
1 Problem Questionable medical advice leads to death of old lady who swallowed a fly
There was an old woman who swallowed a cow,
I don't know how she swallowed a cow!
She swallowed the cow to catch the goat,
She swallowed the goat to catch the dog,
She swallowed the dog to catch the cat,
She swallowed the cat to catch the bird,
She swallowed the bird to catch the spider,
That wriggled and jiggled and tickled inside her,
She swallowed the spider to catch the fly,
I don't know why she swallowed the fly,
Perhaps she'll die.
There was an old woman who swallowed a horse,
She's dead—of course!
- Eyewitness Statement

Cause Map

2 Analysis
Basic Level Cause Map - Start with simple Why questions. Basic Cause-and-Effect

Old lady 
swallowed a 

bunch of 
animals

Safety Goal 
Impacted

Questionable 
medical advice ?

More Detailed Cause Map - Add detail as information becomes available.

3 Solutions

For a free copy of our Root Cause Analysis Template in Microsoft Excel, used to create this page, visit our web site.
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CauseEffect
Why?

NOTE:  Read the Cause Map from left to right with the 
phrase "Was Caused By" in place of each arrow.

Cause Mapping is a Root Cause Analysis method that captures basic cause-and-effect relationships supported with evidence.

ProblemStep 1.

AnalysisStep 2.

SolutionsStep 3.

Cause Mapping
What's the 
Problem?
Why did it 
happen?

What will be 
done?

1

2

3

Problem Solving • Incident Investigation • Root Cause Analysis

What Problem(s) Woman swallowed various animals
When Date Unknown

Time Unknown
Different, unusual, unique Medical advice from internet?; woman able to swallow 

increasingly large animals
Where Facility, site Home

Task being performed Unknown
Impact to the Goals

Safety Death of old lady

Death of old 
lady

Safety Goal 
Impacted

Old lady 
swallowed a 

horse

To catch the 
cow she 

swallowed

To catch the
goat she swallowed

To catch the 
dog she 

swallowed

To catch the 
cat she 

swallowed

To catch the 
bird she swallowed

To catch the 
spider she 
swallowed

To catch the fly 
she swallowed

I don't know why 
(presumably 
accidental?)

Spider wriggled, 
jiggled, tickled

AND
Typical of live spiders

Spider still alive Low stomach 
acid ?

AND

Evidence: Visual 
observation -
spiders catch flies

Evidence: Visual 
observation: birdscatch spiders

Patient able to 
swallow bird

AND

Impressive jaw/ 
throat anatomy

Evidence: Visual 
observation: catscatch birds

Old lady able to 
swallow cat

ANDEvidence: Visual 
observation: dogs chase cats, but unclear how often 
they "catch" them

Old lady able to 
swallow dog

AND

Evidence: Old Lady 
may have been confused - dogs are 
more often used for herding goats than the other way around

Old lady able to 
swallow goat

AND

Questionable medical advice 
?

AND

Medical advice 
from internet?

Evidence: Possible 
confusion - no evidence that cow would catch a goat

Evidence: Horses
are used for herding cows

Patient able to 
swallow cow

AND

Impressive jaw/ throat anatomy

Questionable 
medical advice ?

AND

Old lady able to swallow horse

AND

See same cause

Possible Solution: 
Consult a live doctor or poison control when 
unsure of what to 

Possible Solution: 
Warning signs on horses

Possible Solution: 
Warning signs on cows

Possible Solution: 
Warning signs on goats

Possible Solution: 
Warning signs on dogs

Possible Solution: 
Warning signs on cats

There was an old lady who swallowed a fly.  Then the old lady swallowed a spider.  And, if you were looking for a 
Darwin-ish-way to catch live flies, this seems to make 
sense.  However, at that point, whether due to increasing 
hysteria or bad medical advice (possibly from the internet?), the old lady then proceeded to swallow 
progressively larger and larger animals until it led to her 
untimely death.

Because our best witness (the old lady) is speaking no more, we can only guess at what led to her 
decisions. I suspect that she came upon a nursery rhyme on the internet and confused it for advice.  Which is why, any time you have a concern about something that somebody swallowed, it's best to 
see or call a doctor, or poison control.  (And if you swallow a fly, your stomach acid will make quick 
work of it, so no worries.)
Because of the risk of death involved, I propose that we place warning signs on all animals not meant 
to be consumed whole.  The obstacles in implementing this solution are many, but when deaths of 
old ladies are at stake, one cannot be too safe.


