
Stage: Investigation – Substage: Problem definition

Causes Diagram

References: Nesta DIY toolkit, Namahn and Yellow Window Service Design, Design Flanders (2012) Cause Diagram in 

Service design toolkit.

What is it for?

It provides a structured way to analyse the problem, helping deconstruct all possible causes and underlying

factors. It differentiates causes from effects or symptoms, giving a better idea of the solutions needed to solve a

problem permanently. The Causes Diagram helps you think of a problem thoroughly and pushes you to

deconstruct all possible causes for the problem rather than the obvious ones. You can use it both to analyse a

new problem and to highlight the gaps in an existing one.

How to use it?

First, identify and write down the core problem you are trying to resolve. Working your way from this starting

point, write down the direct, underlying and contributing symptoms you see as a result of it. These may be people

involved with the problem, systems, equipment, materials, external forces, etc. Try drawing out as many

contributing factors as possible. Now fill out the causes that correspond to these symptoms. Once the worksheet

has been filled out, go through each symptom and cause with your team and consider if they are correctly placed,

and discuss what you can learn from this in terms of clarifying your aims. Be careful to not mix the causes of a

problem with its symptoms as you note these down - a cause is the reason why something happens, while a

symptom is usually what we see as the result of the problem.
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