
The Problem Statement



Learning Objectives

At the end of this module, you will be able to:

• Discuss why a problem statement is needed

• Describe the key questions you need to address in 

an effective problem statement

• Understand how visual displays can help describe 

the problem
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The Problem Statement

• Critical part of your policy brief!

• Opportunity to demonstrate to your reader that 

your health problem is:

▪ Important

▪ Worth their time and efforts

▪ More deserving of attention / 

resources than other problems

▪ Fixable / modifiable
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The Problem Statement

• Clearly identifies the policy issue

▪ Describes the public health problem

▪ The main modifiable driver (root cause/s) of the problem

• Describes the situation from a local perspective

▪ Quantifies the burden of problem

▪ Describes the impact of the problem on public health

▪ Presents visual summaries of data (graphs, figures)

▪ Discusses data published by local sources

▪ Describes previous efforts to address the issue 

• Describes issue from a global/regional perspective, if needed
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Key Questions to Answer in a Problem 
Statement

1. What is the problem?

▪ Health problem / outcome

▪ Primary cause

2. Qualify the problem:

▪ Who is affected by the problem?

▪ Where is the problem present?

3. Quantify the problem

▪ How much?

▪ When?

4. What are the root cause(s) of the problem?
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1. What is the Problem?

• Both a health problem and primary cause

• Both of these must be well-understood and have a 

local evidence base before starting a policy brief
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High rates of TB
among 

healthcare 
workers

HEALTH PROBLEM 
(OUTCOME)

Low use of 
PPE among 
healthcare 

workers

PRIMARY CAUSE OF
HEALTH PROBLEM



Returning to Smoking in Kentucky…
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1a. What is the Health Problem / Outcome?
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1b. What is the Primary Cause?



2. Qualify the Problem: Who & Where?

• Low rates of measles vaccination in school-

aged children in District X

• Asthma in children <5 years in District Y

• Missed work days due to respiratory illness 

among adults in County Z

• Traffic injuries and deaths among adults and 

children in Country N
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2. Qualify the Problem: Who & Where?



3. Quantify the Problem: How Much & 
When?
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• Ex: Low rates of measles vaccination → measles outbreaks

▪ An average of three outbreaks of measles in school-aged 

children per year in District X since 2010

• Ex: Air pollution from a coal plant → respiratory disease and 

missed work

▪ Asthma in 17% of school-aged children in County Y

▪ Adults living <10 km from the coal plant were twice as likely to 

have missed workdays due to respiratory illnesses as persons 

living 10 km or more away in 2016

• Ex: Lack of seat belt use → traffic injuries and deaths

▪ >650 injuries and 93 traffic deaths among people not wearing 

seatbelts in City Z over the past two years
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3. Quantify the Problem: How Much & 
When?



4. What are the Root Cause(s)?

High rates of TB
among 

healthcare 
workers

HEALTH PROBLEM 
(OUTCOME)

Low use of 
PPE among 
healthcare 

workers

PRIMARY CAUSE OF
HEALTH PROBLEM

ROOT CAUSES OF
HEALTH PROBLEM

Budget for PPE too 
low, not enough 

purchased by govt

Lack of 
awareness about
benefits of PPE

Challenges with 
distribution from 
central medical 

supply to facilities

In problem statement, may 
briefly describe major root 

causes, but enhance focus on 
root causes that are relevant 

to your policy options!



15

4. What are the Root Cause(s)?



5. Expanding on Your Thoughts

• Answering the previous questions builds a foundation 

for your problem statement – now flesh it out!

• Expanding on your thoughts will 

occur throughout the policy 

brief-writing process

• Pay specific attention to quantifying

the problem using existing data!

▪ Data about the size of the problem

▪ Data about the problem’s impact

▪ Health and costs
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Review Question: Purpose of a Problem 
Statement
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Q: What is the purpose of a problem 

statement? (select one)

❑ To convince your reader of the importance of 

a problem

❑ To present policy options to fix the problem

❑ To show the costs of different policy options

❑ To make recommendations about the problem



Review Question: Purpose of a Problem 
Statement
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Q: What is the purpose of a problem 

statement? (select one)

❑ To convince your reader of the importance of 

a problem

❑ To present policy options to fix the problem

❑ To show the costs of different policy options

❑ To make recommendations about the problem



Writing a Problem Statement is Iterative!

• Don’t expect it to be perfect on the first – or even 

second or third – try!

• You will continually refine your problem statement

Revise Revise Revise Revise Revise

Improve Improve Improve Improve Improve



• Clearly written

• Concise: No more than 3 or 4 paragraphs

• Supported by visual representations of the problem
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Other Key Aspects of Problem Statement



Visual Displays of the Problem
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• Charts, graphs, maps, figures

• Goal:

▪ Make the problem as simple to understand as 

possible

▪ Demonstrate clearly the impact of the problem  

Remember: A problem statement is a story to 
convince policymakers about the importance of 

your problem!



Visual Displays of the Problem
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Visual Displays of the Problem
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Visual Displays of the Problem
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Kentucky



Case Study



Case study exercise

• You have already discussed the root causes in the 

previous section of the case study. Review the 

additional information and answer Question 4:

▪ Qualify the problem:

oWho is affected by the problem?

oWhere is the problem present?

▪ Quantify the problem

oHow much?

oWhen?
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Did you answer the case study questions?
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Case study exercise
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• Who is affected by the problem?

▪ Motorcyclists and their passengers are affected by the problem. 

• Where is the problem present?

▪ Although the problem is described in Ho Chi Minh City, it is likely present 

throughout Vietnam.

• How much?

▪ In HCMC, we can estimate that ~50,506 female riders and 74,007 male 

riders, or about 124,000 total riders, wear helmets. Based on the NTSC 

study, we can calculate the ~12,000 riders wear certified helmets, while 

the remaining ~112,000 wear uncertified helmets.   

▪ We know that 95% of all registered vehicles in Vietnam are motorcycles, 

suggesting that they are common. We would need additional data if we 

wanted to indicate the numbers of persons potentially affected (ie, 

motorcyclists) throughout the country.

• When?

▪ This is an ongoing problem.



END


