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The problem, objective and strategy tree analysis is one participatory tool
of mapping out main problems, along with their causes and effects,
supporting project planners to identify clear and manageable goals and the
strategy of how to achieve them. There are three stages in this analytic
process: (1) the identification of the negative aspects of an existing
situation with their “causes and effects” in a problem tree, (2) the inversion
of the problems into objectives leading into an objective tree, and (3) the
decision of the scope of the project in an analysis of strategies. The value of
this type of assessment is greatest if it is carried out in a workshop with the stakeholders, giving the opportunity to
establish a shared view of the situation.

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. 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).

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.

Step 1: Problem Analysis

The problem analysis is the phase in which the negative aspects of a given situation are identified, establishing the
cause and effect relationship between the observed problems. The problem analysis is of prime importance with
regard to project planning, since it strongly influences the design of all possible interventions (MDF 2005). The
problem analysis includes (EC 2004):

Definition of the framework and the subject of analysis.
Identification of problems faced by target groups and beneficiaries.
Visualisation of the problems in form of a diagram, called “problem tree” to help analyse and clarify cause-
effect relationships.

 

Like any other tree, the problem tree has three parts: a trunk, roots, and branches. The trunk is the main problem.
The roots represent the causes of the core problem while the branches represent its effects. The following figure
shows an example of a problem tree related to river pollution.
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Example of a problem tree. Source: EUROPEAN COMMISSION (2004)

 

Example of a problem tree on sanitation, as drawn by the Khatgal Community in Northern Mongolia. The “roots” of the tree show the roots of
the problems, the stem is dedicated to the problems themselves and the crown shows the consequences of these problems. Source: CONRADIN
(2007)

Creating a problem tree should ideally be undertaken as a participatory group event using visual techniques, such as
flipcharts or colour cards, in which identified stakeholders can write their individual problem statements. It is
recommended that a workshop should involve not more than 25 participants, to provide for a fruitful learning
environment. The first step of such workshops should be an open brainstorming about the problems that
stakeholders consider to be a priority. From the problems identified, an individual “starter” problem should be
selected. In consultation with the participants, a hierarchy of causes and effects has to be established: problems
which are directly causing the starter problem are put below and problems which are direct effects of the starter
problem are put above. All problems are sorted in the same way (using the guiding question “what causes that?”.
Once all the problems are in place, these should be connected with cause-effect arrows, clearly showing key links.
After this process, the problem tree should be reviewed and validated by the participants (adapted from EUROPEAN
COMMISSION 2004).

Once completed, the problem tree represents a summary picture of the existing negative situation.

Problem trees do more than just identify the root causes of the problem. They provide a visual breakdown of
problems into their symptoms as well as their causes, and furthermore create a visual output that can be
understood by anyone. 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. This may also be an
important step when attempting to build support for any interventions, new techniques or improved technologies.
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Step 2: Objectives Analysis

(Adapted from EUROPEAN COMMISSION 2004 and MDF 2005)

Example of an objective tree. Source: EUROPEAN COMMISSION (2004)

Analysis of objectives is a methodological approach employed to describe the situation in the future once identified
problems have been remedied, depicting the ends and the means in a diagram called “objective tree”.

The negative situations of the problem tree are converted into solutions, expressed as “positive achievements”. For
instance, in the shown example of river pollution, “river water quality is deteriorating” is converted into “quality of
river water is improved”. These positive achievements are in fact objectives, and are presented in an objective tree
showing the means/ends hierarchy.

Since the negative situations of the problem tree have to be reformulated into positive situations that are desirable
and realistically achievable, it is of primal importance that all stakeholders are involved in the discussions giving
their feedback. Appropriate consultation will help to consider priorities, assess how realistic the achievements of
some objectives might be and identify additional means that might be required to achieve the desired ends. It
might also be necessary to reformulate some of the problems, add new problems or delete problems which might
not be relevant or suitable. Furthermore, an objective tree might show many objectives that cannot all be reached
at once, for which choices and priorities will have to be made (see also preference ranking).

Once completed, the objective tree provides a summary picture of the desired future situation, including the
indicate means by which ends can be achieved.

Step 3: Analysis of Strategy

(Adapted from EUROPEAN COMMISSION 2004)
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Example of a strategy analysis. Source: EUROPEAN COMMISSION (2004)

After having decided about the desired future situation, possible interventions have to be selected in order to
determine the scope of the project, i.e. what should/can be included within the project.

This analytical stage is the most difficult and challenging, as it involves synthesising a significant amount of
information and making a complex judgement about the best implementation strategy to pursue. In practice a
balance has to be found to deal with the different stakeholders interests, political demands and practical
constraints. However, the potential merits and difficulties associated with addressing problems in different ways
have to be fully scrutinised before any detailed design work is undertaken. Typical questions that should be asked
and answered are: can/should we tackle all the problems identified? Should we select just a few? Which
interventions are more likely to bring about the desired results? What would be more beneficial for the target
groups? Are these interventions sustainable in a long-term? Are the financial means available? Do we have the
technical capacity to implement the actions? (for more detailed information on this issue, see definition of
boundaries). These and other questions, including environmental, social and economic issues as well as policies and
the legal framework, will help to rule-out those strategies which cannot be covered in this project, and those which
are realistic and will offer the most benefit for those facing the problems.

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 [2680-needs of the beneficiaries] and is
therefore based upon a correct and complete analysis of the existing situation.

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.

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
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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 (Adapted
from ODI 2009)

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
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