
April 2020

Leveraging Fishbone Diagrams to Uncover Root Cause
By Kelly Huckabone

About the Author

Kelly Huckabone is the North American Audit Program Manager who oversees Unity Lab Service’s internal and external customer and 
supplier audit programs. Kelly is a certifi ed risk manager, lead auditor with ASQ, and has been conducting audits for over 25 years for 
di� erent quality systems, including ISO 9001, 13485, and 17025, as well as Health Canada and the FDA.

Contact me at kelly.huckabone@thermofi sher.com if you have any questions.

The Fishbone Diagram or Ishikawa Diagram is a cause-and-
e� ect diagram that helps project teams identify root causes 
for issues that can include but are not limited to imperfections, 
variations, defects, and/or failures.

The diagram looks just like a fi sh’s skeleton with the problem 
at its head and the causes for the problem feeding into the 
spine. There are di� erent iterations of the fi shbone (di� erent 
spines of the fi sh).

At Thermo Fisher Scientifi c, we use the 4 Ms and E Approach. 
We brainstorm inputs from material, methods, manpower, 
machinery and environment and once the exercise is 
completed, we look at the spine of the fi sh that has the most 
concentration of inputs and that helps identify areas to focus 
on for root cause analysis. It validates the area of the problem 
and helps identify where the team needs to pull data from to 
help further defi ne the root cause. Often, there’s a symbiotic 

relationship between the identifi ed root cause and the 
containment and/or corrective action measures.  

Below is a great example from a recent project. The team 
brainstormed all of the possible root causes and there was 
a heavier concentration on the “Methods” spine. The team 
assessed the root cause and then looked at solutions around 
addressing the key issues identifi ed under the “Methods” spine.

The Fishbone Diagram exercise requires a strong facilitator 
to help employees feel comfortable in expressing their ideas. 
Sometimes, some of the cause identifi ed fi t under more than 
one spine. We try to fi nd the best spine to refl ect the issue. As 
part of our continual improvement project, most formal projects 
require our teams to complete some formal method for root 
cause analysis. The Fishbone Diagram is one that works well in 
a cross-functional and complex project.

Visit unitylabservices.com to learn more.
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