
Framing the Problem



Learning Objectives

• Frame a policy topic in terms of the health problem, 

primary cause, and root causes
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All Problems Have a Causal Chain
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Josephine, what 
health problem are 

you working on?

I’m working on the high rates of TB among 
healthcare workers at TB hospitals in our country! 
Did you know that 55% of healthcare workers in 

our TB hospitals have latent TB?

That’s really high! Why do so many 
have latent TB?

Because very few use the 
recommended personal protective 

equipment with patients…

Oh, there’s a variety of reasons! Let’s 
talk more about those root causes soon.  

Esther

JosephineWhat? Why wouldn’t they 
use their PPE?



Framing the Causal Chain in Three Parts: 
Example 1
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High rates of TB
among 

healthcare 
workers

HEALTH PROBLEM 
(OUTCOME)

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

Low use of 
PPE among 
healthcare 

workers

PRIMARY CAUSE OF
HEALTH PROBLEM

Setting-specific



Framing the Causal Chain in Three Parts: 
Example 2
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90% of population 
has very high levels 

of SHS exposure 
markers / high rates 

of SHS-associated 
illnesses

HEALTH PROBLEM 
(OUTCOME)

ROOT CAUSES OF
HEALTH PROBLEM

Poor enforcement of 
laws about smoking 

in public places 

No guidelines to 
make designated 

smoking areas away 
from buildings

People unaware of 
dangers of SHS

High rates of 
secondhand 

smoke 
exposure

PRIMARY CAUSE OF
HEALTH PROBLEM

Setting-specific



Framing the Causal Chain in Three Parts: 
Example 3
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Recent increases in 
costs/complications 

associated with 
childbirth

HEALTH PROBLEM 
(OUTCOME)

ROOT CAUSES OF
HEALTH PROBLEM

Perception among 
women that C-
section is safer

Physician 
preference for 

scheduling births

Lack of national 
clinical guidelines 
about Cesarean 

sections

Recent increases 
in unneeded 

Cesarean 
sections

PRIMARY CAUSE OF
HEALTH PROBLEM



Your Outcome and Primary Cause MUST 
Be Based in Existing, Local Evidence

High rates of TB
among 

healthcare 
workers

HEALTH PROBLEM 
(OUTCOME)

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

Low use of 
PPE among 
healthcare 

workers

PRIMARY CAUSE OF
HEALTH PROBLEM

MUST HAVE EXISTING LOCAL 
EVIDENCE TO BE CONSIDERED 

FOR POLICY TOPIC
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90% of population 
has very high levels 

of SHS exposure 
markers / high rates 

of SHS-associated 
illnesses

HEALTH PROBLEM 
(OUTCOME)

ROOT CAUSES OF
HEALTH PROBLEM

Poor enforcement of 
laws about smoking 

in public places 

No guidelines to 
make designated 

smoking areas away 
from buildings

People unaware of 
dangers of SHS

High rates of 
secondhand 

smoke 
exposure

PRIMARY CAUSE OF
HEALTH PROBLEM

MUST HAVE EXISTING LOCAL 
EVIDENCE TO BE CONSIDERED 

FOR POLICY TOPIC

Your Outcome and Primary Cause MUST 
Be Based in Existing, Local Evidence
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Rapid recent 
increases in costs 
associated with 

childbirth

HEALTH PROBLEM 
(OUTCOME)

ROOT CAUSES OF
HEALTH PROBLEM

Perception among 
women that C-
section is safer

Physician 
preference for 

scheduling births

Lack of national 
clinical guidelines 
about Cesarean 

sections

Recent increases 
in unneeded 

Cesarean 
sections

PRIMARY CAUSE OF
HEALTH PROBLEM

Your Outcome and Primary Cause MUST 
Be Based in Existing, Local Evidence

MUST HAVE EXISTING LOCAL 
EVIDENCE TO BE CONSIDERED 

FOR POLICY TOPIC



Activity: List Health Problem and Primary 
Cause

• For all class projects, discuss the health 

problem/outcome and primary cause



END


