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PROBLEM/ISSUE STRATEGIC ANALYSIS TOOLS1 

FROM PROBLEMS TO BUDGET ADVOCACY ISSUES 

 

Advocacy organizations and groups are often faced with many problems.  Problems are what 

people see in the first place whereas issues are related to the root causes of the problem.  Issues 

are more related to the root causes of the problem.  Identified issues are the beginning of 

solutions. 

For instance, seeing a significant hike in the number of people with cholera cases reported in a 

community is a problem.  Reporting that only four out of ten kids finish 6
th
 grade in a specific 

province is another problem.  With each of these problems there are several issues associated with 

that problem that can explain why such a problem exists.  Identifying these issues is the first step 

towards solving the problem.  Take the example of the increase in cholera cases.  Potential issues 

may include: 

 Lack of effective health education programs 

 Inadequate personal hygiene habits 

 Medical facilities are too distant from rural communities 

 Clean potable water is not available 

 Recent cuts in the health budget reduced health services including the number of 

available mobile clinics 

 Prevailing poverty prevents people from having water pipes extended to their homes 

 Overall hygienic conditions of the rural communities is much below acceptable standards 

There are probably more issues associated with the cholera example above, but let us take the 

above list.  Each of the mentioned issues could provide a partial or a full solution to the problem 

of people dying of cholera.  Needless to say, one organization, or even one coalition, is hardly 

able to tackle all such issues simultaneously.  They need to exercise judgment on which issue to 

start with.   

In working on your advocacy efforts, you need to keep the image of the problem alive in your 

campaign as this is the image that ordinary people see in the first place.  If you lose this image 

and start talking only about the issues, ordinary citizens may perceive your talk as too abstract 

and, even worse, detached from the problem as they see it in their daily lives.  A combination of 

keeping the problem image alive and talking about doing something about the important issues 

associated with this problem should help you keep the process going.  Continuing with the 

cholera example, keeping the image of the suffering people will help your efforts to build and 
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involve a bigger constituency for your efforts, and identifying some of the issues will help you 

provide a clear path for solving this problem.   

If one of the key issues you identify has to do with the health budget, you will need to do budget 

advocacy.  

 

To illustrate the distinction between problems and issues, please examine the following cartoon 

and write a problem statement, and issues associated with the problem. 

 

Figure 1: Problem & Associated Issues.   

Technical Idea: Iman Mandour & Nader Tadros; Artistic Idea: Golo 

 

The Problem Statement 

The basement is flooded with water. 
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Possible Associated Issues 

 Quality of education issue:  those men are not well trained on critical thinking and on 

addressing root causes.  

 Being busy with treating the symptoms issue:  as we do in many of our organizations and 

programs, we often address the symptoms of a problem rather than its root causes. 

 Waste of precious resources issue:  Water, which is likely a dear resource, is wasted. 

 A construction code issue:  Installing a water connection to a building with the lack of or 

inadequate sewage system. 

 Unenforced construction code issue:  Maybe there is a good construction code that was not 

enforced. 

 Shifting the problem issue:  Those men are dumping the water on other neighbors. 

 Other issues …… 
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DEVELOPING CRITERIA FOR SELECTING YOUR ISSUE 

Remember that you are doing this exercise after considering the overall environment you are 

working on and initially assessing the risks and the opportunities in that environment.   

Brainstorming all possible issues associated with a problem could be an overwhelming exercise.  

The question for us is how to select the issues that you will be working on.  To do that you will 

first need to work with your colleagues to develop a set of issue selection criteria.  Usually these 

criteria appear in the following two categories.  Please remember that these criteria are  

Problem-Related Criteria Organization/Coalition-Related Criteria 

 Will addressing this issue solve, or 

contribute in a significant way to solving, 

the problem? 

 Does this issue fit within the 

organization/coalition mission? 

 Can we build a constituency around this 

issue? 

 Does your organization/Coalition have the 

expertise to tackle this issue? 

 Will addressing this issue help in 

addressing other problems? 

 If needed, does the organization/coalition 

have the needed geographical outreach? 

 Can we actually do something about this 

issue at the present time? 

 Does your organization/coalition have 

needed financial and non-financial 

resources to tackle this issue 

 Will addressing this issue help ordinary 

citizens realize their power, and encourage 

them to tackle tougher problems? 

 Can you build a consensus around this issue 

in your organization/coalition? 

 Will addressing this issue be widely felt?  Has the organization considered the risk that 

could be associated with this problem? 

 Will addressing this issue be deeply felt?  

 Is there a natural and organic link to the 

budget? 

 

 

Following is another example of a tool adapted from the Mid West Academy that some groups 

have used to select the issues to tackle.  
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CHECKLIST FOR CHOOSING A PROBLEM AND ISSUE
2
 

A good choice is one that matches most of these criteria.  Use this checklist to compare issues or develop 

your own criteria.  A “yes” answer scores “1”.  A “no” answer scores “0”.  Problems/issues with higher 
scores have the potential for multiple positive results.  (Adapted from Midwest Academy) 

Problem/Issue 

A 

Problem/Issue 

B 

Problem/Issue 

C 

Will resolving the problem/ issue? 

   1. Result in a real improvement in 

people’s lives?  

   2. Give people a sense of their own 

power?  

   3. Build strong lasting organizations 

and alter the relations of power? 

   4. Raise awareness about power 

relations and democratic rights? 

   5. Be winnable? 

   6. Be widely felt?  

   7. Be deeply felt?  

   8. Be easy to communicate and 

understand? 

   9. Provide opportunities for people 

to learn about and be involved 

in policies?  

   10. Have clear advocacy targets?  

   11. Have a clear time frame?  

   12. Be non-divisive among your 

potential constituency?  

   13. Build accountable leadership? 

   14. Be consistent with your values 

and vision?  

   15. Provide potential for raising 

funds? 

   16. Link local issues to global 

issues and macro policy 

context? 
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Exercise 

 

In your circle of advocacy colleagues, perform the following tasks: 

 Brainstorm the problems/issues you would like to tackle. 

 Make a short list (3 to 4 problems/issues only) of the ones you think you can tackle. 

 Answer the questions you have in the above Checklist For Choosing A Problem And Issue. 

 Does the outcome appeal to your team?  Do you feel comfortable tackling the winning issue?  

If not, eliminate this issue from the brainstormed list and run the same steps again until you 

reach an issue that you are comfortable addressing. 

 

 


