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Learning about a community problem, and gathering information through 
mapping, photo reports, and interviews is a start towards addressing a com-
munity problem but it is not enough. You have to go wider and deeper in 
understanding your problem in order to come up with good strategies.

,Q�WKLV�VHFWLRQ�ZH�SUHVHQW�WRROV�DQG�JXLGHOLQHV�WR�KHOS�\RX�GHYHORS�VNLOOV�LQ�
understanding the cause of the problem and actions to address the prob-
lem.

3.1 finding the root causes

2IWHQ�ZKHQ�ZH�WDON�DERXW�SUREOHPV�ZH�H[SHULHQFH��ZH�GR�QRW�WHOO�WKH�IXOO�
story. We only touch the surface of the problem. This is not helpful because 
ZH�PD\�PLVXQGHUVWDQG�WKH�SUREOHP��+HUH�LV�D�VLPSOH�WHFKQLTXH�WR�KHOS�\RX�
JHW�D�IXOO�H[SODQDWLRQ�RI�WKH�SUREOHP�

:KHQ�\RX�DUH�JDWKHULQJ�LQIRUPDWLRQ��DQG�ZKHQ�WKH�¿UVW�VWDWHPHQW�LV�YDJXH��
DVN�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�³7HOO�0H�0RUH³��'R�WKLV�XQWLO�\RX�IHHO�WKDW�\RX�KDYH�WKH�IXOO�
story.

3.2 get the full storY:
 the “tell me more” tool
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Your statement about the problem must not be broad, general or vague. 
,I�\RX�DUH�QRW�DEOH�WR�VD\�FOHDUO\�ZKDW�WKH�SUREOHP�LV��\RX�ZLOO�QRW�EH�DEOH�WR�
¿QG�WKH�URRW�FDXVHV�DQG�\RX�ZLOO�WKHUHIRUH�QRW�NQRZ�ZKDW�DFWLRQ�WR�WDNH�WR�
remedy the problem.

Here is a way of describing the whole problem and writing a clear problem 
VWDWHPHQW��

STEP ONE 

:ULWH�GRZQ�\RXU�DQVZHUV�WR�WKH�IROORZLQJ�TXHVWLRQV��
�� What is the problem?  (eg mining in the area)
�� Who is affected by the problem? (which people)
�� What is affected by the problem? (eg the water supply)
�� How are they affected? (eg water is polluted, people are sick)
�� When is it a problem? (eg when the mines are in production)
�� Where is it a problem? (eg in areas close to the mine)

STEP TWO

Write a statement, one or two sentences long from your answers to the 
DERYH�TXHVWLRQV��%HJLQ�ZLWK�³7KH�SUREOHP�LV�«��´�

STEP THREE

,I�WKH�VWDWHPHQW�ORRNV�ORQJ��FRPSOLFDWHG�RU�YDJXH��DVN�\RXUVHOI��
³:KDW�GR�,�UHDOO\�PHDQ"´
:ULWH�\RXU�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKLV�TXHVWLRQ�LQ�D�VKRUW�VHQWHQFH�

3.3 writing a Problem statement

�

ACTIVITY 

7KH�VHVVLRQ�EHJLQV�ZLWK�SDUWLFLSDQWV�UHDGLQJ�VHFWLRQ������³:ULWLQJ�D�3URE-
OHP�6WDWHPHQW´�

Participants then work in groups. Each group has two to three participants.

Half of the groups will be called Group A and half of the groups will be called 
*URXS�%��6R�IRU�H[DPSOH�LI�WKHUH�DUH�IRXU�JURXSV�WKHUH�ZLOO�EH�WZR�*URXSV�
called A and two groups called B.

The two Groups A will decide on a problem in their community that they 
want to focus on in this activity.

Each Group B will team up with a Group A and ask the Group A members 
´:KDW�LV�WKH�SUREOHP"´

7KH�*URXS�$�PHPEHUV�ZLOO�UHVSRQG�LQ�D�RQH�OLQH�VWDWHPHQW���IRU�H[DPSOH�
´WKH�SUREOHP�LV�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�DFFLGHQWV�DW�WKH�UDLO�FURVVLQJ�´��

*URXS�%�PHPEHUV�ZLOO�WKHQ�DVN�WKH�*URXS�$�PHPEHUV�WKH�IROORZLQJ�TXHV-
WLRQV�

- Who is affected by the problem? 
- What is affected by the problem? 
- How are they affected? 
- When is it a problem? 
- Where is it a problem? 

Group B then writes a problem statement, one or two sentences long from 
\RXU�DQVZHUV�WR�WKH�DERYH�TXHVWLRQV��

7KH�H[HUFLVH�LV�UHSHDWHG�ZLWK�WKH�JURXSV�%�GHFLGLQJ�RQ�D�FRPPXQLW\�SURE-
lem to focus on in this activity and with groups A asking what is the problem, 
who and what is affected, how are they affected, when and where is it a 
problem; and with groups A writing a statement on the problem. 

$OO�JURXSV�WKHQ�VKDUH�WKHLU�H[SHULHQFHV�RI�ZULWLQJ�SUREOHP�VWDWHPHQWV�

 writing a Problem statement
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When we look at community problems we have to understand what the 
root cause or causes of the problem are. This will help us in deciding 
on action we can take 

Understanding or analysing problems is a skill we must learn because 
often the usual way of looking at problems prevents us from getting to 
the root cause.

)RU�H[DPSOH�ZKHQ�D�FKLOG�FRXJKV�ZH�TXLFNO\�FRQFOXGH�WKDW�WKH�FKLOG�
QHHGV�D��FRXJK�PL[WXUH��:H�GR�WKLV�EHFDXVH�WKDW¶V�KRZ�ZH�KDYH�OHDUQW�
WR�WUHDW�FRXJKV��:H�GRQ¶W�DVN�ZKDW�WKH�URRW�FDXVH�RI�WKH�SUREOHP�LV��,V�
it a simple cold or could it be TB?

7KLV�LV�WUXH�DOVR�IRU�FRPPXQLW\�SUREOHPV��)RU�H[DPSOH��FRQVLGHU�WKH�
SUREOHP�RI�D�VHZDJH�V\VWHP�RYHUÀRZLQJ�LQWR�WKH�VWUHHW��:H�WHQG�WR�
say the cause of the problem is that people are putting objects into the 
sewage system. However the cause of the problem may be related 
to overcrowding, that the sewage system is too small to serve large 
numbers of people living in the area. Getting to the root cause leads to 
¿QGLQJ�WKH�FRUUHFW�DFWLRQ�WKDW�QHHGV�WR�EH�WDNHQ�

Often we make the mistake of searching for a single cause when the 
SUREOHP�PD\�KDYH�VHYHUDO�FDXVHV��)RU�H[DPSOH��ZKHQ�ZH�FRQVLGHU�WKH�
problem of young people taking drugs, we may come up with several 
FDXVHV��

�� The cause is - that parents do not bring their children up to be  
disciplined

�� The cause is - that families live in poverty
�� The cause is - that drugs are easily available 
�� The cause is - that we don’t have any police presence
�� The cause is - youth unemployment
�� The cause is - that youth are bored, there are no social and recrea-

tional facilities for them

,Q�VXFK�GLVFXVVLRQV�ZH�WHQG�WR�DUJXH�IRU�WKH�³RQH�FDXVH´�RI�WKH�SURE-
lem. This may be a wrong way of the looking at the problem. Often 
problems have several causes, all of which work together to create the 
problem.

�

ACTIVITY 

7KH�³)LYH�:K\¶V´�LV�D�VLPSOH�WRRO�WKDW�UHTXLUHV�\RX�WR�DVN�³:K\´�WR�D�SUREOHP�XQWLO�
\RX�DUH�VDWLV¿HG�WKDW�\RX�FDQQRW�JHW�DQ\�PRUH�DQVZHUV�WR�\RXU�TXHVWLRQ��7KLV�
then allows you to look at, not simply the surface answers, but the root causes of 
the problems.

STEP ONE: � 6WDWH�WKH�SUREOHP��

STEP TWO: � $VN�WKH�TXHVWLRQV��³:K\"´�³�:KDW�&DXVHG�WKH�3UREOHP"´�
  Write down your answer. Often there will be more than one an  
  swer. Write down all the answers.

STEP THREE:�� 1RZ�DVN�³:K\"´�WR�HDFK�RI�WKH�DQVZHUV��<RX�ZLOO�JHW�D�QHZ�VHW�RI��
  answers. 

STEP FOUR:  When you feel that you have reached the bottom, study all the   
  responses you have on what the problem is. This will give you a   
  better idea of what the likely root cause(s) are. 

STEP FIVE: Discuss with your group and write a statement. The cause(s) of   
  the problem are ….

“ the 5 whY’s” tool

��� 7KH�JURXS�EHJLQV�E\�UHDGLQJ�VHFWLRQ�����7KH�³��:K\¶V�7RRO´

��� The group selects a community problem that they are aware of e.g. 
\RXWK�XQHPSOR\PHQW�RU�LQFUHDVLQJ�+,9��$LGV�LQ�RXU�FRPPXQLW\�

��� The group uses the steps in the guidelines to get to the root causes.
 
��� $W�WKH�HQG�RI�WKH�H[HUFLVH�DOO�JURXSV�VD\�ZKDW�WKH\�IRXQG�LQWHUHVWLQJ�RU�

GLI¿FXOW�LQ�XVLQJ�WKH�³��:K\¶V�7RRO´�

 using the “5 whY’s”
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³7KH�3UREOHP�0DSSLQJ�7RRO´�EXLOGV�RQ�WKH�³��:K\�7RRO�´�7KH�NH\�GLIIHUHQFH�
is that the answers here are shown on a map. The Problem Map helps us 
¿QG�WKH�FDXVHV�RI�D�SUREOHP�DQG�DOVR�KHOSV�XV�VHH�LI�WKH�FDXVHV�DUH�OLQNHG�

here are stePs to follow in building a Problem 
maP:
���6WDWH�WKH�SUREOHP�\RX�ZDQW�WR�VROYH�:ULWH�WKLV�GRZQ�LQ�D�EXEEOH�DW�WKH�
center of a page.

���$VN�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�ZK\"�:ULWH�GRZQ�DOO�WKH�UHVSRQVHV�\RX�JHW�WR�WKLV�TXHV-
tion, in bubbles and draw a line to problem.

���7DNH�HDFK�UHVSRQVH�DQG�DVN�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�ZK\"�:ULWH�GRZQ�DOO� WKH�UH-
sponses you get. Place in bubbles and link to the problem.

���:KHQ�\RX�IHHO�WKDW�\RX�KDYH�UHDFKHG�DQ�HQG�WR�\RXU�TXHVWLRQV��VWXG\�DOO�
WKH�UHVSRQVHV�\RX�KDYH��1RWH�DQ\�OLQNV�EHWZHHQ�DQVZHUV�

���1RZ�PDNH�D�GHFLVLRQ�RQ�ZKDW�\RX�EHOLHYH�WR�EH�WKH�FDXVH�RU�FDXVHV�RI�
the problem. Write this down as your response to the problem.

3.5 Problem maPPing

4.  When you feel that you have reached an end to your questions, study all the   
responses you have. Note any links between answers.

5.  Now make a decision on what you believe to be the cause or causes of the prob-
lem. Write this down as your response to the problem.

1.  State the problem you want to solve. Write this down in a bubble at the center 
of a page.

2. Ask the question why? Write down all the responses you get to this question, in 
bubbles and draw a line to the problem.

youth drug 
addiction 

on increase

3.  Take each response and ask the question why? Write down all the responses 
you get. Place in bubbles and link to the problem.

youth drug 
addiction 

on increase

no work after 
school

Drug dealers 
operate freely

no commu-
nity reaction

Family break-
down

Poor Municipal 
6HUYLFHV

Unemployment

Alcoholic 
parents

Economy not 
creating jobs

Education system 
not training

Poor police 
service

youth drug 
addiction 

on increase

no work 
after school

Drug deal-
ers operate 

freely

no commu-
nity reaction

Family 
breakdown

�

ACTIVITY 

 building a Problem maP


