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The 5 Whys

Whether it’s a desire to sleep better, or your own career 
choices, it’s important to understand why you’re doing 
something. Of course, you won’t always know why you’re 
doing something. The 5 Whys is a little thought exercise I 
use a lot. It helps you get to your deeper motivations for 
wanting or doing things.

Here’s the key:
When you understand WHAT motivates you, then 
understand HOW and WHERE to focus your attention.

Begin with a “why” question, like: Why do I want to lose 
weight? or Why do I want to sleep better? or manage my 
stress?

Answer that question as best you can. For instance, you 
might respond:
I want to get in shape and be healthy.

Then, you ask “why” again to the reason you gave. Like 
this:
Why is getting in shape and being healthy important to me?

You answer that question as best you can. Maybe you say:
To improve my confidence and performance.

Then you ask “why” again, like this:
But why is  an essential value for me?



And you answer that question.
Well, because...

And so on, five times in total. (Or as many times as you 
want). Each “why” builds on the previous answer.
Once you’ve gotten a few “whys” deep, you should have a 
pretty good idea of some of your core values and 
motivators (or at least explore the possibility of doing so).
(By the way, “I don’t know yet” is a perfectly fine answer.) 

Each “why” builds on the previous answer. 

By the time you’ve gotten to the fifth “why”, you will have a 
pretty good idea of some of your core priorities, values and 
motivators. 

You can also try variations on the questions, such as: 

• What seems so important or valuable about that? 
• What pushes you towards doing that? 
• If you got that thing, what would it give you, or change for 
you in your life? 
• If you didn’t do or get that thing you wanted, what would 
bother you about that?


