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Getting to Root Causes of Poverty:  
Systems Thinking and Transformational Change 

 

Often, when we talk about systems change, we're talking about the systems that deliver direct 
services to individuals in need and making changes in these service delivery systems so that services 
get to people more efficiently and effectively. Of course, this is absolutely essential, and this work 
must continue. But improving service delivery systems is not the same as challenging and 
transforming the underlying systems in our communities that cause persistent poverty and the need 
for direct services in the first place. 

In order to bring about transformative change in these systems, we need to pinpoint the deep root 
causes of poverty. Root causes are the underlying factors and forces that produce poverty and make 
poverty likely to persist even if those services may be in place to help individuals and families meet 
their more immediate needs. 

Knowledge of root causes can be a strong motivator for community-based organizations to take on 
advocacy in addition to direct service. With new knowledge of the underlying root causes, we often 
learn that there are existing laws, regulations or policies that hurt the people we serve. community-
based organizations can then take action through advocacy to change or eliminate such laws, 
regulations and policies – Or to enact better ones.  

The importance of addressing the deep roots causes of poverty facing our communities has been 
brought into sharper focus as a result of the experience and anticipated long term impact of the 
COVID-19 Pandemic as well as the renewed and long overdue calls for economic and racial justice.. 

Topics to be covered  

• Defining “root causes” and 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 

Key concepts or tools that participants can expect to take away from the presentation  

• The distinction between the root causes of poverty and the effects or symptoms of living in 
poverty 

• An introduction to three user-friendly tools for root cause analysis 
• An opportunity to apply one of the root cause analysis tools 
• An annotated bibliography of websites, tools, and other resources for analyzing root causes 

and developing high leverage strategies to address poverty 
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Getting to Root Causes of Poverty: A Resource Bibliography 
 

There are four key strategies that can help nonprofits move more of their impact to the root cause 
level.  

1. Uncover the root causes of community problems, rethink the impact and focus of current programming, 
and develop/redesign programs/initiatives in order to address these root causes 

2. Increase advocacy and public policy work by nonprofits 
3. Carry out ongoing nonpartisan voter registration and education efforts at the neighborhood level 
4. Connect community-based nonprofits to efforts already underway ― like expanding public 

transportation to link the unemployed to jobs; to living wage campaigns like the Fight for $15; and to 
other initiatives tackling racism, income inequality and poverty at the root cause level. 

1. Increase the number of nonprofits that address roots causes of the problems that plague 
our community and work for change at a deeper systems level 
Nonprofits can take a fresh look at the programs and services they currently offer. They can analyze root 
causes of the problems thy seek to address. Based on this analysis, they can then reexamine their 
theories of change, program logic models and business plans. Then   nonprofits can: Redesign programs 
and services they currently offer to have greater impact at a deeper systems level; Enter into new 
partnerships and alliances with organizations that are already tackling the problem at its root; Launch new 
initiatives that increase impact at the deeper root cause level; In some cases, nonprofits may decide to 
divest of some programs and services in order to free up resources for systems change work. Nonprofits 
can also get to root causes by linking a problem they are working on to other community systems. 
 
Resources: 
 

• Building Movement Project (BMP)  http://www.buildingmovement.org  
o Service and Social Change Resources.  

http://www.buildingmovement.org/focus_area/category/service_and_social_change   
o Crafting Powerful Questions 

http://www.buildingmovement.org/our_tools/detail/crafting_powerful_questions  
o Root Cause Analysis  http://www.buildingmovement.org/pdf/Root_Cause_Analysis.pdf  
o 5% Shifts.   5% shifts get big results without completely reinventing the organization. Service 

providers are on the front lines of national struggles with the effects of poverty and inequity. 
However, meeting continually rising demands for services is not enough to change conditions 
in communities. As a result, more service organizations are evolving to meet individual needs 
while addressing the larger systems that create those needs. Learn more about BMP’s 5% 
shifts series to see how organizations are making small changes to address a broader range of 
issues.  https://buildingmovement.org/our-work/social-change/5-shifts/  

 

• Systems Thinking for Social Change: A Practical Guide to Solving Complex Problems, 
Avoiding Unintended Consequences, and Achieving Lasting Results by David Peter Stroh 
https://tinyurl.com/y845paq9  

 
 

2. Increase involvement of nonprofits in advocacy and public policy work. 
Nonprofits can address community problems at the root cause level through advocacy, lobbying, and 
public policy work.  Sometimes, in our efforts to uncover root causes, we learn that there are existing 
laws, regulations or public and corporate policies that hurt the people we serve. We can then take action 
through advocacy to change or eliminate such laws, regulations and policies. Nonprofits have a long 
history of success in such advocacy to advance civil rights, environmental protections, gender equity, and 
other issues. 

http://www.buildingmovement.org/
http://www.buildingmovement.org/focus_area/category/service_and_social_change
http://www.buildingmovement.org/our_tools/detail/crafting_powerful_questions
http://www.buildingmovement.org/pdf/Root_Cause_Analysis.pdf
https://buildingmovement.org/our-work/social-change/5-shifts/
https://tinyurl.com/y845paq9
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Resources: 
 

• Board Source Stand for Your Mission Campaign  http://standforyourmission.org/  The Stand for 
Your Mission campaign calls on all nonprofit decision-makers to stand for the organizations they 
believe in by actively representing their missions and values, and creating public will for important 
policy changes. The campaign seeks to unleash the full potential of nonprofits to advance their 
missions by engaging board leaders more directly in the advocacy work of their organizations. The 
Campaign has assembled an excellent collection of resources to position your board for effective 
advocacy. Go to: https://standforyourmission.org/resources/  

• Bolder Advocacy. Bolder Advocacy, a program of the Alliance for Justice (http://www.afj.org) 
provides nonprofits with the knowledge they need to become confident advocates. Staff 
conduct workshops and trainings around the country and offer one-on-one technical assistance by 
phone and email. Bolder Advocacy maintains a robust collection of how-to’s, fact sheets, and reports 
that help nonprofits stay up-to-date on advocacy and connect with a coach for one-on-one technical 
assistance and trainings. The site provides examples of how nonprofits have used advocacy to 
advance their causes. Bolder Advocacy also offers ACT!Quick, a short version of the Alliance for 
Justice’s Advocacy Capacity Tool (ACT!) and is designed to provide a quick diagnosis of the strengths 
and gaps in organizations’ advocacy skills, knowledge, and practices, and identify areas for 
strengthening. https://www.bolderadvocacy.org   

 
  

3. Step up the role of nonprofits in nonpartisan voter registration, education and 
engagement education efforts at the neighborhood level 
Milwaukee’s community based nonprofits have regular ongoing contact with tens of thousands of people 
eligible to vote who are not yet registered. Nonprofits can help to turn these thousands into engaged 
voters by integrating nonpartisan voter engagement into their ongoing work at the neighborhood level.  
The result: sustained increases in voting, especially among young voters and those with a history of lower 
participation; Increased community power to influence decisions that affect Milwaukee neighborhoods. 
 
Resources: 
 

• League of Women Voters of Dane County:  The League of Women Voters of Dane County is a non-
profit, non-partisan organization whose purpose is to promote informed and active participation of 
citizens in government at all levels. Some of the League’s voter services project that can be of help to 
nonprofits include: conducting voter registration drives, sponsoring live and cable-cast candidate 
forums, and speaking to school and community groups about voting procedures and ways to be 
informed as a voter.  https://www.lwvdanecounty.org/  

• Nonprofit VOTE www.nonprofitvote.org  Founded in 2005, Nonprofit VOTE partners with America's 
nonprofits to help the people they serve participate and vote. The organization is a leading source of 
nonpartisan resources to help nonprofits integrate voter engagement into their ongoing activities and 
services. Nonprofit VOTE's goals include: Providing high quality resources for nonprofits; Building 
lasting capacity for nonpartisan, nonprofit voter participation; Engaging voters where they gather to 
work, learn, advocate and receive services. 

     
4. Link Community Based Nonprofits with Mission-Aligned Issue Campaigns 

Another way we can reposition the nonprofit sector as a force for systems change is by connecting 
nonprofits working in low income communities to local and regional efforts already underway ― like 
expanding public transportation to link the unemployed to jobs; to living wage campaigns like the Fight for 
$15; and, to organizations like 9to5, Black Lives Matter and other initiatives more directly tackling racism, 
income inequality and poverty at the root cause level. 

http://standforyourmission.org/
https://standforyourmission.org/resources/
https://www.bolderadvocacy.org/
https://www.lwvdanecounty.org/
http://www.nonprofitvote.org/
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Sample Resources:  

 
Racial Justice 

• YWCA Madison, Racial Justice Programs and Advocacy    https://www.ywcamadison.org/what-
were-doing/advocating-for-change/  

• Race to Equity, http://racetoequity.net/ 

Living Wage 

• 9 to 5  http://9to5.org/local-chapters/9to5-wisconsin/  

• Fight for $15   http://fightfor15.org/  

• National Employment Law Project  http://www.nelp.org/  

Criminal Justice System Reform 

• EXPO (Ex Incarcerated People Organizing)   https://expowisconsin.org/  
 

 

• When Good is Not Good Enough | Frank Martinelli, Center for Public Skills Training | A 
TEDxUWMilwaukee Video  In spite of the valiant efforts of many caring people and organizations 
over many years, life has not improved for many Milwaukeeans. If things are going to really change, we 
need to shift attention from modest service goals providing temporary relief for some to courageous 
actions that challenge the economic, social and political systems that are the root cause of the many 
problems we face. For this shift to occur, we must reassess our work in the nonprofit sector -- 
especially those nonprofits working in low income communities. Nonprofits need to direct more efforts 
at actually changing the underlying systems. Good is not good enough: While we continue to provide 
services to individuals in desperate need, we must now reposition the community based nonprofit 
sector as a powerful force for social change at the underlying systems level. For nonprofits that want to 
move in this direction, there are key strategies that can help them move more of their impact to the root 
cause level. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6JqUkGj4IFQ  

 

• Professor Erica Kohl-Arenas, author of The Self-Help Myth: How Philanthropy Fails to 
Alleviate Poverty | Video  Through the lens of a provocative set of case studies, The Self-Help 
Myth reveals how philanthropy maintains systems of inequality by attracting attention to the “behavior” 
of poor people while shifting the focus away from structural inequities and relationships of power that 
produce poverty. Foundation professionals espouse well-intentioned, hopeful strategies to improve the 
lives of the poor. These strategies contain specific ideas that rely on traditional American ideals of 
individualism and hard work, such as self-help, civic participation, and mutual prosperity. But when 
used in partnership with well-defined limits around what foundations will and will not fund, these ideals 
become fuzzy concepts that promote professional and institutional behaviors that leave relationships of 
poverty and inequality untouched. View the video at:  https://youtu.be/Pbnc5KhYJmE  The presentation 
script is available at http://tinyurl.com/jlvbgwp   

 

• Beginning the Journey with Your Board of Directors | Video  Practical Ways to Start the Board 
Conversation about Advocacy. This webinar session is for board members of nonprofits that are not 
currently engaged in issue advocacy and public policy work but are open to exploring the idea and seek 
credible information on this critical topic.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5_cRia11lJU&t=6s  

 
 

For more information, contact Frank Martinelli, The Center for Public Skills Training 
frankmartinelli@createthefuture.com 

 

https://www.ywcamadison.org/what-were-doing/advocating-for-change/
https://www.ywcamadison.org/what-were-doing/advocating-for-change/
http://racetoequity.net/
http://9to5.org/local-chapters/9to5-wisconsin/
http://fightfor15.org/
http://www.nelp.org/
https://expowisconsin.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6JqUkGj4IFQ
https://youtu.be/Pbnc5KhYJmE
http://tinyurl.com/jlvbgwp
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5_cRia11lJU&t=6s
mailto:frankmartinelli@createthefuture.com
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Frank Martinelli, The Center for Public Skills Training 

 
Working with Determined Nonprofit and Public Sector Leaders at the Intersection of Strategic 
Planning, Governance, Leadership Succession, and Justice . . . 
 
Frank Martinelli has over 40 years of work, training and consulting experience with a variety of nonprofit and 
public sector organizations. He is president of the Center for Public Skills Training where he specializes in 
strategic planning, governing board development, and community partnership and alliance building. Since 
1980 over 60,000 professional staff, board and other volunteer leaders have benefited from Frank's practical, 
results-oriented training and consultation. Frank is the author of "Encouraging Visionary Board Leadership" 
appearing in You and Your Nonprofit Board: Advice and Practical Tips from the Field's Top Practitioners, 
Researchers and Provocateurs, published by Charity Channel Press.  
 
Frank served as a member of the national faculty of The Learning Institute, a joint venture of the Society for 
Nonprofit Organizations, PBS, United Way of America, and the University of Wisconsin-Extension designed to 
deliver training through a range of emerging technologies. The Learning Institute, faculty and partners were the 
recipient of the American Distance Education Consortium 2000 Award for the “Certificate of Excellence in 
Nonprofit Leadership and Management Satellite Series”. He has provided training and consultation to over 
1800 organizations in the US including Peace Corps, Head Start, The Points of Light Foundation, Association 
of Volunteer Administration, the American Camping Association, Wisconsin Association of Homes and 
Services for the Aging, Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, Medical College of Wisconsin, Greater 
Milwaukee Committee, American Lung Association and others.  
 
From 1981-1992, Frank served as Coordinator of THE RESOURCE CENTER, a major provider of training to 
nonprofit groups in the Greater Milwaukee area. A graduate of Marquette University with a B.A. in Sociology 
and the University of Wisconsin with an M.S. in Urban Affairs, Frank has done numerous workshops on 
nonprofit management topics with special emphasis on involvement of the Board of Directors. Frank has 
written extensively about the management of nonprofit organizations and is a contributing author to the New 
Directions publication by Jossey-Bass, "Small Nonprofits: Strategies for Fund Raising Success." He has been 
trained by the Peter F. Drucker Foundation in the use of the Organizational Self-Assessment Tool. Frank has 
completed the Advanced Board Consultant Training Program offered by BoardSource. Frank has also 
completed the Distance Education Professional Development Certification Program offered at the University of 
Wisconsin and offers a number of web-based and other distance learning offerings for nonprofits.  
 
Additional Assets and Qualifications of Frank Martinelli 
 

• Served on the faculty of the Learning Institute for Nonprofit Organizations, a joint venture of the Society for 
Nonprofit Organizations, United Way of America, PBS, and the University of Wisconsin-Extension designed 
to deliver training through a range of emerging technologies. As a member of the faculty team, Frank was 
responsible for design and presentation of training programs in the area of strategic planning. The Learning 
Institute is the recipient of a number of distance education awards.  

• In 2001-2002, co-designed and facilitated the Board Consultant Institute, a professional development 
learning experience for 10 consultants to increase the number of skilled board consultants in the 
Milwaukee region.  

• From 2003-2013, co-designed and co-directed the YWCA Great Lakes Alliance Capacity Building Project 
that provided a range of organizational capacity building services to 55 YWCA associations in the Midwest 

• Frank has many years of direct experience in community organizing and development in Chicago and 
Milwaukee. His career as a community organizer began with Triple O, under the mentorship of the late 
Larry Harwell. He received formal training from the Industrial Areas Foundation Training Institute, founded 



6 
 
 

by Saul Alinsky. Frank served as a community organizer for the Citizens Action Program, based in 
Chicago. Subsequently he served as a community organizer for the Westside Action Coalition based in 
Milwaukee. The "Savings for the Westside Campaign", one of the first successful anti-redlining campaigns 
in the country, was featured in Time Magazine in 1972, bringing the Westside Action Coalition to national 
prominence. Frank also served as a community organizer and then Executive Director of the Milwaukee 
Alliance of Concerned Citizens, the first citywide mass-based citizens’ organization in Milwaukee. 

• Frank has developed a strong reputation for flexibility in his work with organizations with a proven ability to 
quickly adapt consultation and facilitation designs to meet unforeseen developments in a planning process. 
Operating as a small, nimble consulting firm, Frank been able to consistently respond to the changing 
needs of organizations with whom he works, increasing the ability of clients to respond to emerging 
opportunities for growth and increased mission impact .This flexibility served as an additional asset in the 
Social Development Commission’s Advocacy and Public Policy Initiative.  

• Frank has extensive personal experience in organizational governance and volunteer community 
leadership having served as founder and board leader of a number of nonprofit/ community improvement 
efforts.  

• Since the fall of 2016, beginning with a TEDx talk on the subject of social change and nonprofits, Frank has 
been organizing the Nonprofit Respositioning Initiative which aims to provide resources and network 
building opportunities to increase capacity of nonprofits to deepen their impact at the underlying systems 
level and provide more permanent solutions to community problems. Video at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6JqUkGj4IFQ   The TEDx Talk transcript is available at 
http://tinyurl.com/jlvbgwp  

 
 
 
 
 

For more information, contact  
Frank Martinelli, The Center for Public Skills Training 

 frankmartinelli@createthefuture.com 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6JqUkGj4IFQ
http://tinyurl.com/jlvbgwp
mailto:frankmartinelli@createthefuture.com
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Shifting from Transactional Change to Transformational Change: A Summary 

From the beginning of the SDC advocacy and public policy initiative, the focus has been on the importance of root cause analysis of community 
problems related to poverty. This growing understanding of root causes will help to identify priority issues for future SDC advocacy and public policy 
work.  Dr. George Hinton, CEO, introduced a model that makes a distinction between “transactional change” and “transformative change”. This change 
model, popularized by john a. powell (lowercase intentional) of the Othering and Belonging institute at UC-Berkeley, offered us an effective way to think 
about systems and root causes of problems. This summary is an attempt to make these connections: 
 

1. Transactional Change and Transformational Change 
Our work needs to begin with an understanding of the difference between transactional change and transformational change. Transactional change 
largely works within an existing set of institutional and structural arrangements. Transactional change focuses on the individual who experiences a 
problem or negative condition associated with poverty.  

 In the transactional change mode, the key question we ask ourselves is: Why is this person/family poor? Our response is to offer that person or 
that family programs services and supports to reduce the impact of a problem or negative condition they experience because of poverty. 

 
Transformative changes are more fundamental changes in the structures and systems that shape group outcomes. Transformative changes are more 
durable and lasting over time. They have greater effect as the causes of problems are alleviated – not just the effects of problems. Transformative 
changes focus on the systems and structures that cause problems and conditions that negatively affect the individual. 

 In the transformative change mode, the key question we ask ourselves is: Why is there persistent and widespread poverty in Milwaukee? What is 
it about the way Milwaukee is structured that results in persistent and widespread poverty experienced in particular by people of color? 

 
 

2. Root Cause Analysis 
In order to answer the key transformational change question above, we need to understand the root causes of the problems and conditions faced by the 
people served by SDC.  
 
Let’s start with a definition. Root causes are 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 that result from some of these community problems. 
Root cause analysis will lead to new discoveries and a much deeper understanding of how the systems that adversely affect the people SDC serves 
actually work. Who benefits from the current systems? Who is hurt by the current systems? And what changes are needed in these systems? 
 
 

3. “Systems Informed” Actions 
As a result of our efforts to uncover root causes, we’ll learn more about existing systems, structures, laws, regulations, and policies that hurt the people 
we serve. We can then take action through advocacy to change or eliminate such systems, structures, laws, regulations, and policies.  
 
See the graphic on page 8 that describes the relationship between these three elements. On page 9, see a listing of advocacy strategies. 
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Systems Informed Advocacy . . . Changing Things for Good 

Systems-informed advocacy is based on an understanding of the deep root causes of community problems. Root causes are the 

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. Taking action to achieve transformational change at the 

deeper systems level is impossible without knowledge of the deep root causes of poverty.  

 

• 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  
deep 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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Definitions of Advocacy Strategies & Tactics 
 

1. Advocacy Capacity 
Building 

Using financial support, training, coaching, or mentoring to increase the ability of an organization or group to lead, 
adapt, manage, and technically implement an advocacy strategy. 

2. Champion Development Recruiting high-profile individuals to adopt an issue and publicly advocate for it. 

3. Building Stronger 
Coalitions 

Unifying advocacy voices by bringing together individuals, groups, or organizations that agree on a particular 
issue or goal. 

4. Communications & 
Messaging 

Transmitting information to target audiences to influence how an issue is presented, discussed, or perceived. 

5. Community Mobilization Creating or building on a community-based groundswell of support for an issue or position. 

6. Community Organizing Working with people in communities to develop the capacity to advocate on their own behalf. 

7. Demonstration Programs Implementing a policy proposal on a small scale in one or several sites to show how it can work. 

8. Influencer Education Telling people who are influential in the policy arena about an issue or position, and about its broad or 
impassioned support. 

9. Leadership Development Increasing the capacity (through training, coaching, or mentoring) of individuals to lead others to take action in 
support of an issue or position. 

10. Lobbying Lobbying includes drafting legislation, working for or against a specific piece of legislation or ballot measure. 

11. Litigation Using the judicial system to move policy by filing lawsuits, civil actions, and other advocacy tactics. 

12. Media Advocacy Pitching to the print, broadcast, or electronic media to get visibility for an issue with specific audiences. 

13. Model Legislation Developing a specific policy solution (and proposed policy language) for the issue or problem being addressed. 

14. Policy Analysis & Research Systematically investigating an issue or problem to better define it or identify possible solutions. 

15. Policymaker Education Telling policymakers and candidates about an issue or position, and about its broad or impassioned support. 

16. Political Will Campaign Communications (in-person, media, social media, etc.) to increase the willingness of policymakers to act in support 
of an issue or policy proposal. 

17. Public Awareness 
Campaigns 

Communications with the public that increase recognition that a problem exists or familiarity with a policy 
proposal. 

18. Public Education Telling the public (or segments of the public) about an issue or position, and about its broad  community support. 

19. Public Hearings & Forums Group gatherings and discussions that are open to the public and help to make an advocacy case on an issue, 
gather community input on issues and solutions, encourage action on the part of decision-makers, and more. 

20. Public Polling Surveying the public via phone or online to collect data for use in advocacy messages. 

21. Public Will Campaign Communications to increase the willingness of a target audience (non-policymakers) to act in support of an issue 
or policy proposal. 

22. Regulatory Feedback Providing information about existing policy rules and regulations to policymakers or others who have the 
authority to act on the issue and put change in motion. 

23. Voter Outreach Conveying an issue or position to specific groups of voters in advance of an election. 
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Community 
Organizing 

Direct Service 

Advocacy 

Three Ways 

to Address 

Community Needs 

Long term result: Empowerment; Creation of new 
participatory mechanisms; Increased influence on decisions. 
Method: People and organizations act on common needs as 
a group (A community-based organization or other group 
facilitates the process. A community asserts itself through 
collective action and builds community power.) 

Long term result: Decision-makers/people with power 
respond to the needs of groups and individuals 
regarding a specific problem, issue or need. 
Method: An individual or group speaks on behalf of 
other individuals or groups; asserts the rights and 
unmet needs of others with them and/or for them. 

Long term result: Unmet needs of 

individuals are met. 

Method: An individual or agency 

creates/provides a direct service to 

individuals in need.  

Mission  
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Barriers to Board Involvement in Issue Advocacy

 

Board Barrier: 

Belief that the law doesn’t allow 
them to engage in issue advocacy; 
that their exempt status would  be 

imperiled.

Response:  Provide information 
to demonstrate that issue 

advocacy is allowable and that 
their exempt status will not be 

at risk

Next Steps: 

Address other barriers 

Organizational leadership 
decides to engage in issue 
advocacy

Training and TA to help them 
develop internal systems and 
infrastructure  for issue 
advocacy 

Identify mission-aligned issues  
on which to advocate

Engage in issue  advocacy alone 
and in collective efforts with 
other nonprofits

Board Barrier: 

Fear donor/funder/board member 
backlash because of their belief that 

issue advocacy is not allowable 
and/or donor/funder interests 

conflict with a nonprofit's advocacy 
issue positions.

Response:  Meet with donors, 
funders & board members to 

provide information that 
advocacy is allowable activity 
and that such advocacy will 
advance the mission  that 
donors funders and board 

members support. Determine if 
donor/funder/ board member  

has a conflict of interest

Next Steps: 

Address other barriers 

Update agreements with 
donors and funders if possible

Devise and commit to expected 
mission aligned outcomes  
attributable to issue advocacy

Work to develop a pressure 
resistance revenue base that 
supports issue advocacy

Board Barrier: 

Belief that issue advocacy is 
"mission drift" and that such 

advocacy doesn’t fit with their 
mission. 

Response: Demonstrate that 
issue advocacy is not mission 

drift if it advances the 
nonprofit's mission.  Clarify that 

such advocacy would be on 
issues that align with their  

mission.

Next Steps:

Address other barriers 

Organizational leadership 
decides to engage issue 
advocacy

Training and TA to help them 
develop internal systems and 
infrastructure for issue 
advocacy

Identify mission-aligned issues 
on which to advocate

Engage in issue advocacy alone 
and in collective efforts with 
other nonprofits
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Root Cause Analysis Work Sheet -- Example 

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 
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Root Cause Analysis Work Sheet 

• 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 

 

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) 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


