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F18 Root Cause Analysis for Attorneys:  Why?  Why?  Why?  Why?  Why?

Max M. Houck, PhD*, Consolidated Forensic Laboratory, 401 E Street, SW, Washington, DC 20024

After attending this presentation, attendees will understand the basics of root cause analysis as a tool for exploring potential failures 

of forensic service providers.

7KH�SUHVHQWDWLRQ�ZLOO�LPSDFW�WKH�IRUHQVLF�VFLHQFH�FRPPXQLW\�E\�SURYLGLQJ�DWWRUQH\V�ZLWK�D�YDOLG�IUDPHZRUN�IRU�LQTXLULHV�GLUHFWHG�
DW�DFWXDO�RU�SHUFHLYHG�IDLOXUHV�RI�IRUHQVLF�VHUYLFH�SURYLGHUV���7KLV�IUDPHZRUN�ZLOO�KHOS�WKH�IRUHQVLF�VFLHQFH�FRPPXQLW\�UHVSRQG�WR�OHJDO�
inquires in a structured, focused manner.

5RRW�&DXVH�$QDO\VLV��5&$��LV�D�PHWKRG�RI�SUREOHP�VROYLQJ�WKDW�WULHV�WR�LGHQWLI\�WKH�QHFHVVDU\�DQG�VXI¿FLHQW�UHDVRQV�IRU�DQ�HYHQW��
typically a fault, problem, or — in this case — a non-conformity in a quality system.  Once a root cause is removed from the sequence, 

the non-conformity should be prevented from happening again.1  RCA assumes that systems and events are related.  An action in one 

DUHD�FDQ�FUHDWH�RWKHU�DFWLRQV�RU�UHVXOWV�LQ�RWKHUV��FRQWLQXLQJ�RQ�LQ�ZKDW�LV�NQRZQ�DV�WKH�³FDXVDO�FKDLQ�´��5&$�WUDFHV�WKH�UHPQDQWV�RI�WKH�
FKDLQ�RI�HYHQWV�EDFN�WR�LWV�VRXUFH��WKH�URRW�FDXVH��

RCA is an iterative process.2��7KH�SURFHVV�RI�5&$�EHJLQV�ZLWK�WKH�SUREOHP�VWDWHPHQW���:KDW�KDSSHQHG"��:K\�LV�LW�D�QRQ�FRQIRUPLW\"��
+RZ�LV�LW�RXWVLGH�WKH�TXDOLW\�V\VWHP�UHTXLUHPHQWV"��7KLV�LV�GRQH�XVLQJ�D�WHFKQLTXH�RI�FRQWLQXDOO\�DVNLQJ�³:K\"´�XQWLO�WKH�URRW�FDXVH�LV�
LGHQWL¿HG�3��2QFH�LGHQWL¿HG��WKH�FKDLQ�RI�HYHQWV�OHDGLQJ�WR�WKH�URRW�FDXVH�RI�WKH�QRQ�FRQIRUPLW\�LV�FKDUDFWHUL]HG�DV�VLPSOH��FRPSOLFDWHG��
RU�FRPSOH[��D�URRW�FDXVH�PD\�EH�FKDUDFWHUL]HG�DV�FKDRWLF��EXW�WKLV�LV�UDUHO\�WKH�FDVH�4��7KH�FKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQ�ZLOO�LQGLFDWH�WKH�NLQGV�RI�
FKDQJHV� WKDW�QHHG� WR�EH�PDGH� WR� WHVW� LI� WKH� LGHQWL¿HG�URRW�FDXVH� LV� WKH�DFWXDO�VRXUFH�RI� WKH�QRQ�FRQIRUPLW\��DGGLWLRQDO�REVHUYDWLRQV�
PD\�EH�QHHGHG�WR�FRQ¿UP�WKLV�GHFLVLRQ���7KH�FRQ¿UPHG�FKDQJHV�DUH�WKHQ�PDGH�WR�WKH�URRW�FDXVH��WDNLQJ�WKH�UHVW�RI�WKH�TXDOLW\�V\VWHP�
LQWR�DFFRXQW��WR�VHH�LI�WKH�QRQ�FRQIRUPLW\�LV�SUHYHQWHG�IURP�UHFXUULQJ���3HULRGLF�FKHFNV�DUH�PDGH�WR�SURYLGH�IHHGEDFN�RQ�WKH�FRQWLQXDO�
SUHYHQWLRQ�RI�WKH�QRQ�FRQIRUPLW\��WKDW�LV��DUH�WKH�FKDQJHV�VWLOO�SUHYHQWLQJ�WKH�QRQ�FRQIRUPLW\"

7KH�5&$�SURFHVV�LV�LQWHQGHG�WR�EH�IROORZHG�VWHS�E\�VWHS��KRZHYHU��LW�PD\�EH�QHFHVVDU\�WR�UHYLVLW�RU�UHSHDW�D�VWHS�LI�VRPHWKLQJ�GRHV�
QRW�SURGXFH�WKH�H[SHFWHG�UHVXOWV��������VWDWH�WKH�SUREOHP������JHW�WR�WKH�URRW�FDXVH�²�WKH���³ZK\V´������WKH�GHFLVLRQ�IUDPHZRUN�²�VLPSOH��
FRPSOLFDWHG��FRPSOH[��RU�FKDRWLF������UHPHGLDWLRQ������IHHGEDFN������UHVXPH�WKH�SURFHVV��DQG������FKHFN�IRU�UHFXUUHQFH��

)RU�H[DPSOH��LI�WKH�SUREOHP�VWDWHPHQW�LV��³7KH�DQDO\VLV�RI�D�VDPSOH�VSHFLPHQ�ZDV�QRW�FRPSOHWHG�E\�WKH�GHDGOLQH�´�WKHQ�WKH�URRW�
FDXVH�LV�GHWHUPLQHG�E\�DVNLQJ�������:K\"��7KH�LQVWUXPHQW�IDLOHG�WR�FRPSOHWH�WKH�UXQ������:K\"��7KH�LQVWUXPHQW�UDQ�RXW�RI�FDUULHU�JDV��
����:K\"��7KH�WDQN�RI�FDUULHU�JDV�HPSWLHG�PLG�UXQ������:K\"��0RUH�JDV�ZDV�QRW�RUGHUHG��DQG������:K\"��$Q�HPSOR\HH�IRUJRW�WR�RUGHU�
more gas. 

7KH�³ZK\V´�SURYLGH�D�SUREOHP�DQDO\VLV��WKH�SUREOHP�KDV�DOUHDG\�EHHQ�stated���D�EUHDNGRZQ�RI�HIIHFWV�DQG�FDXVHV�OHDGLQJ�IURP�WKH�
problem to the root cause.  The remediation may be that a reminder is set in a calendar function to inform an employee when more gas 

QHHGV�WR�EH�RUGHUHG��WKH�PHVVDJH�LV�WKH�IHHGEDFN�RQ�WKH�UHPHGLDWLRQ���7HVWLQJ�FDQ�QRZ�UHVXPH�ZLWK�RFFDVLRQDO�FKHFNV�IRU�UHFXUUHQFH��
WKDW�LV��RWKHU�VDPSOHV�QRW�EHLQJ�FRPSOHWHG�E\�WKH�GHDGOLQH�EHFDXVH�RI�ODFN�RI�FDUULHU�JDVHV��

7KLQNLQJ�WKDW�RQO\�RQH�FDXVH�H[LVWV�LV�GDQJHURXV���A cause never stands alone���$�JRRG�5&$�ZLOO�H[SORUH�WKH�FDXVDO�FKDLQ�WKRURXJKO\��
other instances of the event may have occurred and the root cause may be more widespread and disruptive than initially assumed.
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