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Learning Objectives 

• Increase knowledge of root cause analysis and how it applies to evidence 
identification and selection

• Increase experience-based understanding of which tools can be used to conduct 
root cause analysis

• Develop skills to implement a roadmap of how root cause analysis fits into a 
science-based process for program planning

• Increase skills to identify maternal and child health evidence-based strategies 
using resources developed and housed at the Evidence Center

• Expand sense of efficacy on using root causes to advance equity



Agenda 

• The Four “Hows” of Integrating Root Cause Analysis Tools into your work
• Overview of Results-based Accountability (RBA®)
• Overview of Root Cause Analysis (RCA)
• How RBA and RCA can lead to more equitable program planning 

• Small Group Work & Report Out 
• Review, assess, and discuss RCA Tools 

• Aligning RCA with other  MCH Evidence Center tools and resources 
• Review the MCH Navigator & Evidence Center Websites 

• Q&A 



Results-Based Accountability (RBA®) in 5 Minutes
• A systematic approach from counting “widgets” to prioritizing                                           

real outcomes 

• Addresses 2 fundamental questions: 
• How much did we do? à actions, resources, 

and initiatives we invest in.
• How well did we do it? à evaluates the                                                                             

effectiveness of implementation, measured                                                                                    
by actual the actual outcomes attained 

• 3 Essential Steps 
• Population Accountability 
• Performance Accountability 
• Accountability for Action 



Results-Based Accountability                                 
RBA works because it is 

• Data-driven decision making 
• Transparent and accountable 
• Fosters adaptive learning 

Ends to Means

Decision Making 

Accountability

Partnerships

Population &
Performance

Impact

Common 
Language

Source: Equity & Results, Anti-Racist RBA 
Training, Spring 2023



7 Questions of Population Accountability 7 Questions of Performance Accountability

What condition of well-being do we want for our 
community (population results)?

What would these conditions look like, feel like, 
taste like if we achieved them? (NOMs)

What measures can we use as a proxy to 
quantify these conditions (population indicators; 
NPMs)? What are the data sources?

How are we doing on the indicators (broken 
down by race) and what are the root causes? 
What are the “hot” roots? (baselines + causes)

What could we do to address the “hot” roots
selected (brainstorm, internal and external)?
(low-cost and no-cost)

Who are the partners with a role to play?
(typical and new)

What strategies do we propose to implement?

Who/what does the strategy aim to impact 
directly (client/customer) - may be multiple?

How can we measure the impact/”better off” of 
the strategy? (Is anyone better off?)

How can we measure the quality and quantity 
for the strategy? (How well did we do?)

How are you doing on your better off measures? 
What are the roots of your performance?

What could address the root cause(s) of the 
problem or strengthen the performance? 

Who are the partners you need and what is their 
role?

What do you propose to do differently? And 
What will be needed? 

Steps of Antiracist RBA
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Implementation Begins: 
Steps, Tactics, Timeline, Budget 

Source: Equity & Results, Anti-Racist RBA Training, Spring 2023



Indicators, Performance Measures, 
and Turn the Curve Thinking 



2

5

participatory practice
ensuring that power is accounted for and all parts 
of the process are designed and implemented with 
BIPOC decision-making at the center - “not about 

us without us”

data informs practice to 
prevent harm

data is used consistently to inform 
practice - not knowing is harm

sharing data/data ownership
data is owned by and shared with impacted BIPOC 

for trust, transparency and effective design 

organization self-
reflection

a reflective process that doesn’t 
“prove” or blame BIPOC 

communities/staff for our institutional
failures and structural designs

paying attention to data 
culture

transforming the usual punitive data 
culture to a learning and use culture

understanding and 
designing for root 

causes
design strategies to address root 

causes to powerfully interrupt and 
build new foundations

real relationships that can 
tolerate conflict for impact 

relationships built for antiracist impact rooted in 
trust, rather than naming, blaming, and shaming 

when things go wrong

7 Principles:
Aligning 

Anti-Racism 
with RBA

Source: Equity & Results, Anti-Racist RBA Training, Spring 2023



Result(s): Condition(s) of well-being for people

Indicators

Programs Policies

Functions

Root Causes

Better-Off Measures
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RBA is made 
up of iterative 

cycles



Root Cause Analysis and RBA® 

Source: Equity & Results, Anti-Racist RBA Training, Spring 2023



Root Cause Analysis (RCA) in 5 Minutes

• A systematic, problem-solving approach that helps to enhance our 

understanding of issues and helps us make more informed decisions

• Helps to understand the underlying causes of 

problems/events/actions/ policies

• Asks the question: What are the underlying social, structural, cultural 
or habitual factors that influence why they symptoms of this issue are 

being seen?

Source: https://inspirecitizens.org/construct-a-root-cause-tree-or-fishbone-diagram-for-analyzing



RCA Importance

• Prevent the same ‘thing’ from 
happening over and over again 

• Better understanding of what is 
contributing (or driving) the issue 

• Fosters a continuous improvement mindset in organizations

• Reduces the risks by identifying them early and                                              
examining ways to address them

Source:https://www.kaufmanglobal.com/glossary/tree-diagram/



RCA Steps 
Define the Problem 

Gather Data 

Identify Possible Causes 

Narrow Down Causes

Identify Root Causes

Develop and Implement Solutions

Continuous Quality Improvement & Monitoring
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RCA and RBA: Two Aligned Approaches

1. Identify Disparities.

2. Seek to Understand Systems.

3. Develop Targeted Interventions.

4. Rely on Accountability and Monitoring.

5. Focus on Policy Change.

6. Integrate Community Engagement.

7. Shift to Continuous Improvement.

8. Facilitate Data-Informed Decision-Making.



8 RCA Tools in 15 Minutes

• Top Contenders

• Equity Iceberg.
• Fishbone (Ishikawa Diagrams).
• 5 Whys.

• Other Tools

• Fault Tree Analysis.
• Pareto Principle and 80/20.
• RCA2.
• Failure Model.
• Scatter Plot.



Equity Iceberg & Questions to Ask 

https://thecenterforimplementation.com/toolbox/equity-iceberg



https://goleansixsigma.com/cause-and-effect-diagram/



https://goleansixsigma.com/5-whys/

Five Whys Tool





Using Anti-Racist 
Principles with the 5 
Whys 

Source: Equity & Results, Anti-Racist RBA Training, Spring 2023



Fault Tree Analysis 

https://sixsigmastudyguide.com/fault-tree-analysis/

https://sixsigmastudyguide.com/fault-tree-analysis/


Fault Tree Analysis 



Pareto Principle 
• Developed by Vilfredo Pareto , 

an Italian Sociologist, engineer, 
economist & philosopher

• Discovered that 80% of Italy’s 
wealth was in the hands of 
only 20% of the population

• Joseph M. Juran, a 
management consultant, 
converted these findings into 
the 80/20 Rule. 

• Currently this 80/20 Principle 
is used for planning decisions, 
six sigma, & performance 
management

https://slidemodel.com/pareto-principle-80-20/



https://slidemodel.com/pareto-principle-80-20/

https://slidemodel.com/pareto-principle-80-20/


IHI Root Cause Analysis2 Tool

• “The purpose is to systematically review vulnerabilities so that they 

can be eliminated or mitigated.”

• Focuses on systematic issues and system level challenges. It does not 

focus on the individual.

• Developed for patient safety and improving medical errors, close calls, 

near misses, and other potential issues in healthcare.

https://www.performancehealthus.com/blog/rca2-tools-to-prevent-harm; https://www.med.unc.edu/ihqi/wp-
content/uploads/sites/463/2018/07/RCA2-National-Patient-Safety-Foundation.pdf

https://www.performancehealthus.com/blog/rca2-tools-to-prevent-harm
https://www.med.unc.edu/ihqi/wp-content/uploads/sites/463/2018/07/RCA2-National-Patient-Safety-Foundation.pdf


Root Cause Analysis2

https://www.performancehealthus.com/blog/rca2-tools-to-prevent-harm; https://www.med.unc.edu/ihqi/wp-
content/uploads/sites/463/2018/07/RCA2-National-Patient-Safety-Foundation.pdf

https://www.performancehealthus.com/blog/rca2-tools-to-prevent-harm
https://www.med.unc.edu/ihqi/wp-content/uploads/sites/463/2018/07/RCA2-National-Patient-Safety-Foundation.pdf


Root Cause Analysis2

https://www.performancehealthus.com/blog/rca2-tools-to-prevent-harm; https://www.med.unc.edu/ihqi/wp-
content/uploads/sites/463/2018/07/RCA2-National-Patient-Safety-Foundation.pdf

https://www.performancehealthus.com/blog/rca2-tools-to-prevent-harm
https://www.med.unc.edu/ihqi/wp-content/uploads/sites/463/2018/07/RCA2-National-Patient-Safety-Foundation.pdf


Failure Mode Effectiveness Analysis (FMEA) 

• A bottom-up analysis 

• Identifies potential ways (modes) in 

which each part of the system can fail

• Assesses the priority of that failure in 

the terms of likelihood and impact

• Used proactively or retroactively 

• Comes from engineering and science à
modified for health care

How likely is failure to 
happen?

What is the severity of the 
failure (or this failure)?

What are the short-term and 
long-term impacts if it fails? 

How difficult will it be to fail? 

UNC SPH MPH Online; SPGH 718; Dr. William Oscar Fleming; 
https://www.sixsigmadaily.com/understanding-fmea-benefits-pitfalls/

https://www.sixsigmadaily.com/understanding-fmea-benefits-pitfalls/


FMEA for Hypertension Informational Packet
Process and Sub 
Processes Failure Modes Causes Effects Severity Probability Hazard Score Actions to Reduce Failure 

Mode

Educational 

Materials

Difficult terms 

used in the 

educational 

materials

Not enough 

feedback received 

from PDSA cycles

People will not 

read the entire 

packet

2 3 6

Utilize more infographics 

and pictures; ensure right 

people are providing 

feedback in safe 

environments

Physician Access
Physicians are still 

far away

Lack of 

transportation

People will not 

seek treatment
3 3 9

Research and include 

transportation resources

Medication Cost
Medication is still 

unaffordable

Medication not 

listed in cost-

reduction 

programs

People will not 

seek treatment or 

purchase 

medication

3 2 6

Research ahead of time to 

understand scope; work 

with providers to learn 

about substitutes of any 

medications and provide 

resources

UNC SPH MPH Online; SPGH 718; Dr. William Oscar Fleming



Scatter Diagrams (Plots) 

https://sixsigmastudyguide.com/scatter-analysis-regression/



Scatter Examples

https://www.health.state.mn.us/communities/practice/resources/phqitoolbox/scatterplot.html

https://www.health.state.mn.us/communities/practice/resources/phqitoolbox/scatterplot.html


RCA Tools: A Summary 

• Top Contenders
• Equity Iceberg: Simple way to look under the surface.
• Fishbone (Ishikawa Diagrams): Visualize potential causes and their relationships to 

identify root causes.
• 5 Whys: Repeatedly ask "Why?" to drill down and identify the underlying cause of a 

problem.
• Other Tools

• Fault Tree Analysis (challenge is that shapes each mean something)
• Pareto Principle and 80/20 (more complicated, because you need to be intimately 

familiar with what the data says).
• RCA2 (really good for health care and clinical work).
• Failure Model (process-based, but complicated).
• Scatter Plot (advanced epi tool; need to really analyze data).



Accelerate with Evidence



Think Upstream to Plan



Work Together with an Equity Lens

The Hayes ADDRESSING Model



Request Technical Assistance



Questions, Contacts, and Comments (2:50)

Learn More with the MCH Navigator through Competency-

Based Trainings:

Using Quality Improvement Tools to Uncover 
the Root Causes of Health System Issues

Connect with Us

Leslie deRosset, University of North Carolina,
Chapel Hill 
derosset@email.unc.edu

John Richards, National Center for Education
in Maternal and Child Health, Georgetown University
jrichards@ncemch.org

https://events.tvworldwide.com/Events/AMCHP-Annual-Conference-2015/VideoId/1330/UseHtml5/True
https://events.tvworldwide.com/Events/AMCHP-Annual-Conference-2015/VideoId/1330/UseHtml5/True

