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Introduction 

• A properly planned project is addressing 
the real needs of the beneficiaries and is 
therefore based upon a correct and 
complete analysis of the existing situation. 
The existing situation should be 
interpreted according to the views, needs, 
interests and activities of parties 
concerned. 

https://www.sswm.info/humanitarian-crises/urban-settings/planning-process-tools/exploring-tools/stakeholder-interests
https://www.sswm.info/humanitarian-crises/urban-settings/planning-process-tools/exploring-tools/stakeholder-identification


• It is essential that all those involved participants 
accept the plans and are committed to implement 
them.

• The problem tree analysis belongs to the family 
of participatory planning techniques, in which all 
parties involved identify and analyse the needs 
together, creating ownership and commitment 
among the involved parties (e.g. beneficiaries, 
implementing organisations, local governments).

https://www.sswm.info/node/7633


• The problem tree, together with the 
objective tree and analysis of strategies, is a 
methodology of three steps for identifying 
main problems, along with their causes and 
effects, helping project planners to 
formulate clear and manageable objectives 
and the strategies of how to achieve them.

https://www.sswm.info/humanitarian-crises/urban-settings/planning-process-tools/exploring-tools/stakeholder-strategy-plan
https://www.sswm.info/humanitarian-crises/prolonged-encampments/planning-process-tools/decision-making-tools/strategy-development


Tools and techniques

oThis is a visual problem analysis tool that can 
easily be used by both field development staff 
and the community to specify and investigate 
the causes and effects of a problem and 
identify the possible relationships between 
them. 

oAs the name implies, this tool resembles a tree.
•



• The trunk of the tree is the main problem 
under analysis. 

• Roots of the tree are used as visual 
representations of causes of the main 
problem, while the branches stand for the 
effects.



Uses

• Analysis of the cause-effect relationships of 
the main problems as defined by an on-going 
project.

• Identification of the community perceptions 
of the causes and effects of the main 
problems.



• Definition of who is affected by the causes of 
the problems and determination of who 
should participate in activities aimed at 
solving them.

• Each cause of the problem can be seen as a 
problem in its own right.

• Identification of the focal problems or the 
causes of the main problem that 
communication can help to solve.



Advantages

• The problem can be broken down into manageable 
and definable chunks. This enables a clearer 
prioritisation of factors and helps focus objectives

• There is a better understanding of the problem and 
its often interconnected and even contradictory 
causes. This is often the first step in finding win-win 
solutions

• It identifies the constituent issues and arguments, 
and can help establish who and what the political 
actors and processes are at each stage



• It can help establish whether further information, 
evidence or resources are required to make a 
strong case, or build a convincing solution

• Present issues - rather than apparent, future or 
past issues - are dealt with and identified

• The process of analysis often helps build a shared 
sense of understanding, purpose and action



Disadvantages

• It may be difficult to understand all effects 
and causes of a problem right from the 
beginning

• Requires time to bring all relevant actors 
together and to discuss the problems of 
their water and sanitation system



Materials

• Large sheets of flip chart paper, markers or 
large point felt-tipped pens (various 
colours).

• Participants

• Various groups in the community 
facilitated by PRA team members.



Procedures

• Identify major problems and needs as perceived by 
the community or as detailed in information 
provided by the project or the agency that 
commissioned the PRA.

• For on-going projects, the major problem(s) is 
derived from information supplied by the project 
management or data provided in project documents. 
Most ongoing projects express the major problem(s) 
in an explicit manner somewhere in a document.



• For generating the major problem(s) with the 
community assist groups in the community to 
brainstorm their situation in order to identify 
their needs, opportunities, problems and 
likely solutions.



• Rank problems to identify the main ones.

• Normally, a lot of problems will be 
generated through this process. These 
problems are not of equal importance and 
therefore should be ranked to identify the 
priority problem(s).



• Ranking is usually done through an analysis of the 
importance of each problem and by considering 
which problems cause other problems.

• Once the main problem(s) is/are identified, the 
process of building the problem tree for ongoing 
projects and with the community is the same.

• Formulate the problem properly.



• To be of greatest assistance in drawing the 
correct problem tree, the main problem must 
be stated or formulated correctly.

• A problem should be stated NOT as the 
absence of a solution (e.g. food is not 
available), but as an existing negative state 
(e.g. a part of the community is 
malnourished). 



• An incorrectly formulated main problem often leads 
to the identification of very limited causes and 
subsequently to the selection of inadequate 
solutions.

• To reduce the risk of stating problems as the 
absence of solutions you can recommend that terms 
such as lack of..., insufficient... absence of and no..., 
etc are totally avoided in the formulation of main 
problems.



• Above the central square draw the branches of the 
tree - the effects experienced as a consequence of 
the main problem;

• Below the central square representing the main 
problem draw the roots of the tree, i.e. the factors 
causing the main problems, which are usually seen 
as problems in their own right. Ask the people what 
caused the problem.

• Repeat the question until you feel it is no longer 
necessary to continue.



 

 

 

Figure ----: Problem tree analysis of the causes and consequences of Weak CBT: Exclusion 
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Large number of PVHHs Negative outcome of PMT 

process 

Refusal to self-identify 

Weak CBT Process: Exclusion of 

eligible HHs 

 

Weak mobilization 
Absence during CBT 

meeting 

Indifference and hostility 

of community members 



Applicability

• The problem tree analysis is essential to 
many forms of project planning in order to 
improve the sanitation and water system 
and is often used by development agencies.



•A properly planned sanitation and 
water project is addressing the 
real needs of the beneficiaries and is 
therefore based upon a correct and 
complete analysis of the existing 
situation.

https://www.sswm.info/humanitarian-crises/urban-settings/planning-process-tools/exploring-tools/stakeholder-interests


• Applying the problem tree method supports 
the identification of the main problems 
along with their causes and effects. 

• This method therefore helps experts and 
project planners to formulate clear and 
manageable objectives how to improve and 
make your sanitation and water system 
more sustainable.



• The process can be a useful method in 
building a community’s awareness of the 
problem, how they and others contribute to 
the problem, and how these problems affect 
their lives.



Performing the Analysis

• Begin with a brainstorming session to identify the 
major problems affecting the project. For each 
problem you will have to carry out a separate 
problem tree analysis.

• Divide your board or the paper you’re using to record 
the analysis into three vertical sections, and write the 
problem in the middle section. The left side can be 
reserved for the causes and the right side for the 
consequences.

https://www.brighthub.com/guides/brainstorming.aspx


•Discuss with the team the possible 
causes that can be held responsible 
for the problem situation. From this, 
list and identify the ones which have a 
direct relationship with the problem. 



• These direct causes can be listed on the 
extreme right hand side of the section 
reserved for the causes. The causes which 
lead to these direct causes can be listed to 
the left of this list. Relational arrows can 
also be used to demonstrate the cause and 
effect relationship among the causes (Refer 
to the Image).

https://www.brighthubpm.com/project-planning/49309-performing-a-cause-and-effect-analysis/


• When you’re done with the causes, move 
on to the consequences. When listing the 
consequences, list the direct ones on the 
extreme left of the consequences section. 
The consequences that result from these 
causes can be listed to right of this list.





• Finally when a comprehensive list of causes 
and consequences have been developed and 
the related causes and consequences have 
been linked respectively, you’re ready to 
display the information pictorially. 



• For this you can use a sketch of a tree (like 
shown in the image above) and write down 
the problem on the tree trunk, the causes 
along the roots and the consequences 
along the branches.

• Alternatively, a bock diagram, like the one 
shown in the image below, can be used to 
present the problem tree analysis in a more 
organized and professional manner.



Questions? 

Thank you for your audience  


