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Root-Cause Analysis Worksheet
Move from symptoms and assumptions to evidence-based corrective action
	Practical tools for building better business systems



Designed for small-business owners, managers, and improvement teams


When to use it
Use this worksheet for recurring defects, missed commitments, customer complaints, safety concerns, downtime, cost overruns, or process failures. For urgent issues, contain the immediate risk first, then investigate the systemic cause.
	IMPORTANT
A root cause is a condition that can be changed and that, when corrected, materially reduces the chance of recurrence. “Human error,” “lack of attention,” and “training issue” are rarely complete root causes.


Investigation sequence
1. Contain: Protect the customer, employee, equipment, data, or schedule from further impact.
2. Define: Write a specific problem statement based on facts: what, where, when, magnitude, and impact.
3. Gather evidence: Review records, observe the work, interview involved people, and compare good versus failed cases.
4. Analyze: Use the 5 Whys and cause categories to identify testable causes.
5. Verify: Confirm the cause with evidence or a controlled test.
6. Correct and sustain: Implement corrective action, monitor results, update standard work, and assign ongoing ownership.
Completed example: late customer shipments
	Field
	Example

	Problem statement
	During the last four weeks, 18% of make-to-order shipments left more than one business day after the promised date, compared with a target of less than 5%.

	Immediate containment
	Customer Service reviews the daily late-order list and contacts affected customers before noon.

	Verified cause
	The schedule is based on standard cycle times that have not been updated for the current product mix, so workload is routinely loaded above available capacity.

	Corrective action
	Update routing times using recent actuals, add a finite-capacity check before promising dates, and review load versus capacity each morning.

	Effectiveness measure
	Late shipments below 5% for eight consecutive weeks without increased overtime or expedited freight.





1. Problem definition and containment
	Prompt
	Response

	Problem / event title
	

	What happened?
	

	Where did it occur?
	

	When and how often?
	

	Magnitude / quantity affected
	

	Customer, safety, cost, quality, delivery, or compliance impact
	

	Expected condition or standard
	

	Immediate containment action
	

	Containment owner and due date
	



2. Evidence collected
	Evidence source
	What it shows
	Reliable? / limitations

	Process observation
	
	

	System or production records
	
	

	Customer / employee input
	
	

	Comparison of good vs. failed cases
	
	

	Other
	
	



3. Five Whys
	Level
	Question
	Evidence-based answer

	Problem
	What is the observable failure?
	

	Why 1
	Why did it happen?
	

	Why 2
	Why did that condition exist?
	

	Why 3
	What process or system allowed it?
	

	Why 4
	Why was it not prevented or detected?
	

	Why 5
	What underlying condition can be changed?
	



4. Cause categories
	Category
	Potential causes to investigate

	People / skills / workload
	

	Methods / standard work
	

	Machines / tools / technology
	

	Materials / information / inputs
	

	Measurement / inspection / data
	

	Environment / layout / external factors
	

	Management system / policies / priorities
	



5. Cause verification
	Suspected cause
	Evidence for / against
	Verification test
	Result

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	



6. Corrective action and follow-through
	Action
	Type
	Owner
	Due
	Measure / expected result
	Status

	
	Contain / Correct / Prevent
	
	
	
	

	
	Contain / Correct / Prevent
	
	
	
	

	
	Contain / Correct / Prevent
	
	
	
	

	
	Contain / Correct / Prevent
	
	
	
	

	
	Contain / Correct / Prevent
	
	
	
	

	
	Contain / Correct / Prevent
	
	
	
	



Effectiveness review
	Review date
	Result compared with baseline
	Unintended effects
	Decision / next step
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