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Session Agenda

• Defining “root causes” 

• The difference between root causes of 
poverty and symptoms of poverty

• Understanding the difference between 
transactional change and 
transformational change.

• Root cause analysis as the key to 
transformational change

• The critical link between root cause 
analysis and systems-informed advocacy
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What is Advocacy?

ANY action that speaks in favor 
of, recommends, argues for a 
cause, supports or defends, or 
pleads on behalf of others.  
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Forms of 
Advocacy

• Broad Advocacy

• Legislative 
Advocacy/Lobbying

• Election related 
Activities
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Broad Advocacy
• Educate policymakers, the 

media, and the public 
about issues that are 
important to our mission, 
as long as it doesn’t 
include information about 
specific candidates or 
pieces of legislation. 
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Legislative Advocacy
• Legislative advocacy or lobbying includes 

drafting legislation, working for or against 
a specific piece of legislation or ballot 
measure. 
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Election-related Activities
• Nonpartisan voter registration, education 

and turnout activities. 

• Supporting or opposing  specific 
candidates or political party never 
allowed for 501(c)(3) organizations.
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Advocacy 
vs. Lobbying
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Advocacy

• ANY action that speaks in favor of, recommends, 
argues for a cause, supports or defends, or pleads on 
behalf of others.  

• Not ALL advocacy is lobbying, but all lobbying is 
advocacy.

Lobbying

• A direct approach is made to legislators, staff, and other 
government officials urging them to take a specific 
position. 

• Support/oppose a bill or an amendment.

• Urge them to protect funding for a specific program.  

• Ask them to strengthen certain provisions/language in 
legislation.  

• Lobbying is only one kind of advocacy 



Why Nonprofits 
Need to Engage in 
Systems Informed 
Advocacy
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Why 
Nonprofit 
Systems-
Informed 
Advocacy

• Advocacy advances our missions

• Policy makers need our expertise

• Government decisions impact funding 
and regulation of nonprofits

• Builds relationships and power with 
influential policy makers and decision-
makers in our communities

• Direct services to individuals alone do 
not change malfunctioning underlying 
systems that create the need for 
direct services in the first place
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Defining 
Systems-
Informed 
Advocacy
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From Root Causes to Systems Change

• Using systems 
thinking tools for 
root cause 
analysis of 
problems and 
issues facing our 
communities

Systems Thinking

• Developing a 
shared 
understanding of 
the deep root 
causes that 
create and 
maintain  
community 
problems 

Discovery of 
Root Causes

• Formulating 
action strategies 
that address root 
causes through
"systems 
informed" 
advocacy and 
community 
organizing 

Systems Informed  
Action

• Creating lasting 
systems change 
that benefits the 
people and 
communities we 
serve

Systems Change
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The Foundation 
of Systems 
Informed 
Advocacy: 
Key Ideas
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Advocacy As A 
Mission Impact Multiplier
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Direct Services Advocacy

Increased Mission Impact



Reflecting 
Community 
Voices
ADVOCACY INFORMED AND 
INSPIRED BY AUTHENTIC 
VOICES OF THE COMMUNITY
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A Focus on Systems Change

16

• A focus on changing 
unjust underlying 
systems that produce 
poverty and create 
the need for services 
to individuals



Defining Poverty
Basic definition: You don’t have 
enough money to meet your most 
basic needs – the costs of your 
housing, heat, food, water, healthcare, 
and more.
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Transactional Change and 
Transformational Change

Understanding the Difference
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Transactional 
Change 

Transactional change works within 
existing institutions and structures. 
Focuses on the individual who 
experiences a problem or negative 
condition.

Key question: Why is this individual 
person/family poor?
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Transformational 
Change

Transformational changes - More 
fundamental changes in the structures and 
systems that hurt the people we serve. 

• Changes last longer

• Greater effects as causes of problems are 
removed

• Focuses on the systems and structures that cause 
problems

Key Question: Why is there persistent and 
widespread poverty in our community? What is it 
about the way our community is structured that 
results in persistent and widespread poverty? 
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The pursuit of transformational change 
requires us to . . . 
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Be clear about what 
systems to focus our 

efforts on

Take steps to identify 
root causes of 

problems

Know the difference 
between root causes 
of problems and the 
symptoms of living 

these problems



What systems are we talking about?

What Systems?

Service delivery systems/increasing access 
to direct services

Underlying systems that create and maintain 
the need for services/restrict access

OR
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Taking the First Steps: 
Getting to Root 
Causes of Poverty
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Root Causes: A Definition
• Underlying factors and forces that 

create community problems and 
make those problems likely to persist 
even though services may be in 
place to help individuals and families 
meet their immediate needs.
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Why Get to Root Causes?

•The key to achieving transformational changes

•Powerful learning about the complexity of factors that 
explain persistent poverty

•Identify leverage points for significant change
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Leverage Points 
for Change

• Uncovering laws, 
policies, and systems 
that adversely affect 
the clients, residents, 
and communities we 
serve



3 Approaches to Root Cause Analysis

•Listing – Identifying the causes of a poverty

•Leveling – Looking for deeper underlying root 
causes of the poverty

•Linking – Exploring and defining dynamic 
relationships between and among causes to identify 
high leverage actions
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Root Cause or Symptom?
• The importance of distinguishing the root causes of poverty 

and the effects or symptoms of living in poverty.  

• An example: Lack of sufficient resources to pay rent on time is 
not a root cause of poverty; it’s a consequence of being poor. 
At the same time, lack of sufficient resources to pay rent is also 
a factor that reinforces/intensifies the conditions of poverty.

• What are the root causes of poverty?

• What are the factors that reinforce/intensify the conditions of 
poverty?
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Tools for Root Cause Analysis
• Iceberg Worksheet

• Keep Asking Why 
Worksheet

• Root Cause Analysis 
Worksheet
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Iceberg Worksheet

Symptoms of Poverty

Contributing Factors

Underlying Root Causes
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Iceberg Worksheet

Poor Health Outcomes

Social Determinants
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Underlying Root Causes
◦ Systemic Racism & Sexism
◦ Low Wage Economy
◦ US Health System



Iceberg Worksheet

Trauma

Social Determinants
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Underlying Root Causes
◦ Systemic Racism & Sexism
◦ Low Wage Economy
◦ US Health System



Keep Asking Why Worksheet
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PROBLEM

WHY

WHY

WHY



Keep Asking Why Worksheet
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Issue/Problem We Wish to Address:

Why is this happening?

Why is this 

happening?

Why is this 

happening?

Why is this 

happening?

Cause

Cause Cause

Cause

Cause

Cause

Cause Cause Cause



Problem: High School Dropout Rate
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Youth making bad choices; schools 
can’t keep student interest 

Disenfranchised communities; 
schools under-resourced

Lack of equitable school 
funding in poor communities

Poor people 
lack power



Problem: Heightened Risk of Eviction
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Lack of sufficient resources 
to pay rent on time

Low wage jobs that don’t 
provide sufficient income 

Lack of living wage jobs 

?



Column 1 
Condition or Symptom
of Poverty We Seek To 

Address 

Column 2
List Some Of The Root 

Causes  Of the
Condition or Symptom

Column 3 
List Factors That Are The Reason 

Column 2 Root Causes Persist 
(Deeper Root Causes)

Root Cause Analysis Work Sheet
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Column 1 
Condition or Symptom
of Poverty We Seek To 

Address 

Column 2
List Some Of The Root 

Causes  Of the
Condition or Symptom

Column 3 
List Factors That Are The Reason 

Column 2 Root Causes Persist 
(Deeper Root Causes)

• Lack of sufficient 
resources to pay rent 
on time

Problem: Lack of sufficient resources to pay rent on time
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Column 1 
Condition or Symptom
of Poverty We Seek To 

Address 

Column 2
List Some Of The Root 

Causes  Of the
Condition or Symptom

Column 3 
List Factors That Are The Reason 

Column 2 Root Causes Persist 
(Deeper Root Causes)

• Lack of sufficient 
resources to pay rent 
on time

• Low-income households 
lack sufficient financial 
padding or rainy-day fund 
to cover emergencies

• Low wage employment 
that doesn’t produce 
sufficient income to cover 
basic expenses

• Etc.

Problem: Lack of sufficient resources to pay rent on time

39



Column 1 
Condition or Symptom
of Poverty We Seek To 

Address 

Column 2
List Some Of The Root 

Causes  Of the
Condition or Symptom

Column 3 
List Factors That Are The Reason 

Column 2 Root Causes Persist 
(Deeper Root Causes)

• Lack of sufficient 
resources to pay rent 
on time

• Low-income households 
lack sufficient financial 
padding or rainy-day fund 
to cover emergencies

• Low wage employment 
that doesn’t produce 
sufficient income to cover 
basic expenses

• Etc.

▪ Wisconsin’s $7.25 minimum wage
▪ Lack of living wage jobs which 

disproportionately affects people 
of color

▪ Lack of education which 
disproportionately affects people 
of color

Problem: Lack of sufficient resources to pay rent on time
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Putting the 
Pieces Together

41



From Root Causes to Systems Change

• Using systems 
thinking tools for 
root cause 
analysis of 
problems and 
issues facing our 
communities

Systems Thinking

• Developing a 
shared 
understanding of 
the deep root 
causes that 
create and 
maintain  
community 
problems 

Discovery of 
Root Causes

• Formulating 
action strategies 
that address root 
causes through
"systems 
informed" 
advocacy and 
community 
organizing 

Systems Informed  
Action

• Creating lasting 
systems change 
that benefits the 
people and 
communities we 
serve

Systems Change
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Small Group 
Exercise
•Apply the Root Cause Analysis 
Worksheet to a community 
problem or issue of your 
choosing

•Complete the 3 columns

•Identify some leverage points 
for action to address the 
problem or issue at a deeper 
root cause level
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Column 1 
Condition or Symptom
of Poverty We Seek To 

Address 

Column 2
List Some Of The Root 

Causes  Of the
Condition or Symptom

Column 3 
List Factors That Are The Reason 

Column 2 Root Causes Persist 
(Deeper Root Causes)

Root Cause Analysis Work Sheet
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Barriers and 
Obstacles
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Pair/Share
•Think about: Given what you heard so far, what are 
the major obstacles you see for your organization in 
being able to move forward in this direction?

•In 2’s and 3’s: Talk to each other

•Share your reflections
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Resource Manual 

and Bibliography
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“Millions of people … are trapped in the prison 
of poverty. It is time to set them free. Like 
slavery and apartheid, poverty is not natural. 
It is man-made, and it can be overcome… 
Sometimes it falls on a generation to be great. 
You can be that great generation.”  Source: 
Make Poverty History Speech by Nelson 
Mandela, February 2005, London

“We have learned that the transformation of 
large numbers of individuals does not result in 
the transformation of communities”. Source: 
Peter Block, Community: The Structure of 
Belonging
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Getting to Root Causes 
of Poverty:

Systems Thinking & 
Transformational Change
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