The Five Whys:  A Leadership Team Exercise
adapted from The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook

by Susan Huntting

Congregation Beth Tzuris’ Leadership Team was stuck.  They seemed to be revisiting the same issues too often and were losing momentum.  After some reflection, they realized that group decisions and ideas rarely were implemented sufficiently.  When the chair would follow up to find out what happened, simple explanations sufficed, specific individuals often were found at fault, and promises were made to rectify the situation in the future. Some team members felt the inertia, but others didn’t or at least weren’t willing to identify it as a problem.  To their thinking, some plans always fell through the cracks and drawing too much attention to it might create tension and hurt feelings. 

In a learning congregation, this kind of glossing over of problems is negligent and unproductive.  Though some problems, like lack of follow-through, sometimes can be due to a specific individual’s neglect, often they reflect on-going issues present in the congregation’s culture and/or the institution’s systems of operation.  You can be sure that these kinds of persistent patterns impact not only ECE deliberations but much of the other committee and group work of the congregation as well.

The purpose of The Five Whys exercise is to help a team hunt backwards for the root cause(s) of recurring problems. By asking “why?” five times in a team setting with discussion, a group can peel back the layers of explanation and excuse that often are used to gloss over core issues.  This exercise takes about an hour and requires flip-chart paper, post-its, markers and an appointed recorder.

Step 1:  The First Why

Pick the issue you want to address; then ask the first why of the group:  “Why is such-and-such taking place?”  You will probably end up with three or four answers.  Write each answer in the center of a different flip-chart page and post each page on the wall.

Steps 2, 3, 4, 5:  The Successive Whys

Remember how pre-schoolers like to ask “why?” following every bit of information you give them about the world?  Well, now it’s time to personally relive those pre-school years!  Repeat the above process for the statement on each flip chart, asking “why” about each one.  Put each new answer on a post-it near its “parent.” Assess the newest answers and, for each one that seems likely, ask “why” again and post more responses.  Repeat this process twice.

What Will Likely Happen

Once your wall is papered with flip-chart pages and post-its, you will probably find some of your explanations converging. Many of the post-it responses likely will be traceable back to only 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 your original issue, but the entire organization as well.  To continue with our original example, the Leadership Team’s decision to, for example, put an article in the bulletin might not reach successful implementation because: 

1. the purpose of the article was vague,

2. the task wasn’t specifically delegated, or 

3. it was incorrectly assumed that the person assigned the task was familiar with how bulletin articles are submitted.  

These explanations in turn point to much broader systemic issues which might include lack of goal setting, unclear roles and responsibilities and perceptions that the inner workings of the temple are a “closed shop.”  Identifying these underlying core realities is the first step in rectifying system-wide issues in authentic, constructive ways.

Danger, Will Robinson!

To be effective, your answers to The Five Whys should steer away from blaming individuals. Pointing the finger presumes that, if only someone else had been responsible, the problem wouldn’t have presented itself.  This is rarely true. By forcing yourself to look deeper, you actually transfer responsibility away from specific personalities and onto the system, thereby making everyone responsible.
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