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“OUTCOME” – the “Big Goal” - A long-term outcome or result that indicates we’re accomplishing the “changes” needed to accomplish our mission.  These can be 
changes in knowledge, attitude, behavior, status or condition.   

 
“ MILESTONES”:   - the “smaller goals” - The most important short-term “progress results” that keep us on track to accomplish a long-term outcome 

 
“ACTIVITY”:  A specific activity that would most likely lead to successful accomplishment of a milestone. 
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Potential Influencing Factors – WHAT’s OUR HUNCH? 

 
Result We’re Focused On (long-term or short-term) _____________________________ 

 
What are our hunches about the factors related to success with this result? 

Which factors do we have more control over?  Which might be most important to focus on? 
 

POTENTIAL PARTICIPANT* FACTORS 
 

 What characteristics or qualities do they 
“bring to the table?” that could be a factor? 
Demographics, skill levels, work or education history, 

interests and motivators, health or family issues, specific 
needs, etc. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

*Could be adapted for Employer, Funder, Partner, etc. 

POTENTIAL SERVICE/STRATEGY FACTORS 
 

  What is it about what we do (or don’t do), 
how we do it, how often or how well we do it 

that could be a factor? 
Types, length or timing of activities, content or quality of 
services, effectiveness of processes (could also apply to 

community partners we work with) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
STAFF TEAM FACTORS 

Staff allocation, staff knowledge and 
skills, staff communication 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
DOCUMENTATION FACTORS 
What do we “not know” or 

need more info about? 
Unknown or unavailable 

information:  Assessment data, data 
on results, reasons for leaving, etc. 

 
 
 

 
ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS 

What affects the situation but 
we have less control over? 

Time or money limitations; funder, 
employer or partner policies; 

economic or seasonal issues; space 
or equipment limitations 
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Potential Influencing Factors 
might include: 

 
• Demographics 
• Other Customer Characteristics 
• Employer/Partner Characteristics 
• Service Procedures 
• Organization Policies (internal or 

external) 
• Staffing/Time Allocation 
• Skill/Knowledge Levels of Staff 
• Organization Environment 
• Work Space or Equipment 
• External or Cyclical Events 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Using Data to Improve Results                                                                       Workforce Benchmarking Network 
 

Basic Procedures for Facilitating an “Influencing Factors/Fishbone” Exercise with your team 
 
What is the Fishbone?   

• Formally called the Ishikawa Diagram, it’s a continuous improvement tool used in many 
industries to explore possible factors contributing to performance challenges 

 
Objective:    

• To allow a team to identify and explore factors that could be contributing (positively or 
negatively) to a particular performance outcome – in order to identify data that needs to be 
analyzed further or possible changes in program action.   

 
Benefits:  

• The Fishbone exercise gives a team an objective way to look at the content of a problem without 
focusing blame on a particular person or team 

• The Fishbone exercise provides a way to capture the collective and varied perspectives of 
different members of the team representing different functions, to better understand what 
could be at the “root” of a performance issue 

 
The Group: 

• The Fishbone exercise works best in groups of 6-8, so that all have a chance to engage in the 
conversation.  In groups larger than that, divide into smaller teams and have them each do a 
Fishbone. Then compare notes using a “group fishbone”. 

 
How Much Time? 

• It depends.  Doing a fishbone brainstorm and conversation can be 60-90 minutes.  But you may 
decide to do several different fishbones over time, i.e., looking at several different questions – 
so it could take longer if the same group does them all. 

 
• The exercise will likely be done in two parts – the first to hypothesize what the “influencing 

factors” could be and identify data to be collected, and the second after data has been collected 
to see how it informs your initial discussion. 

 
Preparation: 

• Have individual copies of the Fishbone diagram available for everyone 
• Have a large fishbone chart drawn with marker on easel paper – with 4-6 “bones” 
• If working in teams, have an easel paper fishbone for each team 

 
What Are the Steps? 

1. Name the Issue (10 min.):  Agree on the issue / problem that will be the FOCUS of the 
conversation (the “head” of the fish)  

 
• Be as specific as possible, e.g. “job placement of our graduates is at 60%, when our goal 

is 80%” 
 

2. Individually Brainstorm Potential Influencing Factors (10 min.):  Ask the team to take a few 
minutes to individually brainstorm what they think – from their own experience or observation 
– could be influencing the outcome.  Have them consider these kinds of factors: 

 
• Participant characteristics – i.e., do you think people with certain characteristics have 

different outcomes than others?  Do you think there may have been changes in our 
population served that we haven’t been aware of? 

 



• Service delivery (process) characteristics – what is it about the content of various 
activities, length or frequency of service, service quality, that might be having an effect? 
(Consider both services to participants or applicants as well as employer services.) 

 
• Staff-related factors – are there factors related to how staff are assigned, their 

knowledge or skill levels, or how information is communicated between staff? 
 

• Documentation factors – do we have the relevant information we need about the 
participants or this outcome (i.e., what is the missing info)? 

 
• Environmental factors – could include things in the economy or industry which are hard 

to control, or seasonal factors. But are there also things in our internal “environment” 
affecting the outcome? Are there policies affecting us, our employers or our referrals 
partners that make achieving the outcome more difficult?   

 
3. Brainstorm Potential Influencing Factors and Hypotheses as a Group (20-30 min.) 

• Go around the group, getting from each person one factor that they think is important.  
List that factor on a piece of easel paper or board. 

 
What is the “hunch” or “hypothesis” you have regarding that factor?  What kind of 
correlation would you expect to see?  (e.g., hunch:  those with GED’s are more often 
placed…)  (note the hypothesis on paper as well) 

 
• After everyone has had a chance to add a factor, see if anyone in the group has another 

important factor to add that hasn’t been mentioned yet. 
 
• Have we considered a variety of factors – participant factors, service factors, staff 

factors, documentation factors, environmental factors that we might have some 
influence on? 

 
The key is to focus on those things over which the team has some degree of influence or control. 

 
4. Decide as a Group Which Factors to “test” or learn more about (20 min.) 

• Which do most people in the group think is a factor? 
• Which would be easy to explore or learn more about because we already have the data? 
• Which would take more work to look at, but our hunch tells us it’s important? 

 
5. For each factor chosen, identify types of relevant data – both quantitative and qualitative 

(e.g., case notes) – that could be analyzed to see if there’s a correlation between the potential 
influencing factor and the outcome (20 min.). 
• Make assignments to different team members to gather and learn more from the data  

 
ONCE THE DATA IS AVAILABLE, COME BACK TOGETHER. 
 

6. Report on the findings – what did we learn about our hunches? 
 

7. Reflect on the data and decide next steps 
• What’s surprising about our findings? 
• Correlation is not the same as “causality”.  But where do we need to gather more data – talk 

with more people – to understand the connection?   Which factor might need a separate 
fishbone to really dig down into what’s happening there? 

• Given what we’ve learned so far, what initial ideas come to you about ways of responding to 
this potential influencing factor???   What might be actions to try – starting small? 

• What ideas does this give us about “interim milestone” data we should be tracking more 
carefully or paying more attention to? 
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SAMPLE - Enrollment Criteria Checklist* 
 
Applicant Name:     Address: 
Phone Number:     Email Address: 
Intended Program:     Date: 
 

 Basic Occupation-Related Skills Yes / Meets 
Criteria  

No / Does Not 
Meet Criteria 

Not Applicable 

1. What is the participant’s TABE literacy 
score?*  Score:  ______ 

   

2. What is their TABE numeracy score?* 
Score: _____ 

   

3. Have they earned a GED or HS Diploma?    

 
Comments: _________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 Demographic Characteristics Yes / 
Meets 
Criteria 

No / Does Not 
Meet Criteria 

Not Applicable 

1. Does the participant meet income eligibility 
guidelines?* 

   

2. Do they live in our geographic service 
area?* 

   

3. Is the participant in the age group that we 
serve?* 

   

4. Is the participant a member of a particular 
subgroup we target for service? 

   

5. Does this person meet all the physical 
requirements of this industry? (Ex: are they 
able to lift 50 pounds, etc.) 

   

6. Can this person obtain all of the 
documentation required by the industry? 
(Ex: will they be able to get their driver’s 
license?) 

   

 
Comments: __________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 Readiness for Participation and 
Employment 

Yes  No  Not Applicable 

1. Does this participant have documentation 
showing they are legally able to work in the 
United States?* 

   

2. Does this participant have a criminal record 
that may bar them from working in the 
industry we train for?* 

   

3. Is applicant available to participate in all 
planned activities of the program?* 

   

4. Does this participant have a stable housing 
situation? 

   

5. If the applicant has dependent children in    



**This tool was originally adapted from Enrollment Criteria from The HOPE Program (www.thehopeprogram.org) and Jewish Vocational Service 

– Boston (www.jvs-boston.org). 

 

the home, are there reliable childcare and 
back up plans? 

6. Does this participant have access to reliable 
transportation? 

   

7. If applicant has a history of substance abuse, 
have they been clean and sober for at least 
## weeks? 

   

8. Does this participant have proof of 
____vaccination? 

   

 
Comments: __________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 Motivation  Yes  / 
Meets 

Criteria 

No /  Does Not 
Meet Criteria 

Not Applicable 

1. Has this participant arrived on time to all 
pre-enrollment activities including 
orientation, testing, and appointments 
with staff?* 

   

2. Can this participant cite clear short and 
long term reasons for participating in this 
program? 

   

3. Does this participant have external 
supports or incentives for participating in 
this program? 

   

4. Does this participant have a strong interest 
in the industry or occupation targeted by 
the training? 

   

 
Comments: __________________________________________________________________________ 
 

1. On a scale on 1-10, how likely to do you 
think this candidate is to complete the 
program?* 

Rating: Explanation: 
 
 
 

Total # of “Must-Haves”:____________ 
Total # of Criteria Met:____________ 
Does this participant meet all “Must Have” Criteria?     YES       NO 

Scoring Rubric: In interpreting results, consider the following: 

 Does the candidate meet all of the “must haves”? If these elements are truly must haves, a 
candidate that does not possess all of them may not be successful in your program. 

 In how many of the other areas does the candidate meet the criteria?  

 Are some of these more important than others? 
When you have had this discussion, sort candidates into one of 3 groups: 

 
Accepted   Not a Good Fit   For Further Discussion 

 

*Note on “Must Have’s”: Those statements that have been bolded and italicized with asterisks are 
sample “must have’s”:  those qualities, abilities, or characteristics that a potential participant must have 
to be eligible for and successful in the program. As these will differ from program to program, the 
authors encourage you to adapt these as needed. 
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HOMEWORK 
 

Between now and the next EWN session: 

 

1) Choose one data point in your “Recruitment Funnel” you want to find out more about (e.g., this could be getting 
more demographic information about your funnel) and take the next steps. 

 

 

 

2) Choose one practice idea you heard today that you’d like to try in your organization, and take the next steps.  

 

 

 

3) Choose one recruitment challenge you will focus on to try the “Influencing Factors/Fishbone” exercise with 
others on your team – and then do it! 
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