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Understanding Root Causes to Advance Equity 

Background 

 

 What are root causes? 

Root causes are the deeper, systemic factors—such as unfair policies, structural inequities, or environmental 
conditions—that contribute to differences in health and well-being. Examples of root causes and their 
influence on health inequities, are highlighted in the highly regarded Bay Area Regional Health Inequities 
Initiative (BARHII) Framework below. Understanding the root causes underlying the issues your coalition is 
addressing can help you develop more effective solutions.  

Figure 1. BARHII Framework  

Framework developed by: BARHII - Bay Area Regional Health Inequities Initiative 

  

Health equity means making sure that all people have access to opportunities that enable them to lead 
healthy lives. Advancing equity requires addressing the root causes or drivers of inequity. This resource 
helps coalitions learn how to conduct a root cause analysis to ensure their activities address root causes 
and advance their vision, mission, and goals to achieve greater health equity.   

https://barhii.org/framework/
https://www.cdph.ca.gov/Programs/OHE/Pages/OfficeHealthEquity.aspx
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 How to conduct a root causes analysis 
 

To understand root causes, work with your coalition to conduct a root cause analysis, following the steps 
below. Include people with lived experience in all phases of the analysis, as they can share a first-hand 
understanding of the root causes and issues impacting the community. See the Partnering with Communities 
in Coalition Work resource for strategies to engage community members. 

Steps in the root cause analysis process 

Understand the problem. Start by clearly stating the problem your coalition wants to address—like 
low levels of physical activity, high levels of chronic diseases, or limited access to fresh fruits and 
vegetables. As you define the problem, make sure it’s clearly connected to your coalition’s vision, 
mission, and goals, and relevant to the community’s needs. Ask yourself, “How does this issue 
influence what we’re trying to accomplish? How will addressing this issue improve our community?” 

Ask why. Once you understand your problem, dig deeper to find out why it is happening. Choose 
one of the methods in the table below to guide your discussion. As you brainstorm, keep equity at 
the center. Ask yourself, “Are any of these causes linked to unequal systems, limited access, or 
challenges that disproportionately affect some communities more than others?” 

 Problem tree analysis  The five whys  Fishbone diagram 

Helps you see the connections 
between causes and effects 

Helps you move from surface-level 
symptoms to deeper, systemic 
causes 

Helps you brainstorm and 
organize potential causes 

1. Write your problem in the 
middle as the trunk. 

2. Brainstorm possible causes 
and list those as roots.  

3. Identify the effects and 
make them branches. 

1. Start with your problem 
statement. 

2. Ask why this problem exists and 
provide an answer, or answers.  

3. Refer to your answer(s) and ask 
again why this problem exists. 
Repeat Steps 2 and 3 five times 
for each answer, or until you 
reach the root cause(s). 

1. Write the problem at 
the head of the fish. 

2. Draw ribs for each 
main category. 

3. List detailed causes 
along each rib. 

 

Develop solutions. Now that you’ve identified the root causes, brainstorm solutions that directly 
address them. These solutions will shape the activities your coalition undertakes to advance its 
vision, mission, and goals. As you evaluate potential solutions, apply an equity and empowerment 
lens by asking about the following topics: 

• People. Who is most affected by this issue? How will this solution benefit them? 
• Place. What environmental, economic, and social factors affect this issue? Are resources fairly 

distributed across neighborhoods or communities? 
• Process. Are the voices of people most affected being included in planning and decision-making? 

Who might be left out? 
• Power. What barriers, benefits, and burdens exist in the current system? How can your solution 

shift power to support fairness and opportunity? 

https://www.luma-institute.com/problem-tree-analysis/
https://advancinghealthequity.org/roadmap-to-ahe/diagnose-root-causes/
https://asq.org/quality-resources/fishbone
https://multco.us/file/equity_and_empowerment_lens_social_determinants_%28four_ps%29/download
https://multco.us/file/equity_and_empowerment_lens_social_determinants_%28four_ps%29/download
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As this example illustrates, coalitions can use the root cause analysis process to prioritize solutions that not 
only address the problem but also promote equity, empower communities, and create lasting change.  

Sources 
The content in this document was informed by the following resources:  

• Advancing Health Equity. “Diagnose Root Causes” n.d. https://advancinghealthequity.org/roadmap-to-ahe/diagnose-root-
causes/  

• Harvard Catalyst. “Using Data to Advance Equitable Outcomes with Community.” n.d. 
https://catalyst.harvard.edu/community-engagement/using-data-to-advance-equitable-outcomes/ 

• MasterClass. “How to Perform a Root Cause Analysis.” June 7, 2021. https://www.masterclass.com/articles/how-to-
perform-a-root-cause-analysis#5-popular-root-cause-analysis-methods 

• Public Health Institute. “Tool: Community-Driven Data and Evaluation Strategies to Transform Power and Place.” June 3, 
2024. https://www.phi.org/thought-leadership/tool-community-driven-data-and-evaluation-strategies-to-transform-
power-and-place/  

• VisibleNetworkLabs. “Bringing an Equity Lens to Your Coalition or Network.” September 14, 2020. 
https://visiblenetworklabs.com/2020/09/14/bringing-an-equity-lens-to-your-coalition-or-network/ 

Example Root Cause Analysis: A coalition with a mission to “build a healthy county for all,” might 
notice and aim to understand why there are high rates of childhood obesity in the county it serves.  

1. Understand the problem. Coalitions can explore the data and speak with community members 
to understand that children are less physically active in neighborhoods with high rates of 
childhood obesity.  

2. Ask why. The coalition can use the “five whys” to understand the issue further.  
• Specifically, they can ask: “why are there low rates of physical activity in these 

neighborhoods?” One of the answers might be “fewer sidewalks in the neighborhoods make 
it harder for children to walk and play outside.” 

• The coalition can keep asking “why,” to get to the root cause. For example, the coalition 
might say that a) the neighborhoods have fewer sidewalks because the county government 
didn’t invest in building them; b) that underinvestment may be linked to resource allocation 
decisions that favored other areas; and c) those decisions may have been influenced by 
differing levels of community advocacy or political engagement. 

3. Develop solutions. The coalition may opt to build political power in low-income communities by 
supporting community members with a campaign to advocate for more connected sidewalks 
and safe parks. 

https://advancinghealthequity.org/roadmap-to-ahe/diagnose-root-causes/
https://advancinghealthequity.org/roadmap-to-ahe/diagnose-root-causes/
https://catalyst.harvard.edu/community-engagement/using-data-to-advance-equitable-outcomes/
https://www.masterclass.com/articles/how-to-perform-a-root-cause-analysis#5-popular-root-cause-analysis-methods
https://www.masterclass.com/articles/how-to-perform-a-root-cause-analysis#5-popular-root-cause-analysis-methods
https://www.phi.org/thought-leadership/tool-community-driven-data-and-evaluation-strategies-to-transform-power-and-place/
https://www.phi.org/thought-leadership/tool-community-driven-data-and-evaluation-strategies-to-transform-power-and-place/
https://visiblenetworklabs.com/2020/09/14/bringing-an-equity-lens-to-your-coalition-or-network/

	Understanding Root Causes to Advance Equity 
	Background 
	What are root causes? 
	How to conduct a root causes analysis 
	Steps in the root cause analysis process 

	Sources 






Accessibility Report





		Filename: 

		Understanding-Root-Causes.pdf









		Report created by: 

		, 508-Compliance Staff



		Organization: 

		Mathematica, Production







 [Personal and organization information from the Preferences > Identity dialog.]



Summary



The checker found no problems in this document.





		Needs manual check: 0



		Passed manually: 3



		Failed manually: 0



		Skipped: 1



		Passed: 28



		Failed: 0







Detailed Report





		Document





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Accessibility permission flag		Passed		Accessibility permission flag must be set



		Image-only PDF		Passed		Document is not image-only PDF



		Tagged PDF		Passed		Document is tagged PDF



		Logical Reading Order		Passed manually		Document structure provides a logical reading order



		Primary language		Passed		Text language is specified



		Title		Passed		Document title is showing in title bar



		Bookmarks		Passed		Bookmarks are present in large documents



		Color contrast		Passed manually		Document has appropriate color contrast



		Page Content





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Tagged content		Passed		All page content is tagged



		Tagged annotations		Passed		All annotations are tagged



		Tab order		Passed		Tab order is consistent with structure order



		Character encoding		Passed		Reliable character encoding is provided



		Tagged multimedia		Passed		All multimedia objects are tagged



		Screen flicker		Passed		Page will not cause screen flicker



		Scripts		Passed		No inaccessible scripts



		Timed responses		Passed		Page does not require timed responses



		Navigation links		Passed manually		Navigation links are not repetitive



		Forms





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Tagged form fields		Passed		All form fields are tagged



		Field descriptions		Passed		All form fields have description



		Alternate Text





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Figures alternate text		Passed		Figures require alternate text



		Nested alternate text		Passed		Alternate text that will never be read



		Associated with content		Passed		Alternate text must be associated with some content



		Hides annotation		Passed		Alternate text should not hide annotation



		Other elements alternate text		Passed		Other elements that require alternate text



		Tables





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Rows		Passed		TR must be a child of Table, THead, TBody, or TFoot



		TH and TD		Passed		TH and TD must be children of TR



		Headers		Passed		Tables should have headers



		Regularity		Passed		Tables must contain the same number of columns in each row and rows in each column



		Summary		Skipped		Tables must have a summary



		Lists





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		List items		Passed		LI must be a child of L



		Lbl and LBody		Passed		Lbl and LBody must be children of LI



		Headings





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Appropriate nesting		Passed		Appropriate nesting










Back to Top




[image: CommonLook Logo]CommonlLook








CommonLook PDF Compliance Report



Generated by CommonLook®PDF



Name of Verified File:



Understanding-Root-Causes.pdf



Date Verified:



Thursday, February 12, 2026



Results Summary:



Number of Pages: 3



Total number of tests requested: 58



Total of Failed statuses: 0



Total of Warning statuses: 0



Total of Passed statuses: 60



Total of User Verify statuses: 0



Total of Not Applicable statuses: 32



Structural Results



Structural Results





  

  

    		Index

    		Checkpoint

    		Status

    		Reason

    		Comments



  




Accessibility Results





Section 508





  

  

    		Index

    		Checkpoint

    		Status

    		Reason

    		Comments



  




  

  

WCAG 2.0





  

  

    		Index

    		Checkpoint

    		Status

    		Reason

    		Comments



  




  

  

PDF/UA 1.0





  

  

    		Index

    		Checkpoint

    		Status

    		Reason

    		Comments



  






HHS





  

  

    		Index

    		Checkpoint

    		Status

    		Reason

    		Comments



  






    HHS (2018 regulations)



    

        

            

                		Index

                		Checkpoint

                		Status

                		Reason

                		Comments

            



        

    






    



    WCAG 2.1 AA



     		Serial		Page No.		Element Path		Checkpoint Name		Test Name		Status		Reason		Comments

		1		1,3		Tags->0->6,Tags->0->30,Tags->0->31		Guideline 1.1 Provide text alternatives for all non-text content		Alternative Representation for Figures		Passed				Verification result set by user.

		2		1,2,3		Tags->0->2->0,Tags->0->2->0->1,Tags->0->7->1,Tags->0->7->1->1,Tags->0->13->0,Tags->0->13->0->1,Tags->0->16->0,Tags->0->16->0->1,Tags->0->19->0,Tags->0->19->0->1,Tags->0->22->1,Tags->0->22->1->1,Tags->0->22->1->2,Tags->0->29->0->1->1,Tags->0->29->0->1->1->1,Tags->0->29->0->1->1->2,Tags->0->29->1->1->1,Tags->0->29->1->1->1->1,Tags->0->29->2->1->1,Tags->0->29->2->1->1->1,Tags->0->29->2->1->1->2,Tags->0->29->3->1->1,Tags->0->29->3->1->1->1,Tags->0->29->3->1->1->2,Tags->0->29->4->1->1,Tags->0->29->4->1->1->1		Guideline 1.1 Provide text alternatives for all non-text content		Alternative Representation for Links		Passed				Verification result set by user.

		3						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Lbl - Valid Parent		Passed		All Lbl elements passed.		

		4						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		LBody - Valid Parent		Passed		All LBody elements passed.		

		5						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Link Annotations		Passed		All tagged Link annotations are tagged in Link tags.		

		6						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Links		Passed		All Link tags contain at least one Link annotation.		

		7						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		List Item		Passed		All List Items passed.		

		8						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		List		Passed		All List elements passed.		

		9						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Tagged Document		Passed		Tags have been added to this document.		

		10						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Heading Levels		Passed		All Headings are nested correctly		

		11						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		ListNumbering		Passed		All List elements passed.		

		12						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Meaningful Sequence		Passed		No Untagged annotations were detected, and no elements have been untagged in this session.		

		13						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Tabs Key		Passed		All pages that contain annotations have tabbing order set to follow the logical structure.		

		14						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Orientation		Passed		Document is tagged and content can be rendered in any orientation.		

		15				Doc		Guideline 1.4 Make it easier for users to see and hear content including separating foreground from background.		Format, layout and color		Passed				Verification result set by user.

		16				Doc		Guideline 1.4 Make it easier for users to see and hear content including separating foreground from background.		Minimum Contrast		Passed				Verification result set by user.

		17						Guideline 1.4 Make it easier for users to see and hear content including separating foreground from background.		Reflow		Passed		Document is tagged and content can be rendered in any device size.		

		18						Guideline 1.4 Make it easier for users to see and hear content including separating foreground from background.		Text Spacing		Passed		Document is tagged and content can be rendered by user agents supporting tagged PDFs in any text spacing.		

		19		1,3		Tags->0->6->0,Tags->0->6->1,Tags->0->30->0,Tags->0->31->0		Guideline 1.4 Make it easier for users to see and hear content including separating foreground from background.		Non-Text Contrast		Passed				Verification result set by user.

		20						Guideline 2.1 Make all functionality operable via a keyboard interface		Server-side image maps		Passed		No Server-side image maps were detected in this document (Links with IsMap set to true).		

		21						Guideline 2.4 Provide ways to help users navigate, find content, and determine where they are		Headings defined		Passed		Headings have been defined for this document.		

		22						Guideline 2.4 Provide ways to help users navigate, find content, and determine where they are		Outlines (Bookmarks)		Passed		Bookmarks are logical and consistent with Heading Levels.		

		23				MetaData		Guideline 2.4 Provide ways to help users navigate, find content, and determine where they are		Metadata - Title and Viewer Preferences		Passed		Please verify that a document title of Understanding Root Causes to Advance Equity is appropriate for this document.		Verification result set by user.

		24				MetaData		Guideline 3.1 Make text content readable and understandable.		Language specified		Passed		Please ensure that the specified language (EN-US) is appropriate for the document.		Verification result set by user.

		25						Guideline 3.2 Make Web pages appear and operate in predictable ways		Header/Footer pagination artifacts		Passed		All pages define page headers and footers appropriately		

		26						Guideline 3.2 Make Web pages appear and operate in predictable ways		Change of context		Passed		No actions are triggered when any element receives focus		

		27						Guideline 1.1 Provide text alternatives for all non-text content		Alternative Representation for Formulas		Not Applicable		No Formula tags were detected in this document.		

		28						Guideline 1.1 Provide text alternatives for all non-text content		Alternative Representation for Forms		Not Applicable		No Form Fields were detected in this document.		

		29						Guideline 1.1 Provide text alternatives for all non-text content		Alternative Representation for Other Annotations		Not Applicable		No other annotations were detected in this document.		

		30						Guideline 1.2 Provide synchronized alternatives for multimedia.		Captions 		Not Applicable		No multimedia elements were detected in this document.		

		31						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Form Annotations - Valid Tagging		Not Applicable		No Form Annotations were detected in this document.		

		32						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Other Annotations - Valid Tagging		Not Applicable		No Annotations (other than Links and Widgets) were detected in this document.		

		33						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		RP, RT and RB - Valid Parent		Not Applicable		No RP, RB or RT elements were detected in this document.		

		34						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Correct Structure - Ruby		Not Applicable		No Ruby elements were detected in this document.		

		35						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Table Cells		Not Applicable		No Table Data Cell or Header Cell elements were detected in this document.		

		36						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		THead, TBody and TFoot		Not Applicable		No THead, TFoot, or TBody elements were detected in this document.		

		37						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Table Rows		Not Applicable		No Table Row elements were detected in this document.		

		38						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Table		Not Applicable		No Table elements were detected in this document.		

		39						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Correct Structure - Warichu		Not Applicable		No Warichu elements were detected in this document.		

		40						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Correct Structure - WT and WP		Not Applicable		No WP or WT elements were detected in the document		

		41						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Header Cells		Not Applicable		No tables were detected in this document.		

		42						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Summary attribute		Not Applicable		No Table elements were detected in the document.		

		43						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Scope attribute		Not Applicable		No TH elements were detected in this document.		

		44						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Article Threads		Not Applicable		No Article threads were detected in the document		

		45						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Identify Input Purpose		Not Applicable		No Form Annotations were detected in this document.		

		46						Guideline 1.4 Make it easier for users to see and hear content including separating foreground from background.		Images of text - OCR		Not Applicable		No raster-based images were detected in this document.		

		47						Guideline 1.4 Make it easier for users to see and hear content including separating foreground from background.		Content on Hover or Focus		Not Applicable		No actions found on hover or focus events.		

		48						Guideline 2.1 Make all functionality operable via a keyboard interface		Character Key Shortcuts		Not Applicable		No character key shortcuts detected in this document.		

		49						Guideline 2.2 Provide users enough time to read and use content		Timing Adjustable		Not Applicable		No elements that could require a timed response found in this document.		

		50						Guideline 2.3 Do not design content in a way that is known to cause seizures		Three Flashes or Below Threshold		Not Applicable		No elements that could cause flicker were detected in this document.		

		51						Guideline 2.5 Input Modalities		Label in Name		Not Applicable		No Form Annotations were detected in this document.		

		52						Guideline 2.5 Input Modalities		Pointer Cancellation		Not Applicable		No mouse down events detected in this document.		

		53						Guideline 2.5 Input Modalities		Motion Actuation		Not Applicable		No elements requiring device or user motion detected in this document.		

		54						Guideline 2.5 Input Modalities		Pointer Gestures		Not Applicable		No RichMedia or FileAtachments have been detected in this document.		

		55						Guideline 3.3 Help users avoid and correct mistakes		Required fields		Not Applicable		No Form Fields were detected in this document.		

		56						Guideline 3.3 Help users avoid and correct mistakes		Form fields value validation		Not Applicable		No form fields that may require validation detected in this document.		

		57						Guideline 4.1 Maximize compatibility with current and future user agents, including assistive technologies		4.1.2 Name, Role, Value		Not Applicable		No user interface components were detected in this document.		

		58						Guideline 4.1 Maximize compatibility with current and future user agents, including assistive technologies		Status Message		Not Applicable		Checkpoint is not applicable in PDF.		










    WCAG 2.2



    

        

            

                		Index

                		Checkpoint

                		Status

                		Reason

                		Comments

            



        

    






    


  

Checkpoint Description:





  

  

    		Checkpoint Name 

    		Checkpoint Description



	





