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For a free copy of our Root Cause Analysis Template in 
Microsoft Excel, used to create this page, visit our web site.

Smoke 
inhalation

Deaths of six 
people

Basic Level Cause Map - Start with simple Why questions.

More Detailed Cause Map
- Add detail as information becomes available.
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Analysis

Solutions

Problem

Cause Map

Cause Mapping is a Root Cause Analysis method that captures basic 
cause-and-effect relationships supported with evidence.
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What's the 
Problem?

Why did it 
happen?

What will be 
done?

1

2

3

Problem Solving • Incident Investigation • Root Cause Analysis

More Detailed Cause-and-Effect

At approximately 5:00 p.m. on October 17, 2003, a fire began in a storage closet on the 12th floor 
of a Cook County Administration Building in Chicago. Peprsonnel were informed that they should 
evacuate the building using any set of stairs.  Personnel evacuating from above the 12th floor in 

the southeast stairway were stopped at the 12th floor by firefighters and told to go back.  When 
they did, they found all the doors locked up to the 27th floor.  Then the firefighters opened the 
stairway door to fight the fire.  

Properly addressing any one of the four key factors would have changed the 
outcome of this incident and prevented loss of life. -Witt Report

A fire begins and can't easily be put out.  Occupants evacuate down the stairs, only to find it 
blocked at the 12th floor.  The firefighters are busily fighting the fire and send the occupants 
back up.  But the doors are locked until the 27th floor.

Basic Cause-and-Effect
Six people were killed from smoke 
inhalation when they were trapped in a 
smoky stairway because the doors out of 
the stairway were locked during a fire.
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Cook County Administration Building, Chicago

Effect Cause

Evidence:

Solution:
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Solutions: Hold
mandatory fire drills

Solutions: Assign 
personnel to update 
EVAC system

Solutions: Repair 
flaws to code 

SE stairs blocked

Solutions: Prioritize,
train on personnel 
searches

Solutions: Develop, 
publish, train on
evacuation
procedure

This, combined with a smoke tower system that may not have 
been functioning correctly, led to the stairway filling with smoke 
and toxic gases, which overcame several people on the stairs.  
Six of these people died.  The last body was found in the 
stairway approximately 90 minutes after the fire began.


