Hence the defective gaskets -- of which there is a five-year supply--along with the leaking gabungie and the pool of oil. In addition, this policy is probably causing other problems throughout the organization, not closely related in time or space to the root "cause."

STEP 1: THE FIRST WHY

Pick the symptom where you wish to start; the thread which you hope you can pull on to unravel the knot. Ask the first why of the group: "Why is such-and-such taking place?" You will probably end up with three or four answers. Put them all on the wall, with plenty of room around them.

STEPS 2, 3, 4, 5: THE SUCCESSIVE WHYS

Repeat the process for every statement on the wall, asking "Why" about each one. Post each answer near its "parent." Follow up all the answers that seem likely. You will probably find them converging; a dozen separate symptoms may be traceable back to two or three systemic sources.

As you trace the Whys back to their root causes, you will find yourself tangling with issues that not only affect the gabungie (whatever that may be), but the entire organization. The policy to get the lowest price on supplies might have been caused by a battle in the finance office. It might result from a purchasing strategy, or from underinvestment in maintenance. The problem is not that the original policy was "wrongheaded," but that its long-term and far-flung effects remained unseen.

AVOIDING THE "FIXATION ON EVENTS"

To be effective, your answers to the Five Whys should steer away from blaming individuals. For example, in answer to the question: "Why is there oil on the floor?" someone may say: "Because the maintenance crew didn't clean it up."

"Why didn't they clean it up?"

"Because their supervisor didn't tell them to."

"Why didn't he do that?"

"Because the crew didn't tell him about it."

"Why didn't they tell him?"

"Because he didn't ask."

Blaming individual people leaves you with no option except to punish them; there's no chance for substantive change. One of the benefits of the Five Whys exercise is that it trains people to recognize the difference between an event-oriented explanation, and a systemic explanation. The systemic explanations are the ones which, as you trace them back, lead to the reasons why they didn't clean it up, or he didn't tell them to, or they didn't ask. (Maybe, for example, poor training of maintenance people contributed to the oil puddle problem; but even the best-trained, hardest-working custodians in the world could not stop the gasket from leaking.)

To avoid being distracted by event- and blame-related "answers," try this technique: as each answer is recorded, say: "Okay. Is that the only reason?"

A real case of five whys:  Sears Roebuck

WHEN A PROBLEM IS DENIED OR UNPROBED TOO LONG, FIVE WHYS inquiring may occur in embarrassing public forums. Sears Roebuck, for example, suffered in 1992 when a series of well-publicized Whys traced back an auto repair snafu to a high-level corporate policy decision.

STEP 1: THE FIRST WHY

Between 1990 and 1992, consumer complaints to the California State Department of Consumer Affairs (DCA) about Sears's auto repair service rose 50 percent. "Why?" asked staffers at DCA. To find out, they set up a sting operation, bringing in cars for repair. Sears salesmen, they found, overcharged an average of $223 per visit.

STEP 2: THE SECOND WHY

In June 1992, the DCA went public with its figures. Why, asked California newspaper reporters, did a company with Sears's reputation let such a breach of integrity take place? Interviewing mechanics, some reporters uncovered the fact that Sears had begun a fierce program of quotas and incentives several years before. Hourly wages had been partly replaced with commissions calculated according to the size of the bill and the mechanic's speed. Sears service "advisers" were given sales quotas ($147 per hour in one case), commissions for every part or service they recommended, and prizes or trips when they brought in more income than their counterparts in other Sears stores.

STEP 3: THE THIRD WHY

But why such an unrestrained program? Why so little apparent awareness of the danger of offending customers? To the reporters who repeatedly questioned them, Sears executives gradually admitted that they had established the quota and incentive policies at the corporate level, as part of a fervent national effort to slash expenses and improve profitability. Incentives had seemed like a faultless way to motivate workers and cut costs.

STEP 4: THE FOURTH WHY

The reason for the cost-cutting, according to several industry analysts whom the newspapers interviewed, had to do with the brutal financial pressure of recent years. The failure of other competitors like Carter Hawley Hale and Federated Department Stores showed how precarious department-store retailing had become--but worst of all, Sears's market share was slipping. In 1990, both K-mart and Wal-Mart passed Sears in store sales. Sears's department stores were considered far less successful than their other subsidiaries: Allstate Insurance, the Discover card--and Sears auto repair, which (as one analyst said) had been "leading the firm's strategic turnaround."

STEP 5: THE FIFTH WHY

And why was Sears's main business having difficulties? A full answer would probably depend on soul-searching and research within Sears itself--along the lines of the research done when you ask the Five Whys. Before the episode was over, the publicity (along with two class-action lawsuits) cost the retailer 15 percent of its auto repair business nationally, and 20 percent in California. In the end, Sears acknowledged its mistakes, corrected its policies, and agreed to an $8 million settlement, the largest of its type in the history of California.

