
Question: When the 
first-grade boy asked to 
use the washroom, the 

teacher said that he must 
first say his ABCs aloud. 
The little boy obediently 

did so, but he skipped the 
“P” and the “Y.” The 
teacher asked, “Why did 

you skip the ‘P’ and the 
‘Y’?” 

Answer: “My Daddy told 
me to never say ‘Y’ again 
and the ‘P’ went down 
my leg.” 

Lately, I’ve been asked to 
provide root-cause analy-
sis training more than 
ever before in my 14 
years as an independent 
quality/lean consultant. 
This is interesting in the 
age of Six Sigma, espe-
cially because “analyze” 
is the heart of DMAIC 
(define, measure, ana-
lyze, improve, control). I 
further find this interest-
ing in this age of lean, in 
which the lean tools that 
are taught to so many 
people are only possible 
solutions to good root-
cause analysis. 

I (further) further find 
this interesting in this age 
of so many companies 
being ISO 9001-certified 
for many years, when the 
essence of continually 
improving the effective-
ness of the quality man-
agement system is good 
root-cause analysis. 

Why Root-Cause Analysis Sucks in the United States 
The Top 10 Reasons by Mike Micklewright 

GOOD NEWS!  

Canadian manufacturers 
and exporters are slightly 
more optimistic that eco-
nomic conditions have 
started to improve, and 
some are getting set to in-
crease their workforce. The 
Canadian Manufacturers & 
Exporters’ business condi-
tions survey for June  
showed 69 percent of the 
companies surveyed said 
that they expect the value of 
new orders to stay the same 
or increase over the next 
three months, up from66 
percent in May. And 13 per-
cent of the companies said 
they expect to increase em-
ployment in the next three 
months. 

Reuters Canada, 24 June 
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I began to wonder, “Why 
does root-cause analysis 
suck?,” and I came up with 
the following possible root 
causes. You decide which 
apply to your company by 
asking “Why?” somewhere 
around five times until you 
find the systemic reason(s) 
that it sucks at your com-
pany. Drum roll, please . . . 

10. It’s more fun to blame 
people. 

For some, there’s no greater 
thrill than to find out who 
caused the problem and 
blame them, even though 
that person had no control 
over the situation. The situa-
tion is also easy to rectify, 
because all one has to do is 
to counsel, retrain, talk to, 
and convince them that they 
need to pay more attention, 
or better yet, fire their butt. 
Fixing the system is way too 
boring anyway. 

9. Top managers don’t 
want to find out they are 
to blame. 

What if Dr. Deming was 
right? What if 90 percent of 
root causes are due to com-
mon cause variation and that 
only top management can 
control this type of varia-
tion? What if employees all 
understood what Deming 
was really telling us? Then 
top management would have 
to attend root-cause analysis 
training along with other 
supporting functions (i.e. 
sales, engineering, produc-
tion planning). Leadership 

might even have to change, 
and that would be absurd. 
It’s easier to send only 
manufacturing personnel to 
training and make them 
feel they are root causes 
and ensure that they fear 
making another mistake. 

8. I was told to shut-up 
after asking “Why?” one 
time. 

Children naturally ask why, 
and sometimes they ask too 
many questions, so it’s best 
to shut ’em up now before 
parents have to admit that 
they don’t know the answer 
to a question and before the 
kid gets too comfortable 
asking “Why?” multiple 
times. 

Example: 

Five-year-old: “Daddy, 
why do we have to die?” 

Daddy: “So we can go to 
heaven.” 

Five-year-old: “Why do 
we have to go to heaven?” 

Daddy: “So we can live 
with God and other good 
people like us forever.” 

Five-year-old: “Why do 
we have to live with God?” 

Daddy: “Shut up, kid, and 
go watch TV.” 

This Dad allowed way too 
many “whys.” He’s inexpe-
rienced and will learn to 
shut the kid up after one 
“why,” thus properly pre-
paring the kid for the world 
of work. 

 

Continued on Page 2 

"The power to ques-
tion is the basis of all 

human progress."  
– Indira Gandhi 

QUOTE 

MORE GOOD NEWS!  
 

Quality/Root Cause 
Guru  

Mike Micklewright  
is coming to Ontario! 

 
Set aside October 7, 

2009 to attend this spe-
cial event. More details 
to come! You can view 
Mike’s bio on page 3. 
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and one solution may have 
been to use milder chemicals 
more often. Expenses would 
have gone up. When getting 
to the root cause, the solution 
needs to save money. This 
less expensive result is typi-
cal for monuments and your 
operations as well. This is not 
the perception of the majority 
of leaders. 

5. “My peeps can’t do this, 
and I’m a micromanager. 

“And yet, I don’t have the 
time to do this the right way, 
so I better not encourage 
root-cause analysis at all. I 
would rather give them the 
fish than teach them to fish. 
I’ve made it this far, because 
I’m smart. My peeps obvi-
ously aren’t smart and they 
need me. I love to get my 
hands into everything and 
even though this slows up 
decision making, we’re as-
sured of the right answers, 
and this is best in the long 
run, right? Leadership and 
coaching are over-rated. 
They’re opposite to micro-
managing, and they don’t 
work.”  

4. It requires thinking. 

Who needs to think when 
they’ve got their Master 
Blaster Double-Thick Wide 
Black Belt, the title of sensei, 
and they and their company 
are certified? We’re in a com-
petitive world in which quick 
movement and decisions are 
most important. Thinking is 
for the professors at a univer-
sity, where nothing real ever 
gets accomplished anyway. 
We need to get product out 
the door now. I only think, I 
think, when I’m in the class-
room. 

3. Why do root-cause analy-
sis training? We can buy 
the solutions anyway! 

It’s much easier to buy 5S 
(sort, straighten, shine, stan-

7. We don’t have time to 
think long-term right now. 

“Maybe next month. Right 
now, we’ve got to make the 
numbers for the quarterly 
report. The shareholders, 
Wall Street, or the owners 
must see that we met their 
predictions this quarter, or 
else. We want all our people 
focused on making as much 
product as possible, shipping 
as much as possible during 
the last week of the month, 
and storing as much inven-
tory as possible before the 
end of the year. We’ll get to 
root-cause analysis next 
month, or next year, and 
really resolve the problems.” 
They never do. 

6. Fixing root causes is too 
expensive. 

Example: 

The Washington Monument 
was deteriorating. 

Why? Use of harsh chemi-
cals. 

Why? To clean up after pi-
geons.  

Why so many pigeons? They 
eat spiders, and there are a lot 
of spiders at the monument. 

Why so many spiders? They 
eat gnats, and there are lots of 
gnats at the monument. 

Why so many gnats? They 
are attracted to the light at 
dusk. 

Why are the lights on at 
dusk? Because the timing of 
the lights doesn’t change with 
the seasons. 

Solution: Automate. Turn on 
the lights at a later time for 
now, and develop a system 
that self-adjusts throughout 
the year.  

In the above example, one 
would normally stop asking 
“why” when the answer was 
“harsh chemicals,” 

dardize, and sustain), value-
stream mapping, kaizen, 
TPM (total productive main-
tenance), quick changeover, 
all of the Six Sigma tools, 
and an ISO 9001 certificate 
than to go through the hassle 
of determining root causes. 
Tools like 5S are only by-
products, developed by Toy-
ota after doing proper root-
cause analysis. No one 
taught Toyota how to do 5S. 
What came first, root-cause 
analysis or 5S? Root-cause 
analysis, of course. One day 
there was a product defect. 
Someone went to ask the 
operator what happened. 
The operator said the defect 
occurred because he used 
the wrong tool. Why? Be-
cause the right tool wasn’t 
available. Why? Because it 
couldn’t be found in the 
unorganized work area. 
Why? Because there wasn’t 
an identified spot for that 
tool. Solution: Organize the 
area and develop a system 
for organization—thus the 
origin of 5S. If a company 
wishes to copy Toyota, they 
should copy how Toyota did 
root-cause analysis, not 5S. 
That company may come up 
with a different “tool” or 
methodology. Thomas Jef-
ferson once said, “Be flexi-
ble in style, but unwavering 
like a rock, in principles.” 
Root-cause analysis is the 
principle; 5S is the style. 
Top managers would rather 
buy solutions than develop 
their own. 

2. We don’t practice it at 
home. Why should we do it 
at work? 

More than 25 percent of our 
children are on antipsychotic 
drugs, antidepressants, Rita-
lin, and other ADHD 
(attention deficit hyperactiv-
ity disorder) drugs under the 
banner of “mental health.” 

Phone: 519‐508‐5525 
Fax: 519‐508‐5526 

Email: info@bonzatraining.com 
Website: 

www.bonzatraining.com 

Core Knowledge.                         
Flexible Thinking.                  
Global Outlook. 

We’re on the web! 
www.bonzatraining.com 

mailto:info@bonzatraining.com�
http://www.bonzatraining.com/�
http://www.bonzatraining.com/�


Po Box 21007 
Stratford, ON 

Canada N5A 7V4 
Toll ‐ free: 877‐508‐5525 

BONZA TRAINING SOLUTIONS 
the new drug. This gets car-
ried over to work and we 
continue to buy the latest 
drug at work—ISO 9001, Six 
Sigma, lean tools, and prod-
ucts from India and China. 

1. Getting to root causes 
would require us to work 
with other kingdoms. 

When one asks “Why?” so 
many times, the systemic 
reason as to why a problem 
exists will more than likely 
exist in the confines of an-
other kingdom or department. 
This would require true proc-
ess orientation or value-
stream management. Most 
companies don’t have this; 
they talk of this only during 
an audit, a kaizen event, or a 
Six Sigma project. Most com-

Anti-anxiety drugs are ram-
pant, and there has never 
been any proof that they have 
ever cured anyone of anxiety. 
To quit smoking, we can 
chew gum, buy a patch, get 
hypnotized, or take drugs. To 
lose weight we can go on a 
myriad of diets, some claim-
ing exercise isn’t necessary, 
or we can get our stomachs 
stapled. To get us out of an 
economic slump, our govern-
ment issues us checks. If our 
marriage is in disarray, we 
get a divorce. If we don’t get 
along with other countries, 
we go to war. We rarely get 
to root causes at home, in our 
neighborhood, or in our coun-
try. We aren’t accustomed to 
it. So we go for the quick fix, 

panies’ dominant structure 
is based on kingdoms, no 
matter what they say. Most 
have departmental goals and 
are evaluated on meeting 
these goals, so they continue 
to sub optimize, no matter 
what the effect is on other 
kingdoms. This makes root-
cause analysis even more 
difficult, if not impossible. 
It’s easier to blame another 
department rather than to 
dig deeper into the root 
cause with a kingdom that 
cannot stand the other king-
dom. It’s easier to fight. It’s 
best to discover the root 
causes of why root-cause 
analysis sucks at your com-
pany before conducting 
more training! Good luck! Β 
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Mike Micklewright’s Challenge to Canada: 

 Declaration of Automotive Independence from the U.S. 
As Canadian automotive suppliers and other manufacturers ponder their fate as more US 
firms consider moving their businesses or plants back to the US, Mexico, or China, I won-
der …  isn’t it about time for Canada to be less dependent on what US companies are 
doin?  Apparently US companies and specifically, automotive US companies are not doing 
well, so why would a Canadian industry and its future tie itself into a model that is not 
working.  The model almost worked when the US automotive industry began to listen to Dr. 
Deming’s principles and began to change some of its practices to fall in line with Deming’s 
principles, but then that has long ago been forgotten.  Why can’t an independent Canadian 
automotive industry emerge out of this economic mess?  You have a willing and skilled 
workforce.  You have the principles of Dr. Deming, which are even more relevant today 
than they were in the early 80’s.  You also have highly educated workforce and you have 
desire!  Then do something with it and emerge from your US blanket of security.  Perhaps 
GM’s woes are the “green shoots” of an independent Canadian automotive industry.  The 
Canadian government will now own 12% of General Motors and Canadian auto parts manu-
facturer Magna International just bought GM’s European division Opel from the German 
government.    This could be just the beginning.  I’m rooting for ya! 

About the author 

Mike Micklewright is president of QualityQuest Inc., a Chicago-based consulting, training, 
and facilitation company specializing in lean, ISO 9001, ISO/TS 
16949, Six Sigma, and their integration. Micklewright is an ASQ-
certified Six Sigma Black Belt, quality auditor, quality engineer, and 
quality manager. He holds a degree in general engineering from the 
University of Illinois and has worked in design, manufacturing, and 
quality engineering for the Saturn Corp. of General Motors and Sea-
quist Perfect Dispensing. Micklewright is a sought-after speaker and 
has had many articles published. He performs stand-up comedy in 
which he makes fun of the world of continual improvement and has 
developed, produced, acted in, and sells video training programs. 
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