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AMPLIFY YOUR STORY: Conducting a Root Cause Analysis 
Purpose: We get so wrapped up in our programs and getting through all our work that we rarely get 
to take a step back and really reflect on, a) the impacts we are having, and, b) our approaches to the 
changes we want to see in our communities. Root Cause Analysis (RCA) is a method for 
systematically uncovering root causes behind the issues that the communities we serve are facing. This analysis helps us 
make programmatic decisions, apply for funding, and evaluate programs based on root causes—not just the symptoms. 

Treating Causes Along with Symptoms 

 

What is Root Cause Analysis (RCA)? 
RCA is a method you can use to discover the reasons, or the root causes, behind an 
issue that you are seeing in the communities you serve.  

Why Use RCA? 
When you use RCA, you and your community “own the issue” that you are facing, and 
this will help you select appropriate responses (program changes, advocacy, etc.). 

Systematic Analysis à Systematic Change 
We know the issues facing our communities are not just because of individual 
struggles. There are underlying social issues, including barriers and inequities based 
in race, social class, immigration status, gender, sexuality, ability and more, that lead 
to unequal lived realities. To make real, sustainable social change, we need to 
strategize at all levels—with individuals, families and communities, and also at the 
level of systems—policies, opportunities, access, and more. 

When is RCA Most Applicable? 
o To find out which individual factors can provide targets of change for your 

organization’s cause. For example, levels of knowledge: “Do pregnant women of 
color need to know more about their rights?”; awareness, attitudes, behaviors. 

o To explore social causes. Example: Why do certain communities have higher 
rates of children who are not ready for kindergarten? You can break up causes 
into subgroups, like cultural, economic, and political factors). 

o To uncover multiple solutions for a specific issue and allow your organization to 
see alternatives that you might not have seen or considered before. This can 
help increase the possibility of choosing the most appropriate solution(s). 

 

How to Conduct a Root Cause Analysis (RCA) 

 
Establish a Team 

  

Apply “5 Whys” 
Techniques 

 

Recommend and 
Implement Solutions 

§ Invite people to brainstorm 
possible causes who are both 
affected by the issue AND who are 
in a position to contribute to the 
potential solution(s)  

§ The more representative the team 
is, the more likely it is for the root 
causes to be uncovered 

§ Start with the problem statement, 
or a statement of the issue the 
community is facing 

§ Follow by asking five (or more) 
“whys”  

§ Find what the root cause(s) of the 
issue is/are 

 

§ Your working group may end up 
generating more than one cause 

§ You can either prioritize one 
solution to implement OR consider 
multiple solutions 

See the Qualitative Data Analysis and 
Using Public Data emPower Tools to 
gather data to support your conclusions 
and solutions 

 

More emPower Tools 
+ learn more about each topic 
thecapacitycollective.org/ 
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RCA Example 1:  Kindergarten Readiness 

 
RCA Example 2: C-Section Rates for Women of Color 

 
 

Issue
• Children in Community X are less ready for kindergarten in comparison to their peers.

Why?
• Many of the children in that community are not able to attend preschools.

Why?
• There are not enough preschools in Community X.

Why?
• Preschool teachers need additional training to provide quality preschool education.

Why?
• Training opportunities for preschool teachers are not available locally. 

1 Root 
Cause

• Local universities and colleges are not currently offering training opportunities for 
preschool teachers.  

1 Possible 
Solution

• Engage and collaborate with local universities and colleges to provide necessary 
training for preschool teachers.

Issue
• Women of Color in Community Z seem more likely to be pushed into C-sections than 

other groups of women.

Why?
• Some women of color are not aware that they have the option to choose not to have a 

C-section, or at least ask for more information.

Why?
• Health care providers working with Community Z are not providing a full range of 

delivery options to them in comparison to other groups.

Why?
• Women of Color in Community Z are not consistently given sufficient information to 

make the choice to not have a C-section.

Why?
• There are no resources provided to Women of Color in Community Z for them to 

discuss options with their health care providers and make informed decisions.

1Root 
Cause

• There may be language and cultural barriers that prevent both the women and the 
health care providers from providing all possible delivery options.  

1 Possible 
Solution

• Collaborate with local health care providers to start an informational campaign to 
provide knowledge to Community Z, and for providers to improve communication.

We encourage you to share these resources with your organization, and other local social service organizations. PLEASE NOTE this handout is the 
 intellectual property of The Capacity Collective. Please do not duplicate parts, or adapt, without the express permission of The Capacity Collective.  

Thank you for supporting our work! 


