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The fishbone diagram is a tool to help the RCA team identify the causes and effects of an event and get to the 
root cause. The problem or effect is identified at the head or mouth of the fish. Contributing causes are listed on 
the smaller “bones” under various cause categories. A fishbone diagram can be helpful in identifying all causes 
for a problem. The team looks at the categories and thinks of all the factors affecting the problem or event. Use 
the fishbone diagram to keep the team focused on the causes of the problem, rather than the symptoms or the 
solutions.

Introduction

Fishbone Diagram Worksheet

Use this worksheet to identify possible causes of a problem and to sort ideas into useful categories. The team 
should include members who have personal knowledge of the processes and systems involved in the problem or 
event being investigated and follow these steps:

How to Use

1. Agree on the problem statement, also referred to as the effect. This is written at the mouth of the “fish”. Be as
clear and specific as you can about defining the problem. Be aware of the tendency to define the problem in
terms of a solution, e.g., We need more of something. The problem is what happened.

2. Agree on the major categories of causes of the problem, written as branches or “bones” from the main arrow.
Major categories in health care settings often include: equipment/supply factors, environmental factors, rules/
policy/procedure factors, and people/staff factors.

3. Brainstorm all the possible causes of the problem. Ask “Why does this happen?” As each idea is given, the
facilitator writes on the fishbone diagram under the appropriate category. These are contributing or causal
factors leading to the problem. Causes can be written in more than one place if they relate to several categories.

4. The team again asks “Why does this happen?” about each cause. Write sub-causes branching off the cause
bones as they are identified.

5. The team continues to ask “Why?” and generate deeper levels of causes and organizes them under the related
categories. This will help identify and then address root causes to prevent future problems.

• Consider drawing your fishbone diagram on a flip chart or large dry erase board.
• Make sure to leave enough space between the major categories on the diagram so that you can add minor

detailed causes later.
• When you are brainstorming causes, consider having team members write each cause they can identify on a

sticky note and place it on the diagram. Continue going through the group, identifying more factors, until all
ideas are exhausted. This encourages each team member to participate in the brainstorming activity and voice
their opinions.

• Note that the “five-whys” technique is often used in conjunction with the fishbone diagram – keep asking
“why?” until you get to the root cause.

• Another way to help identify the root causes from all the ideas generated is to consider a multi-voting
technique. Have each team member identify the top three causes of the problem or event. Ask each team
member to place three tally marks or colored sticky dots on the fishbone next to what they believe are the root
causes that could be addressed.

Tips



This material was prepared by Telligen, a Quality Innovation Network-Quality Improvement Organization, under contract with the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid 
Services (CMS), an agency of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). Views expressed in this material do not necessarily reflect the official views or 

policy of CMS or HHS, and any reference to a specific product or entity herein does not constitute endorsement of that product or entity by CMS or HHS. This material is for 
informational purposes only and does not constitute medical advice; it is not intended to be a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis or treatment.  

12SOW-QIN-QIN-05/01/20-3681

Facility name:

CMS Certification Number (CCN):

For additional information completing the RCA: Telligen QI Connect™  Learning Management 
System (LMS) https://www.telligenqiconnect.com/lms/

https://www.telligenqiconnect.com/lms/
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Date RCA Started: Target Date to Complete All Improvement Activity:

Outcome Measure/
Quality Measure Current Rate Goal Rate Frequency of Rate 

Analysis

Priority Root Cause Change idea/intervention 
to eliminate root cause

Will PDSA be run to 
test change idea /
intervention?  
Yes or No

Improvement lead

Team Member Name Team Member Role/Title Team Member Name Team Member Role/Title

RCA Information and Role Assignments
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