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Cause & Effect Diagram

Purpose
This method of diagramming allows the project manager to facilitate a group session in order to efficiently determine causes of a particular problem affecting the project. Once root causes are identified, appropriate actions toward resolution are more easily identified.

Instructions

1. Create a “fishbone” diagram that can be projected or viewed on a large scale. Refer to diagram illustration below.

a. A flip chart may be too small

2. Write the situation/problem statement. It should be precisely stated and clear to everyone in the group.

3. Determine the cause categories, choosing among:
a. Man, machine, methods, materials

b. Place, procedure, people, policies

c. Surroundings, suppliers, systems, skills or

d. Start with something and be flexible during meetings, perhaps allowing group members to suggest one or two additional cause categories.

4. Brainstorm all causes.
a. Accept all answers from group, but assist them in making the responses concise

b. Group agrees where to place any causes, two places on the diagram are fine

c. Add as many causes as possible, connected to a line in each category

d. Some responses may be identified early as causes to other causes, but it is not really necessary to add bones beyond the main stems.

e. This can get controversial as workgroup members begin to see that blame is coming their way. Reiterate that the process is the issue, not any particular person. When the process is improved, everyone will benefit.

5. Once responses have been exhausted, evaluate the diagram for “root causes,” which are the initial problems that create others on the diagram.
a. To facilitate the group toward root causes, keep asking “Why does this happen?” until the group gets to the root cause

6. Assign next steps, which usually include:
a. verification that the root causes have been correctly identified

b. identification of appropriate actions to eliminate are mitigate root causes

Cause & Effect Diagram Illustration    
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Cause & Effect Diagram Example
The following example illustrates a partially completed fishbone diagram. The clear, precise problem statement appears on the right. The four cause categories are shown in blue. Some typical responses are also shown, and one is circled showing that the group identified this as a “Root Cause.”
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Problem Statement





Category 4





Category 3





Category 1





Category 2





Chronic schedule overruns





Procedures





Policies





People





Place





Inadequate staff





Need more training





No one has time to document key procedure





HRM policies are outdated





Procedure doesn’t have buy-in





Work process needs re-defining





Offshore outsourced staff too slow in turnaround





Corporate too slow with approvals








