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Understanding Root Causes to Advance Equity

Background

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.

g% What are root causes?
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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
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@Q 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?”

Q Problem tree analysis ? The five whys »¥PP Fishbone diagram

Helps you see the connections ~ Helps you move from surface-level Helps you brainstorm and

between causes and effects symptoms to deeper, systemic organize potential causes

causes

1. Write your problem in the 1. Start with your problem 1. Write the problem at
middle as the trunk. statement. the head of the fish.

2. Brainstorm possible causes 2. Ask why this problem exists and 2. Draw ribs for each
and list those as roots. provide an answer, or answers. main category.

3. Identify the effects and 3. Refertoyouranswer(s)andask 3. Listdetailed causes
make them branches. again why this problem exists. along each rib.

Repeat Steps 2 and 3 five times
for each answer, or until you
reach the root cause(s).

% Develop solutions. Now that you’ve identified the root causes, brainstorm solutions that directly
@¢® addressthem. These solutions will shape the activities your coalition undertakes to advance its

F&®™  \ision, mission, and goals. As you evaluate potential solutions, apply an equity and empowerment
lens by asking about the following topics:
e People. Who is most affected by this issue? How will this solution benefit them?
e Place. What environmental, economic, and social factors affect this issue? Are resources fairly
distributed across neighborhoods or communities?
e Process. Are the voices of people most affected being included in planning and decision-making?
Who might be left out?
e Power. What barriers, benefits, and burdens exist in the current system? How can your solution
shift power to support fairness and opportunity?
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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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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.

e 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.”

e 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.

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.
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