
2.11 SkillBuilder: Analysing cause and effect with
graphic organisers
2.11.1 Tell me
What are graphic organisers and how can they be used to analyse cause and effect?
Graphic organisers are visual ways of representing many things including cause and effect. They can be
used to show:• who or what made something happen or change• who supported the change and who opposed it• which effects were intended and which were unintended• how an event affected individuals and the wider world.

Graphic organisers are particularly useful where:• there are multiple causes that could have led to the one event• there is a chain of causes in which some factors lead to events that then contribute to causing a further
event• there are multiple effects flowing from an event.

Different types of graphic organisers such as cause and effect chains, T-charts or fishbone diagrams are
suitable for showing causes and effects. Some types are suitable only when there are a small number of
causes of an event or when there are only a few effects. Some types can be modified where the causes or
effects are more complex.

Why is it important to analyse causes and effects?
Historians analyse cause and effect to understand why events happened as they did and the consequences
of the events. If we understand the causes of devastating events, such as the Great Depression and World
War I, we have a better chance of avoiding them in future. However, it is important to recognise that
identifying sequences of events does not in itself prove cause and effect and that sometimes a range of
factors might have contributed to an event.

The following example can be used to illustrate this point. An intoxicated driver crashes his or her car
into a tree. In such an event it might at first seem that cause and effect are very easy to explain. The driver
was drunk and therefore the driver caused the crash. However, what if there were other possible causes?
Suppose the road was slippery because of heavy rain? Suppose also that the car’s steering or brakes were
found to be faulty? Suppose the driver had to swerve towards the tree to avoid an oncoming vehicle that
was on the wrong side of the road. In such circumstances, the driver’s state of intoxication may not have
been the cause of the crash. However, it might still have contributed to the event if a sober driver could
have controlled the car and avoided the crash. Using graphic organisers will not necessarily prove one
explanation to be better than another, but it will help us to see the different factors at play and to weigh up
the evidence.

2.11.2 Show me
In this topic, we have examined many developments that contributed to the outbreak of World War II. These
include the peace treaties that followed World War I, the weaknesses of the League of Nations, the Great
Depression and the rise of European fascism and Japanese militarism. These events can be considered to be
causes of World War II, but they were also effects of other causes. We can use graphic organisers to show
what caused each of these events.

Example 1 Causes of the Great Depression
Using the following graphic organiser we can see how a chain of causes led to the Great Depression.
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SOURCE 1 Causes of the Great Depression

Mass production due to new

technologies, including assembly

lines, resulted in more production. 

Low wages made some mass-

produced goods unaffordable

for many workers. 

Speculators borrowed money

to buy shares, expecting share

prices to keep rising. 

There was over-production of consumer goods as

more were produced than could be sold. 

When share prices reached unrealistic levels,

investors panicked and rushed to sell shares.

Employers reduced production and

reduced numbers of workers. 

People spent less so demand

for goods collapsed. 

Many businesses

collapsed.

The Great Depression

Many workers became

unemployed. 

Example 2 Effects of the Great Depression
When an event has multiple effects a different type of graphic organiser can be useful. The following
example could be used to show the effects of the Great Depression.

SOURCE 2 Effects of the Great Depression

Middle classes fear

working class revolution

and turn to fascism. 

Very high

unemployment

spreads.  

Poverty and suffering

become widespread.

Many workers lose faith in

capitalism and turn to socialist

and communist parties. 

Loans dry up, spreading

and intensifying the

Depression. 

Effects of

the Great

Depression 

2.11.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

2.11 ACTIVITIES
1. Design and complete an appropriate graphic organiser to analyse the causes of World War II. You should

aim to demonstrate the relationships between the following factors in your graphic organiser:
• the peace treaties that followed World War I
• the effects of the weaknesses of the League of Nations
• the Great Depression
• the rise of European fascism
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• the rise of Japanese militarism
• Japanese aggression in China
• Nazi Germany’s defiance of the Treaty of Versailles
• aggression by Nazi Germany and fascist Italy
• appeasement.

2. Use your graphic organiser for the causes of World War II to answer the following questions analysing cause
and effect.
(a) Explain how the terms of the World War I peace treaties contributed to the rise of European fascism.
(b) Explain how the Great Depression contributed to the rise of European fascism.
(c) How did the weakness of the League of Nations encourage aggression by the fascist powers?
(d) How did the Western policy of appeasement encourage aggression by the fascist powers?
(e) How did the rise of militarism lead to Japanese aggression?
(f) Identify the consequences of unchecked Japanese aggression in China.
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