
12.5 SkillBuilder: Creating a fishbone diagram
12.5.1 T ell me
Wh at is a fishbone diagram?
A fishbone diagram is a graphic representation of the causes of a particular effect.

Wh y are fishbone diagrams useful?
Fishbone diagrams are useful to help visualise a problem or effect, and to show the causes of that problem.
Bones above and below the central line are used to identify causes, while the ‘head’ of the diagram gives
the problem or effect. Each major category of cause then flows to other causes and even sub-causes. These
are all linked to convey the interconnection of ideas.

Fishbone diagrams can also be adapted and used to list the positive and negative impacts of an action or
event. They are useful when you are:• brainstorming• clarifying interconnections• expanding ideas• structuring an extended response.

A good fishbone diagram:• is drawn in pencil• has ruled lines• identifies and labels causes and sub-causes• identifies and labels the effect• includes a clear title.

12. 5.2 Show me
How to create a fishbone diagram
Model

FIGURE 1 Fishbone diagram that examines the causes of damage to ecosystems in rural areas
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You will need:• a template of a fishbone diagram• a piece of paper• a ruler• a light-grey lead pencil.

Procedure:
STEP 1
To complete a fishbone diagram, obtain a template to work on (see FIGURE 2). Determine the problem to be
considered — this becomes your ‘effect’. Place the effect in the head of the fishbone diagram; for example,
‘Damage to ecosystems in rural areas’.

FIGURE 2 Fishbone diagram template
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STEP 2
Consider all the possible causes of the problem and decide what major categories these fall into. Then
decide which of these categories is the most significant, and place them in the category of causes boxes
closest to the fish head; place the least important categories of causes close to the fish tail. For example,
‘Vegetation removal’ and ‘Livestock’ go closest to the fish head.
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FIGURE 3 A fishbone diagram showing categories of causes
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STEP 3
For each category of causes, now brainstorm a number of effects within that category. Keep asking ‘Why
is this a problem?’ or ‘Why does this happen?’ For example, if we ask why vegetation removal damages
ecosystems in rural areas, we come up with ‘Lowers biodiversity’ and ‘Increases water temperature’.

FIGURE 4 A fishbone diagram and some effects
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STEP 4
Consider another category and its related causes. Complete the bones of the fish with all your ideas.

STEP 5
Now in the tail of the fish you can draw your conclusion. How do you assess the causes of damage to rural
ecosystems, given the four categories you considered?

FIGURE 5 Conclusion shown on fishbone diagram
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Video eLesson Creating a fishbone diagram (eles-1748)

Interactivity Creating a fishbone diagram (int-3366)

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

12.5 ACTIVITIES
1. Referring to subtopics 12.2, 12.3 and 12.4, complete a fishbone diagram on the causes of damage to inland

water resources. Use the checklist to ensure you cover all aspects of the task.
2. Apply your skills to answer the following questions.

(a) What were the four main categories you used? Were your categories the same as those used by others
in the class?

(b) Could you think of more causes than the lines provided?
(c) Did you share your ideas about possible causes with other class members to build up your responses?
(d) What did you conclude about the damage to inland water resources?
(e) Did the fishbone diagram help you to find the causes of the problem? Explain your answer.
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Checklist
I have:

• drawn in pencil
• ruled all lines
• identified and labelled causes
• identified and labelled the effect
• provided a clear title.
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