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Introduction

I do not like the phrase Root Cause Analysis.  It brings forth visions of a sophisticated tool used by an elite group to tell someone else why something went wrong.  This vision of RCA is archaic.

I have a different vision of RCA.  It is a way of seeing life, not just a tool!  It is increasingly introspective, where people start by looking at other people’s problems but end-up seeing themselves as part of the causes.  It looks at past events, and even uses past tense to describe their causes – but then suddenly and shockingly reveals things that are in the present, continuing to cause problems.  It begins by looking at catastrophic events, but ends-up looking at the small things that cause the big ones.  In the beginning, only a few people are doing RCA’s.  In the end, the whole organization is thinking RCA’s.
Whereas the archaic vision was sufficient for the past, it will assure your demise if you cling onto it in the future.  This is because today’s world is increasingly demanding of business and industry.  Injuries and pollution are increasingly unacceptable.  Unethical behavior is putting people into jail.  The stockholders are continually looking for the best return on investment.  In other words, you are being required to do much more with much less.  

As you continue to creep closer to the “edge,” it has become increasingly necessary to understand yourselves and your businesses to a much deeper degree than ever.  Approaching the edge without understanding yourselves will cause you to fall over the edge, because everything that goes wrong is because of a “lack of understanding” about ourselves!
We’re in Compliance
I spend the majority of my work-life helping people understand how to do Root Cause Analysis.  I have been doing this for over 30 years.  Although it is a personally rewarding career, I am disgusted with how most corporations are handling Root Cause Analysis.

From my perspective, most organizations are interested in Root Cause Analysis because they are required to do it.  OSHA, the EPA, or the legal community is forcing organizations to investigate their problems and do something about the causes.

When outside pressures force people to do something they would not do on their own, they are not going to put a lot of effort into it.  They will do the minimum required to get by.  Whereas the hands-on workforce has a lot to gain from Root Cause Analysis, especially in terms of safety, management usually sees this as a time-consuming drain – an obstacle to their production and monetary goals.

Nevertheless, outside pressures force some kind of RCA effort.  The typical starting point is to find a consultant to provide training.  Next, management selects people to attend the training class – not including themselves.  Occasionally, an upper-level manager will make some introductory remarks about Root Cause Analysis to “kick-off” the training and show “support.”  These remarks are usually shallow and of limited value because the manager cannot mask his prime motivation for the training:  we need to be in compliance!
Admittedly, recent years have been better.  The quality initiatives of the late 90’s have reinforced the value of specifically defined “work processes.”  Organizations realize that any activity worth doing is also worth mapping (describing, documenting, etc).  The Root Cause Analysis effort has benefited from the idea of documenting our work processes.

Yet in observing the outcome of these antiseptic-looking work processes, the outsider observer is bound to ask, “I wonder if the primary reason for these work processes is to show they are in compliance.”
Something is wrong.  Something is missing.  Most people are treating Root Cause Analysis as if it were a bothersome obstacle – a “cost of doing business” – rather than the shocking, paradigm-shifting, life-changing endeavor that it could be.
It’s our Attitude
In other words, our attitude towards Root Cause Analysis is pathetic.  Yet, it is not only our attitude that is problematical.  It is our understanding of what it is, where to apply it and what its goal ought to be!  My own, personal understanding of these three facets of RCA have admittedly changed over the last 30 years.
Whereas I once thought Root Cause Analysis was a highly technical tool requiring a lot of training, I now understand it is an natural but buried capability of all healthy human beings.  Therefore, instead of focusing on the development of only a few RCA experts that use highly specialized methods, everyone ought be encouraged to develop their innate root cause mentality! 
Whereas I originally thought Root Cause Analysis should be applied to “the significant few” problems in the workplace, I now understand it has much more value when applied to the “trivial many.”  It’s the small things that matter!
Whereas I once thought it was an exercise undertaken to develop corrective actions, I now understand that its ultimate goal is to change the way people think.  It’s our thoughts that drive our actions.
Whereas I once thought that RCA’s needed to support business goals and objectives, I now understand that even our most sacrosanct understandings of doing business must be subject to RCA scrutiny.
Nothing during an RCA can be sacrosanct.

Big problems are caused by UNRESOLVED small problems

Most people that do Root Cause Analyses have a lot of experience investigating big problems.  When space shuttles explode, breaches occur in nuclear power plant containment structures, and people die in our refineries a Root Cause Analysis is automatic.  We have been doing RCA’s on big problems for a long time.  

Obviously, big problems are unacceptable.

We should have learned, by now, that these big problems are always caused by a cueing-up of unresolved small problems – a cueing-up in ways that no-one ever imagined.  Small, unresolved problems matter more than most people think.
Therefore, since big problems are unacceptable and they are caused by unresolved small problems, the unresolved small problems ought to be the subject of our most intense inquiry.  We ought to be asking ourselves “why do we allow small problems to exist, when they will eventually cause big problems?”
Let it be clear:  it is impossible to avoid all small problems.  They will always pop up – a product of our existence.  Thank goodness, this is true. Without small problems, we would have no warning of big problems.  Small problems are, therefore, harbingers of big problems. 

Therefore, the initial occurrence of a small problem is not problematical.  Light bulbs will fail.  Unusual noises will occur, both at work and at home.  We will notice vibration levels drifting upwards in rotating equipment.  Pains will occur in our bodies.  Negative thoughts and attitudes will creep into our minds.  These “facts of life” are unavoidable.  Entropy is real.

We get ourselves in trouble, however, when we ignore the small problems.  We allow small things to exist.  They cue-up with other small things to cause our big problems.  Big things go wrong because we do not act on small things.  We think small things do not matter.
We think we are smarter than we actually are.  We think we can choose which small problems to fix immediately, and which we can “live with.”  However, we will never be able to predict which of these small, unexpected, inevitable problems will eventually cause a big problem.  If our processes were becoming simpler and more disconnected from one another, the task might be within reach, but the opposite is true.  Complexity, convolution, and interconnectedness are increasing asymptotically.
Even more, each time we allow a small problem to linger, we do something subtle, powerful, and negative to our psyches.  Our eyes see the small problems and, since nothing immediately happens, register that “small problems are okay.”  This attitude entrenches itself in our brains until we are its slave. 
Small problems are okay.  Small problems are okay.  Small problems are okay.

We should be doing everything possible to fight this attitude.  Mayor Giuliani, of New York City, knew the value of paying attention to small problems.  He wanted to do something about violent crime, so he focused on graffiti, garbage, and small crimes.  Miraculously, the violent crime rate decreased! 

Unresolved small problems cause big problems.

It’s the way we think that causes our problems
We think small problems do not matter.  We think we know which ones are important.  We think we can “get away with some of them.”  It’s the way we think that causes our problems.
It is not physical things, or our “systems” that cause our problems.  Our thoughts cause our problems.
Yes, things break – often with disastrous consequences.  To the shallow-minded person, the probing stops here.  
Things break, however, because people do not behave appropriately somewhere upstream of the event.  They do not act on something when they should have acted.  It could have been a designer, a trainer, or an executive just as well as it could have been a maintenance man or operator.

People overlook small problems they feel are unimportant.  They overlook the small problems because of “the way they think about small problems.”  They think some small problems do not matter.
Small problems matter – ALL of them.  
If you (the reader) do not believe this, please consider the causes of one of your own recent problems – the bigger the better.  Ask yourself “what where the unresolved small problems that caused this big problem?”   Then ask yourself “what mentality allowed these small problems to exist?”  If you do this, you will see my point.  Even more, if the mentality you found still exists, it will be the cause of your next big problem!
Unresolved small problems cause big problems.  
These days, most (if not all) high-risk businesses are doing RCA’s in one form or another.  This is good!  However, the emphasis of these RCA efforts needs to change.  If we merely continue to investigate big problems, we will continue to have big problems.  We need to focus our RCA efforts on the source of our big problems:  unresolved SMALL problems.  
The need to get everyone involved

If unresolved small problems are capable of causing big problems, then we have to convince everyone not to allow ANY small problems to linger.  However, this will be very difficult.  Most people think it is impractical to act on ALL small problems.

Impractical or not, if we say we want to avoid big problems, the ONLY way is to develop an intolerance for unresolved small problems.  

How can people become convinced of this truth?  Reviewing actual case histories, debating, and writing papers like this do not seem to make much difference.
Most people, however, see the link when they are involved in a Root Cause Analysis of a major incident.  They see how our acceptance of small problems causes big problems.  It would be foolish, however, to wait for a catastrophe to teach people about small problems.  After all, we are trying to AVOID catastrophic problems.  

It would be much better (more proactive) to have people learn the importance of small problems ahead of time by asking them to look at the underlying causes of their own problems – the bigger the better.  
If operators, maintenance people, technical support staff, management, and everyone else in an organization looked at the underlying causes of their own unresolved problems, two major benefits would be realized:

1. People would understand, at a gut (instinctual) level, that ALL unresolved problems are capable of causing a big problem.

2. A sudden decrease of big problems would occur – just as occurred in New York City.

The thrust of our RCA efforts needs to change.  We need to move from highbrow investigations of catastrophic problems lead by highly trained individuals to a culture where everyone looks at the underlying causes of their own problems – everyone.  
This is the next step in Root Cause Analysis.

The need of a Passionate Visionary

If you belong to an organization that only investigates big problems, but can see the value of making a shift towards investigating unresolved small problems, it will not happen overnight.  It will take a conscientious, aggressive effort to pry you out of your current state and start you down a new path.

Who will do this?

The vast majority of people who are responsible for RCA’s are merely going with the flow, maintaining a process developed by someone else, or responding to the demands of a manager interested in compliance.  These humdrums are doing more harm than good.  They provide the appearance of a valid RCA effort with no substance.  There is no hope to change the direction of RCA – to refocus it on unresolved small problems – by relying on people like this.

Obviously, the organizational driver of the RCA process will determine where the process goes.  If the driver has no vision, as in the case of the humdrums, the endeavor will meander.  At best, it will be subject to the whims of unimpressed managers who merely care about compliance.  
If the driver has limited vision, and is merely focusing your organization on high-impact, catastrophic events, you will become entrenched in a lackluster endeavor for years.  Root Cause Analysis programs tend to have a lot of inertia.
A person with a progressive, specific and energetic vision of Root Cause Analysis will be required to pry you away from “mere compliance.”  This person must have an indefatigable drive within them to inculcate a root cause mentality throughout the organization – a mentality where people address their own small problems rather than waiting for catastrophes to occur.
Eventually, of course, this person must be able to share his/her progressive vision with others.  Even more, the vision must eventually be a good fit with the personal visions of most of the organization’s employees – eventually.

However, do not make the mistake of developing a “shared vision” too soon.  A committee cannot develop the vision that I am talking about! 
If the direction of Root Cause Analysis at your site is to change, it will be the insight, vision, and passion of ONE individual who will make it happen.  If you, the reader, are not this person then tap into someone who is!  If you, the reader, thinks this advice is foolish or silly then you are the wrong driver of the RCA process.
The Miracle Question
Suppose you are a passionate visionary – the kind of person I have been discussing.  Being this visionary is not sufficient.  It is CRITICALLY IMPORTANT to articulate your vision in as much detail as possible.  All passionate visionaries write, sketch, model, and otherwise manifest their vision.  
What does your vision look like?  How will you know when you have achieved it?  How will you be able to talk to other people about it if you have not articulated it for yourself?  

One of the simplest, most effective, and intriguing methods I have found to help people articulate a vision comes from the field of psychology.  From a web page entitled The Miracle Question (www.brief-therapy.org/steve_miracle.htm) Mr. de Shazer describes a technique he developed to help patients in family therapy sessions.  
The technique asks family members to pretend that a MIRACLE had occurred overnight, while they slept.  Then it asks the person how they would know the miracle had occurred, once they woke up.  The resulting dialogue becomes a well-articulated “vision of a desired state,” just what we desire.

The Miracle Question entranced me (see the referenced web page for much more information on this technique).  I decided to try it on myself.  Here is the partial “Miracle Question” dialogue as it applies to “Root Cause Analysis” in my own, family setting.
Suppose after a hard days work, I talk with my wife, interact with the kids, watch TV, do my usual chores, etc., and then go to bed.  As I drift off to sleep, I realize that my own home environment is not the way it ought to be respecting learning from things that go wrong.
Suppose that while I am sleeping, a miracle occurs. Suppose that everything I have been asking OTHERS to do is miraculously occurring within my own home, just like that!

Suppose this happens while I am sleeping, so I do not know that it has happened.

Now suppose that I wake up in the morning, not suspecting anything different:

How will I know that this miracle has occurred?
Imagining myself in this position, at first I did not notice anything different.  I woke up before my wife, as usual.  I was having my cup of coffee, alone.  I let the cats out and started a fire in the wood stove.  The house was cold.

It was winter, and was 20 degrees outside.  There was little wind.  As I settled into my chair to start my morning reading, I smelled an odor.  We have occasionally smelled this same odor ever since moving into the house 6 years ago.  It smelled like rotten eggs – a sewer-type odor.
I thought “Nuts, there it is again.”
My wife woke up, and entered the room.  She said, “Ah, there is that smell again.  Before I forget, I am going to put it on our Nagging Problems list.”
I said, “Nagging Problems List?”
She said, “You know, the one on the refrigerator!”
I looked at the refrigerator and saw the list.  It had several things on it.  

· The sliding glass door does not slide correctly.

· The car idles roughly.

· The dog continues to lick its foot.

· The house is too dry.

I also saw several items on the list that were crossed-out, as if they had already been addressed.  

· The back porch roof leaks when rain comes from the south.

· The bed of the pickup truck is dented.

· There are too many exposed rocks in the lawn and they keep hitting the lawnmower blades.
My head was spinning.

Continuing with the Miracle, I took a shower, and then got dressed.  My wife and I had planned to take our car to the repair shop.  It was making a water-gurgling noise, and we had been smelling antifreeze.  We took it to the shop, and dropped it off, asking them to diagnose the problem.
Later that afternoon, they called.  They told me that combustion gasses were getting into the cooling water system.  I asked how that could happen.  They told me it was probably a small leak in the head gasket, but warned that the only way they could know for sure is to take the engine out of the vehicle and remove the heads.   They said it would cost at least $3,500.00 and could be much higher depending on what they found.

The car had 145,000 miles on it.  After deliberating with my wife, we decided not to repair the car.  This meant, of course, that we needed a replacement car – fast!  We put all our other obligations on hold, some of them being substantial, drive 100 miles to the nearest car dealers, and spent two whole days picking out and purchasing a car that met our needs.
On the morning following our return, when drinking her coffee, my wife said, “This kind of thing is unacceptable.  We should not have been caught so off-guard.”
I could feel it coming – she was going to blame me for this.  However, then she said “Let’s do what we agreed to do when something like this happens.”
“Huh?”
What is wrong with you this morning – don’t you remember what you suggested?  When something unacceptable occurs, we need to sit down and understand WHY it happened.  I should not have to tell you this!  This is what you do for a living!
“Uhhhhhh, okay.”
She said, “I more-or-less understand what happened to the engine, but I do not understand why it happened.  Can you explain the mechanics of the problem to me?”
I did, to the best of my ability.

Then, she said “okay – I understand the mechanics of the problem, more-or-less.  Now, you said that we need to look back and ask ourselves:
“What did we do (or not do) that lead to this whole mess?  Let’s start as far back in time as possible and then inch our way forward.”
I could not believe my ears!  What has gotten into my wife!  I gladly joined her in a calm discussion.  We agreed on the following:
Four years ago, when we purchased this used car, we elected NOT to purchase a maintenance agreement – the kind that offered a rental car if the repairs were time-consuming.  This was a mistake.  If we would have purchased the agreement and sold the car before it expired, we would avoided either a large repair bill, or the urgent need to take off 2 days at an inconvenient time.
As we were discussing this, I remembered that UNRESOLVED small problems lead to big problems.  I remembered thinking “what unresolved small problems, or WARNING SIGNS, did I ignore as we approached this incident?”
Well, in my Miracle world I did NOT ignore the small things.  On the contrary, I acted on them almost immediately.  
· I acted on the small amount of coolant loss out of our radiator, as well as the strange, gunky globs of paste that I found floating on the surface.
· I insisted that the repair shop keep looking when they told me they could not find a leak in the cooling system.  After all, the water was going somewhere!
I realized that I probably avoided an unexpected, catastrophic failure of my engine – most probably while my wife was using the car.  I avoided much larger problem because I DID act on the small problems that I noticed.  

In my miracle world, we do not have big problems in my household anymore because we act on small problems almost immediately.  The problems that we are “investigating” are minor compared to what they used to be!
However, I knew there was more we could learn from this incident.  I wondered if my wife would continue the miracle.
She said, “Honey, isn’t it important to go beyond this point.  After all, all we’ve done so far is look at a decision we made four years ago.”  I almost fell off my chair.

“Uh-huh.”

“Well,” she said, “let’s keep digging.  After all, the next steps are where we can be the most proactive.  Do you remember what THOUGHTS went through your mind when we bought this car 4 years ago – when they asked you about purchasing a maintenance agreement?”

“Yes, more or less.”

“Well?”

I thought something like, “Here we go again.  These people try to get you every way they can.  These maintenance agreements are known to be a rip-off.  The chances are slim that anything big will happen with this car.  If something happens, I will pay for it myself – I do not need this agreement.  I’ve already spent enough money for one day.”

“Good honey,” she said.  “Now, in retrospect, what SHOULD you have been thinking?  In other words, what thoughts would have helped you decide to purchase that maintenance agreement?”

“Well,” I said, “maybe something like this.  Although I can afford a large maintenance expense right now, maybe I will not be able to later.  Anyway, there is more to consider than just the money.  What about the inconvenience if something big happens – like an engine or transmission problem?  If I get this contract for the period that we intend to own the car, it would cover any unexpected large expenses as well as give us a rental car while it is being repaired.  We will keep the car until the agreement expires, then sell it.  Yes, let’s get this maintenance agreement. ”

“Honey,” she said.  “That’s great!  But please don’t blame the whole thing on yourself.  In listening to you I realize I should have helped you make this decision instead of leaving it all up to you.”

“Uh-huh,” I said in amazement.
 “One more step, right?” she said.  

“Uh-huh.”
“I know this is the hardest part,” but I really like doing this because it seems so powerful,” she said.  “Let’s try to think about the way we ARE that contributed to this problem.  What underlying attitudes, beliefs, or assumptions are evident in the thoughts you described?”
“Gees,” I thought.  “I’ve been teaching this for years and now she’s asking me to do it with myself!  This is hard!”
“Well, let’s see,” I said.

· I tend to place money concerns ahead of convenience concerns.  I do not place enough value on convenience.
· When I make a decision involving money, I spend the vast majority of time choosing the product from amongst all the choices.  I spend little time thinking about maintenance repair options.

· I tend to make large purchase decisions on my own, without the input of my wife, especially for mechanical or high-tech products. 

· My wife tends to defer to her husband when dealing with anything mechanical or high-tech.

· I tend to think the future will be at least a good (financially) as the present when making financial decisions.
· I am not as cautious as I should be when making big decisions.
The dialogue with my wife was disturbing.  I felt a knot in my stomach as I realized my role.  My wife was caring, and because of this we did not fight about anything.  On the contrary, she seemed sympathetic – eager to help.

Finally, we talked about how to avoid these kinds of problems in the future.  Here is what we agreed to do:

· We will always purchase a maintenance agreement on any car purchased in the future.  The agreement will last as long as we intend to own the car.  We will sell the car prior to expiration of the agreement.

· When purchasing any high-dollar item, we will always consider a maintenance agreement.

· I will always ask my wife’s opinion whenever we make a significant decision.

From Miracle to Vision
As I wake myself out of my miracle, I can hardly wait to articulate my “vision” of “the way I want my family to be in the future.”  Before this exercise, I had a vague, fuzzy awareness of the way things should be.  Now, however, I am ready to be much more specific.  

The following is the way my household will look when I have achieved my vision.
Nelms Family Vision for 
Learning from Things that Go Wrong

My family understands that unresolved small problems cause big problems.  Therefore, there is a continuous attempt BY ALL OF US to fix problems as soon as they occur, and to LOG any problems that have not been immediately resolved (so that we do not forget about them).  When we scratch one off (because it has been resolved), we aggressively try to find something else to add.

Nevertheless, when the inevitable things go wrong in my household, we all sit down and make a sincere effort to understand:
 

1.  What were the mechanics (or the physics) of the problem.  When we do not know, we find someone who does.
2.  What did EACH OF US do (or not do) that contributed to this problem?  We start as far back (in time) as possible, and work forward with our questioning.  We all contribute in an understanding, non-threatening way.
3.  What about the way we (as a family) ARE (in general) contributed to the above actions (or inactions)?
4.  What are we going to do to make sure these kinds of things do not happen again?

Because of these continuing efforts, the problems we address are becoming smaller and smaller.

 

What About Work?  

You might be saying to yourself, “Thank you for sharing this about your home, but what does this have to do with work?”

It has everything to do with work!  The reason I talked so much about a home problem was to demonstrate the value of creating a vision of “learning from things that go wrong” no matter where you find yourself – even at home.  Certainly, if articulating ones vision of “RCA” is valuable at home, where catastrophic potential is comparatively miniscule, it is even more valuable at work where unfathomed havoc can take place.

Anyone and everyone ought to be articulating their vision of learning from things that go wrong at work – everyone!  
Remember, the point of this paper is that the only way to avoid big problems is for EVERYONE to learn from the small problems in their own worlds.  Maintenance, for example, works on pump and compressor problems all day long.  Operations handles process upsets.  Management handles labor issues.  
Imagine each of these entities doing what I did within my own household.  Imagine each of them asking,

“Why did this pump fail when I just repaired it last month,” or 

“Why did the process become upset again – I thought we resolved this,” or 
“Why are we having these labor issues year after year?”
Imagine a maintenance crew sitting down with one another when something went wrong with a repair, asking the same questions my family asks.  Imagine operations logging their unresolved problems on a “problem board,” just as I do at home.  Imagine management and secretarial people doing the same thing.
It’s the small problems within each of these “families” that cause the big problems for the whole organization.

A Suggested Organizational Vision for Root Cause Analysis
Therefore, each entity within an organization ought to have their own vision for learning from things that go wrong.  If you are the driver of the Root Cause Analysis effort within your organization, it is your responsibility to make this happen.  Encourage as many people as possible to develop these entity-level visions. 

· Individual people can articulate a specific vision.

· Teams of individuals can agree on a specific vision.


· Departments can agree on a specific vision.

· Sites can agree on a specific vision.

· Companies can agree on a specific vision.

As this paper nears its end, I will suggest a company, or organizational vision of Root Cause Analysis.  This is NOT merely my own vision.  It is a compilation of comments made by people I have met on the Root Cause Conference at www.rootcauselive.com.  The conference (forum) has over 800 members from around the world, and from many different industries and business types.  
I asked forum members to articulate their vision for Root Cause Analysis.  The members that responded were experienced and passionate practitioners – not the humdrums I talked about in prior paragraphs.  I accumulated their numerous thoughts, and then summarized them.  I presented their summarized thoughts to the forum for correction.

The following paragraphs document a 5-faceted Organizational Vision for Root Cause Analysis as seen by experienced RCA practitioners working in a variety business-types all over the world.
If I were you, the reader, I would acknowledge where MY organization stood relative to each facet and then make specific plans to move in the right direction. 
Organizational Vision for Root Cause Analysis
Management Support
Root Cause Analysis (in all its forms, both formal and informal) is acknowledged by the top executives in the company as a CORE business activity.  They understand that the most effective continuous improvement effort depends on Root Cause Analysis.  They use it themselves, daily.  They insist that it be used by their subordinates.

Because of the importance they place on RCA, our executives have insisted that our “official” RCA efforts be integrated with our Corporate Visions and Values.

When something goes wrong at our site (something that has been deemed “unacceptable”), plant management, including supervision insist that the RCA process be followed and that any corresponding action items be closed-out.

More importantly, however, Root Cause Analysis has taken root amongst the lower levels of the organization such that the effort is independent of upper-level management personalities.  An upper-level manager would have an almost impossible time of trying to thwart the root cause culture at our site.

Extent of People’s Involvement

The goals and objectives of RCA are understood by all, starting with upper management but including everyone.

More importantly, root cause thinking has permeated all levels of the organization.  Root cause analysis has become an integral part of the “way we do things” and has become almost instinctual within most of our people.  It has been enthusiastically embraced by the vast majority of the organization and thus is part of our culture.

All employees are trained in RCA, to varying degrees, depending on their roles.  The training is even part of our company and site induction process, similar to our safety indoctrination.  Although everyone is required to immediately put this training to use, it has quickly become innate within our employees – a way of thinking for the entire organization.

When you meet an employee of our company off-site, you will notice a marked difference in their attitudes and understanding of things that go wrong.

Depth of our Probing
We have learned the futility of blaming one another on our problems.  The vast majority of our employees understand that they each have a role in the things that go wrong in our company.  Our intent during an RCA is for each of us (individually) to see how we personally need to change as a result of an unacceptable problem.  Finger pointing is virtually non-existent at our company.

Whereas we used to merely try to understand the “physics” of our problems, and then were satisfied with stopping at the “human” (who did what), we are now focused on “what about the way we ARE contributed to this event?”  Each of us asks ourselves this question as a result of an incident.

Whereas we used to focus on the “past” (and even used past-tenses to describe the causes of our problems), we are now focusing on the present – seeking to acknowledge the way we are that will continue to cause problems if not addressed.

The practice of looking for our own role in things that go wrong has become habitual within most of our employees.
Effectiveness and Efficiency of the RCA Effort 
We respond to problems quickly and rationally, with appropriate focus and
engagement.  We recognize the importance of fixing a problem without analysis in some cases.  We do this when the problem is judged to be “acceptable,” i.e., when a similar recurrence can be tolerated.  In other cases, we attempt to address the causes of the problem so that it does not recur.  We do this when the problem is judged “unacceptable” – when a similar recurrence cannot be tolerated.

Our organization has put a lot of thought into distinguishing between “acceptable and unacceptable,” and the vast majority of employees understands and agrees with this distinction.

In all cases, however, we tend to wonder “why did this occur,” even when a light-bulb burns out (for example).

When we attempt to understand the causes of the problem, our ultimate objective is:
· to minimize the possibility of an identical problem, both in the location in which it occurred and in other locations within the company.

· to address the underlying causes of the problem, both in the location in which it occurred and it other locations within the company, so that similar (seemingly unrelated) problems can be avoided.

Although we certainly learn from our own mistakes, we put just as much effort into learning from other people’s mistakes – both within and outside the company.
Achieving this Vision
A vision was our essential starting-point.  We recognized that the vision needed to be shared.   Communication and motivation were essential.  The following have been essential for helping to achieve the vision:

· The majority of employees have seen a strong leader in charge.

· Most people see the visions as a “stretch,” but attainable and worthy.

· People see patience, persistence, and courage displayed by the leader and his helpers day after day.

· Quick-wins were produced right from the beginning.
Is the above 5-faceted vision sufficient?  Is it what you, the reader, would see after having answered The Miracle Question?  Where are you with respect to each facet?  What will you do to make progress?
In summary
Things that go wrong are capable of teaching us things that nothing else can teach.  One of the things we should have learned, from our investigation of catastrophic problems, is that unresolved small problems cause big problems.

Some of us think we can figure out which small problems will cause large ones and, correspondingly, which ones will not.  These people are wrong.  As complexity and interconnectedness increases, our ability to connect the dots decreases.  
We think we can get away with some of these unresolved small problems.  We think they do not matter.  In the limit, therefore, it is the way we think that causes big problems.
We are not used to “thinking about thinking.”  It is painful for most people.  However, with the right leadership, drive, and VISION, people will follow.

If you, the reader, understand what I am saying then it is up to you to do something about it.  This paper, therefore, is a plea.  Wake up and do not be a humdrum.  Help people to look more closely at things that go wrong.  Help them to think about the way they think.  Lead by example.  Most importantly, articulate a VISION for the way it OUGHT to be, then take steps toward that vision.
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The only reason most organizations do Root Cause Analysis is to be in compliance.





Even our most sacrosanct understandings of doing business must be subject to RCA scrutiny.











The NEW focus of Root Cause Analysis must be SMALL problems!





Where are our VISIONARIES?





It will not happen without a VISION. 





The vision should be SHOCKING!





The vision should focus us on OURSELVES.





What about the way we ARE contributed to this problem?








Imagine it!





How do you rate?





Some organizations are actually doing this!
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