
3. Roots = ROOT CAUSES
Guiding questions: Why is this problem in place? What leads to the problem?

Which system is responsible for creating and maintaining the root cause you have identified? 

2. Crown = CONSEQUENCES
Guiding questions: Why do you care about the Big Problem at all? What happens if the Big Problem is not solved 
in terms of social, economic, political consequences? Why should other stakeholders be worried or care about it? 

1. Trunk = THE BIG PROBLEM
Guiding questions: Why are you doing what you are doing? Which big problem or injustice motivates you and your 

team to take action in the first place?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 



1. Start with the trunk by defining the Big Problem you are addressing. Write a 1-2 sentence statement that 
answers the guiding questions on the template.

2. Use this checklist #1 to be sure you are moving in the right direction:
q Is your Big Problem formulated as a negative statement?
q Did you avoid “need” / “should” or similar, to not embed a solution?
q Have you captured the geographical scope of the Big Problem?
q Does you Big Problem statement include statistical data supporting your statement?
q From all possible problem formulations, do you feel you that the one you selected for the trunk is the 

one that moves you the most?
q Can your big problem statement be easily reversed into a Big Vision by using a positive formulation 

and does it sound right to you as well?

3. Proceed to the crown of the tree – Consequences  of the Big Problem. Write 3-4 statements that answer the 
guiding questions on the template.

4. Use this checklist #2 to be sure you are moving in the right direction:
q Have you considered different types of consequences – social, political, economic, etc.?
q Would they be convincing for key stakeholders who are able to influence the Big Problem?
q Do your statements include statistical data?

5. Proceed to the roots of the tree – Root Causes of the Big Problem. Write 3-4 statements that answer the 
guiding questions on the template.

6. Use this checklist #3 to be sure you are moving in the right direction:
q Do your root cause statements capture systems where the root cause is present?
q Have you considered any non-obvious systems as well?
q Do your root cause statements include geographical scope?
q Are your root cause statements supported by statistical data?
q Have you selected and marked one root cause system that you will focus on for the rest of the course?
q Does the choice of root cause system resonate with you?

*Check the next pages for inspiration!
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3. Roots = ROOT CAUSES
Guiding questions: Why is this problem in place? What leads to the problem?

Which system is responsible for creating and maintaining the root cause you have identified? 

2. Crown = CONSEQUENCES
Guiding questions: Why do you care about the Big Problem at all? What happens if the Big Problem is not solved 
in terms of social, economic, political consequences? Why should other stakeholders be worried or care about it? 

The labour market contributes to 
the big problem because of 

employers not offering a sufficient 
number of quality part-time job 
opportunities and most existing 

part-time jobs are low-skilled low-
paid vacancies with little or no 

career progression.

The job recruitment system 
contributes to the big problem 

because recruitment companies 
receive a higher fee for full-

time placements and therefore 
de-prioritise part-time 

opportunities.

The childcare and elderly care 
systems contribute to the big 

problem because they are often 
so prohibitively expensive that 
it is cheaper for caregivers to 

stay at home.
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1. Trunk = THE BIG PROBLEM
Guiding questions: Why are you doing what you are doing? Which big problem or injustice motivates you and your 

team to take action in the first place? 

In the UK there are about 2 million people who, on the one hand, have the skills and experience to work in quality 
roles but, on the other hand, due to family or health reasons cannot attend to a full time job – e.g. parents of 

young children, carers of older people, people with disability.  They end up being trapped in either low-paid part-
time work or not working at all.

EXAMPLE OF A PROBLEM TREE: UK FELLOW KAREN MATTISON



WHEN FORMULATING THE SYSTEM TO FOCUS ON, 
CONSIDER...

ECONOMIC
• Local and international
• Legal (cars) and illegal (drugs)
• Formal (job market) and informal (marriage market)
• Relevant parts can include workers, companies, professional associations, entry policies, economic incentives, etc.

LEGAL
• Local to international
• Topic areas (criminal law, traffic law, martial law)
• Case law, statutory law, law of the strong, laws of tradition
• Legislation, law enforcement, legal interpretation
• Relevant elements can include: laws, police, politicians, judges, scholars, court proceedings and decisions, legal arguments, ways of implementing 

laws, etc.

CULTURE
• Areas: ideologies, shared knowledge, arts (music, literature, performing arts), language (and other forms of communication)
• Aspects: dynamics with which culture spreads and changes, ways in which culture influences behavior, interplay between cultural and economic 

systems
• Relevant elements can include: artists, places and institutions for exhibitions and performances, social norms, values, and prejudices, aesthetic 

preferences

SOCIAL FABRICS
• Families
• Circles of friends
• Neighborhoods
• Clubs, societies, associations, etc.

EDUCATION
• Formal (Kindergarten, schools, universities) and informal (parenting, hobbies, self-guided learning)
• Public and private
• Professional and personal
• Relevant parts can include institutions, list of acknowledged professions, curricula, certifications, preferences for certain types of knowledge and 

skills, people’s willingness and ability to learn

HEALTHCARE
• Public and private
• Formal (hospitals) and informal (shamans, grandmothers)
• Treatments and prevention
• Relevant elements can include: public subsidies, doctors, insurance companies, hospitals, medical codes of conduct, industry associations, medical 

training institutions, people’s eating habits and lifestyles, etc.

POLITICAL
• Local to international
• Topic areas (health, education, economy)
• Regarding different entities: governments, corporations, cultural institutions, supranational organizations, etc.
• Relevant elements can include: parties, elections, rallies, lobbyists, voters, diplomats, laws, international treaties, revolutions, war, 

negotiations, power, influence, etc.


