
 
  

Nine Whys 

Idea In Short

The Nine Whys method is a powerful tool within the Liberating Structures framework that
helps individuals and groups discover their essential purpose through repeated questioning.
This elegantly simple approach creates clarity and alignment by encouraging participants to
dig deeper into their motivations and objectives. It extends the familiar "Five Whys" method,
encouraging a more thorough exploration of underlying issues. This method helps find root
causes by repeatedly asking "why".

The process

This technique provides a structured approach to problem analysis. It encourages
participants to move beyond surface-level explanations and explore the deeper, often
hidden, factors contributing to a problem. The iterative process of asking "why" repeatedly
helps to uncover the chain of cause and effect that leads to the observed issue. The
extension to nine whys allows for an even more thorough investigation compared to the
traditional five whys.

The process begins with a clearly defined problem statement. This statement should
accurately describe the issue that needs to be addressed. It is important to ensure that
everyone involved understands the problem and its context. This clarity sets the foundation
for effective exploration.

The core of the Nine Whys method involves repeatedly asking "why" in response to each
answer. Starting with the problem statement, participants ask "why" that problem is
occurring. The answer to this question then becomes the basis for the next "why" question.
This iterative process continues for up to nine levels, or until the root cause is identified.

It is important to focus on the cause-and-effect relationship between each answer. Each
"why" question should explore the reason behind the previous answer. This helps to
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uncover the chain of events that led to the problem. The process should not simply stop at
assigning blame, but rather seek to understand the systemic or underlying factors.

The Nine Whys method encourages a collaborative approach. While it can be used
individually, it is often more effective when used in a group setting. Different perspectives
can help to uncover a wider range of potential causes. The collaborative process also
fosters shared understanding of the problem and its root causes.

It is important to distinguish between "why" questions that explore causes and "why"
questions that assign blame. The focus should be on understanding the process or system
that contributed to the problem, rather than simply pointing fingers. This approach creates a
more constructive and learning-oriented environment.

The process may not always require all nine "whys." In some cases, the root cause may be
identified after fewer iterations. The key is to continue asking "why" until the underlying
cause is understood. The process should stop when further "whys" no longer yield valuable
insights.

Case Study: Late Project Deliverables

Imagine a project team consistently delivers projects late. They decide to use the Nine Whys
method to understand the root causes of this problem.

Problem Statement: Projects are consistently delivered late

Why 1: Why are projects delivered late? Because tasks take longer than estimated

Why 2: Why do tasks take longer than estimated? Because estimates are often
inaccurate

Why 3: Why are estimates often inaccurate? Because the team does not have a
clear understanding of the project scope

Why 4: Why does the team not have a clear understanding of the project scope?
Because requirements are not clearly defined at the beginning of the project
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Why 5: Why are requirements not clearly defined? Because there is no standardized
process for gathering and documenting requirements

Why 6: Why is there no standardized process? Because the team has not prioritized
developing such a process

Why 7: Why has the team not prioritized this? Because they have been focused on
meeting immediate deadlines and haven't had time for process improvement

Why 8: Why have they focused on meeting immediate deadlines? Because
management pressure emphasizes rapid delivery over careful planning

Why 9: Why does management emphasize rapid delivery? Because they are
concerned about staying ahead of competitors and demonstrating quick results to
stakeholders

Through this process, the team identifies a root cause related to management pressure and
a lack of focus on process improvement. They can then address these underlying issues to
improve project delivery times. This example shows how the Nine Whys can uncover deep
root causes.

Advantages & Potential Limitations

The Nine Whys method offers several advantages. It provides a structured and systematic
approach to problem analysis. It helps to move beyond surface-level explanations and
uncover the deeper, underlying causes of problems.

This method encourages collaboration and shared understanding. It can be used by
individuals or teams to explore problems from different perspectives. It is a very simple and
easy to learn method.

It can be particularly useful for identifying systemic issues within organizations. By exploring
the chain of cause and effect, organizations can identify areas where processes or systems
need to be improved.
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However, there are also some potential limitations to consider. The method relies on
accurate information and honest answers. If participants are not willing to be open and
honest about the causes of problems, the process will be less effective.

The process can also be challenging if there are multiple contributing factors to a problem.
In such cases, it may be necessary to use other problem-solving techniques in conjunction
with the Nine Whys.

It is important to avoid assigning blame during the process. The focus should be on
understanding the system or process, not on identifying individuals to blame.

The method is best used for analyzing problems that have already occurred. It is not
designed for predicting or preventing future problems.

Summary

The Nine Whys method is a valuable tool for uncovering the root causes of problems. It
provides a structured and iterative approach to problem analysis, encouraging deeper
exploration and understanding. This method helps find root causes by repeatedly asking
"why".
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