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Five whys analysis

What is it?
• A simple diagnostic tool to explore an ‘intractable’ issue 
• Helps the team to understand all the causal factors that have a 

bearing on the change issue, ie. why it’s so challenging!
• A more forensic analysis than Mind Mapping or Fishbone Analysis
When would you use it?
• During the Deepen stage 
Are there any rules?
• Use it always before developing a solution;  that way you avoid 

slipping into ‘fix-it’ mode and addressing symptoms rather than 
causes

• Never overlook using it;  otherwise solutions may be shortlived and 
unsustainable 

 
 
Notes 
 
The five whys tool provides a more forensic analysis of an issue than that achieved by 
brainstorming, mind mapping, or fishbone analysis.  Use it as a complement to these other 
tools, to drill down to the ‘root’ causes of an issue before embarking on the development of a 
solution.   
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The five whys analysis identifies underlying causes to a 
challenging issue

Revenue 
budget

not 
balanced

Costs too 
high

Income 
too low

Why?

 
 
 
Notes 
 
Start your analysis with a concise statement of the challenge or change issue you are facing; 
in this example the challenge is: “Revenue budgets not balanced”. 
 
Having captured the issue on the left, move to the right and pose the question: 
 

“Why is that?” 
 
Capture the answers to that question as short, succinct phrases instead of single words.  For 
example, rather than ‘Costs’ or ‘Income’, unpack these topics by describing the causes in a 
succinct phrase, such as ‘Costs are too high’ and ‘Income is too low’.   
 
When deciding how best to capture the answer, it is good practice to check whether someone 
not involved in the analysis could nonetheless follow the logic of the analysis by reading your 
output afterwards. 
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Posing the question “Why?” at successive levels of analysis

Revenue 
budget

not 
balanced

Costs too 
high

Income 
too low

Premises cost 
8.5%

Staffing costs 
86% of the 
budget

Large number of management points

Staffing very stable

Low number of TAs

Teachers are 70%

Why?

Why?

Why?

Why?

 
 
Notes 
 
Gradually work across, from left to right, as you pose the same question “Why?” at each 
successive level of your analysis. In this example we have worked the teaching staff cost 
issues through four levels of analysis.   
 
Try to work a branch of your analysis to five levels or until you reach a ‘root’ cause – 
whichever comes first – before returning to a higher level and analysing another branch of the 
issue.   
 
Note: For illustrative purposes in this example, we identified just two causes at each level. In 
your analysis there may well be more than two answers to “Why?” at each level. 
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The five whys helps us to understand all the causal factors that 
condition a challenging issue

Revenue 
budget

not 
balanced

Costs too 
high

Income 
too low

Premises costs 
8.5%

Staffing costs 
86% of the 
budget.

Staffing very stable

Low number of TAs

Teachers are 70%

Why?

Why?

Why?

Why?

Costs too 
high

Income 
too low

Premises cost 
8.5%

Staffing costs 
86% of the 
budget.

Income heavily 
reliant on LEA 
formula

Schools 
facilities are 
underused 

Teachers used to support pupils with SEN

Large number of management points

Staffing very stable

Historic

Have allowed some queue jumping

Cleaners local people with strong 
connection to school

Employ own cleaning staff at high rates

Plan still has 3 years to run

Roll drop in January

Co-ordinator’s salary now in main school budget

School decided not to reapply 2 years ago

Knock-on impact in other areas, eg. FSM, SEN

Health and safety issues

LEA cut back on community use of school

Greater variety of facilities available

Governing body have stopped s/keeper overtime 

Premises staff 
cost 3.5%

Low number of TAs

Teachers are 70%

5-year routine 
maintenance plan 
undercosted

New Council sports 
centre opened locally

LEA uses January 
PLASC for Fair 
Funding formula

Beacon school 
funding not 
renewed

School not used 
for external 
events

Why?

Etc.

 
 
 
Notes 
 
The completed analysis identifies all the ‘root’ causes that must be taken into account in your 
solution to the issue. Not all of these will necessarily be within your immediate gift: for 
example, matters of government policy or those governed by legislation.   
 
Nonetheless, having the insights from your analysis will ensure that your solution will be 
better informed and more embracing.   
 


