
 

The Hidden RCA Tax Your Plant is Paying 
 
 
 
 

Executive Summary:  

Most organizations don’t realize they’re paying a hidden RCA tax every year by 
doing Root Cause Analysis the old way—using antiquated systems and programs 
that were never purpose-built for RCA. When you quantify the wasted engineering 
time, meeting-heavy investigations, duplicated effort across sites, delayed learning, 
and repeat failures, that hidden tax routinely exceeds $300,000–$400,000 per 
plant per year. None of that spend improves reliability, reduces risk, or builds 
capability; it simply sustains inefficient ways of working. Here we examine where 
that money is actually going—and the practical way to stop the leak. 

Most reliability leaders can quantify the obvious cost of failures: lost production, emergency labor, 
expedited parts, safety exposure. Those numbers are visible, tracked, and debated. 

What rarely gets measured is the structural cost of how root cause analysis is still performed. 

In 2026, many organizations are still relying on manual documents, spreadsheets, and meeting-heavy 
workflows to conduct RCAs. The result isn’t just inconvenience—it’s a quiet, compounding financial drain 
that shows up as wasted labor, delayed learning, repeat failures, and poor execution of corrective actions. 

Individually, these costs feel manageable because they are usually unseen. Collectively, they add up to 
hundreds of thousands of dollars per year for a single plant—and far more at the enterprise level. 

 

The Formatting 
Fine:  
Paying Engineers to 
Manage Files 

Manual RCAs require significant time just to manage the artifact: 

● Creating and maintaining templates 
● Version control across contributors 
● Copying photos, timelines, and evidence 
● Adjust lines and layout within templates 
● Reformatting findings into “final” reports 
● Searching for reports across shared drives 
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None of this improves analysis quality. All of it consumes 
engineering time. 

Conservative cost example (per RCA): 

● 4 engineers involved 
● 1.5 hours each spent on formatting and document 

administration 
● Fully loaded labor rate: $100/hour 

Cost per RCA: 4 × 1.5 × $100 = $600 

At 50 RCAs per year, that’s $30,000 annually spent on 
document administration alone. 

This is pure waste—and it disappears the moment RCA lives in 
software instead of files. 

 

 

No more Excel, Visio, or Powerpoint. Modern root cause 
analysis software solutions eliminate “document 
administration”  entirely. The investigation itself becomes the 
record. Evidence is attached once. Reports are generated 
automatically.  

 

 

The Meeting Money:  
Costly 
Conversations, 
Shallow Outcomes 

Traditional RCA often depends on synchronous meetings to 
“work through” failures: 

● 6–10 people in a room 
● Multi-hour sessions 
● Repeated discussions often shaped by group dynamics, 

not evidence 

The result is frequently alignment without depth—and 
conclusions that don’t survive contact with reality. 

Conservative annual cost example (plant-level): 
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● 8 RCAs per year that require meeting-driven analysis 
● 2 meetings per RCA 
● 8 participants 
● 3 hours per meeting 
● Fully loaded labor rate: $100/hour 

Annual labor cost: 8 × 2 × 8 × 3 × $100 = $38,400 per year 

This does not include: 

● Opportunity cost 
● Executive involvement 
● Rework when conclusions fail 

RCA software for reliability engineers and maintenance 
managers moves the work out of the conference room. Logic is 
built asynchronously, evidence is visible, and meetings become 
validation—not discovery. 

 

 

ADM realized over $70 million in cost savings and completed 
700+ RCAs while cultivating  a cultural shift that improved 
morale, ownership, and cross-functional collaboration across 
the company by modernizing their RCA program. Full Case 
Study Here. 

 

 

The Delay Dollars: 
Slow Starts, 
Shallow Dives 

One of the least visible RCA costs is latency—the delay between 
failure and meaningful analysis. 

Manual RCA creates friction: 

● Scheduling meetings 
● Building templates 
● Chasing inputs 
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By the time analysis begins, evidence is colder and urgency has 
faded. 

Conservative impact estimate: 

● Faster RCA launch prevents or shortens one secondary or 
repeat failure per year 

● Average cost of that event: $75,000 

That single avoided event often justifies the platform. 

Speed doesn’t just save time—it preserves signal quality, which 
drives better corrective actions and higher ROI. 

With modern root cause analysis investigation software, teams 
can launch immediately. Even more importantly, AI-assisted 
brainstorming and logic expansion accelerates early exploration 
without replacing engineering judgment. 

 

 

Ash Grove Cement prioritized updating their RCA program 
and in just 10 months went from scattered, low quality RCAs 
to conducting 140+ RCA’s resulting in measurable reduction 
in downtime. Full Case Study Here. 

 

 

Corrective Action 
Cost:  
When Good RCAs 
Still Fail 

Even strong RCAs lose value when corrective actions aren’t 
executed, verified, or sustained. When actions live outside the 
RCA system, visibility drops, ownership blurs, and 
follow-through becomes inconsistent. 

Conservative cost example: 

● 30 RCAs per year include corrective actions 
● 25% have at least one action that is late, incomplete, or 

ineffective → 7.5 RCAs at risk 

The Hidden RCA Tax Your Plant is Paying            EasyRCA.com 

https://easyrca.com
https://easyrca.com/case-study/case-study-ash-grove-cement/


 

● Only 50% lead to a repeat or follow-on failure → 3.75 
events 

● Average cost per repeat failure: $40,000 

Expected annual cost: 3.75 × $40,000 = $150,000 per year 

This assumes: 

● Only one repeat per RCA 
● No safety or quality escalation 
● No enterprise propagation 

RCA software closes this gap by changing how corrective 
actions are created, owned, and governed, not just where 
they’re recorded. Actions are directly tied to specific causal 
branches in the analysis, making it immediately clear whether 
an action actually breaks the cause-and-effect chain.  

Ownership, due dates, and status are embedded in the RCA 
itself, eliminating the handoff to spreadsheets or email 
follow-ups where actions commonly stall. Leaders gain 
real-time visibility into open, overdue, and completed actions 
across RCAs, plants, or the enterprise.  

With dedicated RCA software the result is fewer 
“checked-the-box” actions and more corrective actions 
completed that actually prevent recurrence. 

 

 

CMC moved to a modern RCA system and realized improved 
consistency and follow-through on corrective actions, faster 
and more methodical investigations, and collaboration with 
safety, IT, and operations. Full Case Study Here. 
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The Forgotten Funds:  
When Hard-Won 
Learning Quietly 
Disappears 
 

In the “old way” of doing RCA, investigations have a lifecycle 
that ends far too early. Once the report is finalized and the 
immediate failure fades, the RCA is saved to a shared drive—or 
worse, an individual’s hard drive—and effectively disappears 
from day-to-day operations. 

The hidden cost isn’t just poor filing. It’s the loss of institutional 
learning. 

When historical RCAs aren’t visible, searchable, and routinely 
referenced: 

● New engineers repeat past thinking instead of building on 
it 

● Similar failure patterns go unrecognized 
● Preventive actions aren’t applied to adjacent assets or 

processes 
● RCA becomes a one-time exercise instead of a growing 

body of knowledge 

Conservative cost example: 

● 50 RCAs completed over several years at a plant 
● Only 10–15% are realistically retrievable or reused when 

similar failures occur 
● One avoidable repeat failure per year occurs because 

prior learning wasn’t accessible 
● Average cost of that failure: $60,000 

That’s $60,000 per year lost—not because the organization 
failed to analyze the problem, but because it failed to retain and 
reuse the learning. 

Modern RCA software turns historical investigations into a living 
knowledge base. RCAs are searchable by asset, failure mode, 
cause, or corrective action. Engineers can see what’s already 
been learned before starting over. Over time, this compounds 
into faster investigations, fewer repeat failures, and better 
preventive thinking. 
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Without visibility into historical RCAs, organizations keep paying 
to learn the same lessons—again and again. 

 

 

PepsiCo/Frito-Lay North America modernized their RCA 
program and onboard nearly 700 people across 41 sites. The 
results: Process standardization, increased collaboration, 
RCA quality improvement, and bottom line benefits. Full Case 
Study Here. 

 

 

The Total Hidden 
RCA Tax:  
A Conservative 
Roll-Up 

That’s the problem with these costs—they don’t show up as a 
single line item anywhere. No one submits a work order for 
“wasted RCA time,” and no budget owner is accountable for 
repeat learning or stalled corrective actions.  
 
The hours are absorbed into salaries, the failures get 
normalized as “part of operations,” and the financial impact 
quietly spreads across departments. When these invisible 
losses are finally rolled up, they reveal a hidden tax most 
organizations never realized they were paying. 

Here’s a conservative example for a mid-size manufacturing 
operation. Your hidden costs may be much higher: 

Source of Cost Annual Cost 

Formatting & Document Waste $30,000 

Meeting-driven RCA $38,400 

Delayed/shallow investigations $75,000 

Corrective action leakage $150,000 

Knowledge loss $60,000 

Total Hidden Cost ~$353,000 per year 
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This excludes safety incidents, environmental exposure, 
customer impact, opportunity cost, and cultural fatigue. And, 
for many organizations, the true number is higher. 
 
What makes this number uncomfortable is that it represents 
money already being spent—just without intention or control.  

None of it improves reliability, reduces risk, or builds capability; 
it simply leaks out through inefficient processes and repeat 
learning.  

RCA software doesn’t add cost to the system—it exposes and 
recovers value that was already there. 

 

 

These costs are conservative estimates for a single mid-sized 
plant. Large plant, multi-site companies, and enterprise 
organizations can multiply these numbers exponentially. The 
“Hidden RCA Tax” can be staggering. Ready to get your tax 
exemption? 

 

 
 

Why RCA Software 
Becomes 
Non-Negotiable in 
2026 
 

In 2026, the cost of doing RCA the “old way” is no longer 
theoretical—it’s measurable, repeatable, and far larger than 
most organizations realize.  
 
What once felt like a tolerable inefficiency now represents a 
permanent financial drain that compounds with every failure, 
meeting, and missed corrective action. At this point, choosing 
not to modernize RCA isn’t neutral—it’s an active decision to 
keep paying a hidden tax. And that’s no longer a defensible 
position for reliability leaders accountable for performance. 
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The reliability leaders pulling ahead put a tool in place that was 
built for better, faster, and easier Root Cause Analysis. 

They use EasyRCA—an enterprise root cause analysis software 
solution built for how investigations actually happen today: 

● Structured approach (5-Why, Fishbone, Logic Tree) 
● AI-assisted acceleration without replacing engineering 

judgment 
● Enterprise visibility across assets and sites 
● Integrated task and corrective action tracking 
● Centralized, searchable, database of all your RCAs 
● And, that’s just the start! 

This isn’t about replacing thinking. It’s about protecting it from 
waste, delay, and dilution. 

In 2026, it is time for you to stop paying the hidden RCA tax and 
start doing better, faster, and easier Root Cause Analysis.  

 

 

Ready to ditch The Hidden RCA Tax?  
Schedule a demo with our team. 
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