
Tool 10
Fishing for barriers
Finding out the way
Finding out the way to complete your project 
calls for you to identify the big barriers that the 
project is facing and chunk them down into more 
concrete causes and manageable problems. 
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What it is
Fishing for barriers is a visual 
tool that helps you to identify 
the main bottlenecks blocking 
the success of your project, as 
well as their roots, by break-
ing them down into small-
er pieces and problems. The 
tool grew out of mixing the 
the Shikawa diagrams (Kao-
ru Ishikawa, 1968) and the 
speed boat (Luke Hohmann, 
2006).

When to use
When you are analysing the 
system around your project.

Why it is useful
Despite its simplicity, the 
tool helps you to system-

atically identify the main 
barriers for your project, in 
a way that can lead you to 
find out hidden and unknown 
problems. With these new 
insights you will be better 
equipped to steer the project 
towards success. 
		
The tool also helps you to pri-
oritize those problems that 
are urgent and therefore pro-
vides you with a short-term 
strategy that might prevent 
your project from derailing.
		
Finally, the tool fosters the 
stakeholder integration, inte-
grating different perspectives 
and expectations under the 
same structure, which will 
give you a richer vision of the 
range of problems affecting 
your project.

Fishing for barriers

HOW MANY

HOW LONG

DIFFICULTY

WHAT YOU GET

WHAT YOU NEED

WHAT IS NEXT

From 1 person to groups of 8 people.

40-60 min.

Medium-High.

A thorough graph with a categorized list 
of barriers (problems and their causes) for 
your innovation (project, challenge…) as 
well as the relations between them.

You need a description of your big problems 
coupled with a fuzzy idea of the solution 
you set out  and the system in which you 
are embedded (stakeholders, technologies, 
regulations…)

After getting a breakdown of the problems 
as well as of their causes, you are ready 
to move forward and start exploring the 
pathway for the future. You may want to 
go for visioning and backcasting tools, or 
you could opt for drawing up an action 
plan for solutions stemming from the list 
of problems.
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STEP 1. 
Define yourself
Take a large piece of paper 
and sketch out  the fishing 
canvas. The boat represents 
your project trying to move 
forward. In this case, it is 
trying to scale up and break 
into the dominant system 
to elicit a transformative 
change. The fish account for 
types of barriers hindering 
the performance of the proj-
ect. Moreover, the heads of 
the fish account for one big 
problem you are facing. For 
instance, a weak network 
with other potential part-
ners, high competition from 
the dominant system, lack 
of fitting with the current 
market, etc. Then it comes 
to the fishbone. The fishbone 
accounts for those problems 
and causes making up the 
main barrier. For instance 
there might be infrastructure 
causes underlying the lack 
of market fit, but also user 
habits, different regulations, 
etc. Each of these categories 
would account for one of the 
branches of the fishbone.

STEP 2. 
Brainstorm problems
The first step is to run a traditional 
brainstorming session to come up 
with as many problems as possi-
ble. First, spend some minutes to 
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Steps
individually think of the problems 
you think you are facing. Then 
write them down on post-its (one 
problem each) and start a round 
of explanations in which every-
body introduces and explains their 
ideas, putting them on a wall. After 

introducing all the problems, start 
a discussion making clusters, and 
three or four problems as the most 
important for the project. In the 
process you may want to rephrase 
some problems to better explain a 
specific category or cluster. 
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