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OVERVIEW

A fishbone diagram is used to identify and organize causes to a problem so that the causes can be prioritized for
further investigation. The diagram is intended to show:

The problem (or effect)
The categories of the causes of the problem
The specific causes of the problem

HOW TO CREATE A FISHBONE DIAGRAM

It is simple. Once a problem (or effect) is identified, create the body of a fish on a large piece of paper, butcher
block or flip chart. The problem is the “head” of the fish (the “Meeting Outcome” in the diagram below). Label the
categories of causes (Moderation, Prep Materials, Forum, Attendees, and Participation in the diagram below), and
then brainstorm the specific causes of the problem as a team.

Always identify the causes in a team
environment

Team members should include process
ownhners, process supervisors, practitioners,
and subject matter experts

Be flexible with the categories of causes

TYPICAL TRANSACTIONAL CAUSE CATEGORIES

Policies — high level decision making

Procedures — step by step instructions

Plant — physical space where the problem occurs
People — employees or customers

TYPICAL MANUFACTURING CAUSE CATEGORIES

Personnel — training & experience
Materials — raw materials or equipment
Measurement — gauge or inspection
Method — procedures

Machine — settings or tools
Environment — nature or noises
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HELPFUL HINTS

The purpose of a fishbone diagram is to identify causes to a problem through categorization, and
determine whether the causes are within or are outside of the control of the team/process owner.
Causes within the control of the team/process owner can then be prioritized for future potential
investigation/waste elimination.

A fishbone diagram can be used in a Rapid Improvement Event after process mapping the “current
state” and identifying kaizen opportunities.

Adjust the cause categories to fit the problem — for example, it may make more sense to use causes
such as technology, vendors, and training when brainstorming causes for problems in inventory/
receiving for purchasing transactions.

It may be effective for the team to brainstorm specific problems first (onto sticky notes), and then
determine the categories.



