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There are a slew of reasons to write down your thoughts. To me, the most important reason is that I 
can’t remember them. If I don’t write down what I’m thinking about, it eventually goes away. Making lists, 
creating diagrams or jotting words are all ways to help you remember all those great ideas. The added 
value of having words on a page is that you can compare them. Studies say that if you have more than 
seven words in your mind, you can’t analyze them; you can only try to keep remembering them.

Fishbone Diagrams work slightly different from other idea visualization tools. Their focus is more cause 
and effect, and they work to solve problems. Also called Ishikawa Diagrams after Kaoru Ishikawa, the 
original creator, Fishbone Diagrams were designed to assist quality management in shipyards. But they 
are great for finding solutions to any problem.

Fishbone Diagrams are used to flesh-out causes. To start one, write problem statement on the right 
side of this Fishbone Diagram. It looks like the skeleton of a fish. Then, on the top of each rib bone (each 
major branch) write a major category for a cause of the problem. These can be things like, technology 
or people. Under each of those, create smaller branches that are reasons “why” those causes exist. The 
goal here is to keep asking how or why until you dissect the whole thing. In the end, you have a visual-
ization of causal relationships related to the larger problem.

After filling in the diagram, analyze the results and you have a much better understanding of why that 
problem exists. Then you turn it around into solution statements. If the problem is that the widget breaks 
when kids eat it, design it to be larger than a kid’s mouth. I mostly use Fishbone Diagrams to change 
the problem at hand. Instead of solving the overall problem that started the diagram, It helps to iden-
tify smaller problems within the diagram that can be more easily solved. Many times, by solving a few 
smaller problems, the larger ones go away.


