Participatory tools for community sport hubs and sport clubs

Tool 4: Problem and solution trees 
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About the tool
The tree diagram has been developed to provide a visual and non-threatening way of exploring complicated problems and finding associated solutions. The problem tree helps to identify the main causes and effects of the problem, and the issues that lie behind these. The solution tree helps to uncover what can be done to address the causes and reduce the effects identified.  

Illustrative output from a problem tree exercise

Potential uses and questions

The tree method can be used in a variety of circumstances by sport clubs and Community Sport Hubs. Examples of the issues that might be explored include:

· Sport participation levels

· The capacity or sustainability of local clubs

· The level and scope of community engagement

· Issues of affordability or access to local  facilities

· Co-ordination of different sports activities

· The training and development of coaches

How to use it

1. Agree a facilitator.

2. Begin by explaining the purpose of the exercise and agree or clarify with participants the specific problem that is going to be explored. For example, why it is proving difficult to recruit new members to the club and what can be done about it. 

3. Start off by developing a problem tree. Make a large drawing of the trunk of a tree and write the problem on the trunk (e.g. “Lack of participation”). Encourage the participants to identify all the main causes of the problem. These can be written by the facilitator along large roots of the tree as ‘root’ problems. 

4. Select one of the main causes. Ask, ‘Why do you think this happens?’ This question will help participants identify the ‘secondary’ causes. Write these ‘secondary’ causes as small roots coming off the larger ones or invite participants to record their views on post it notes and add them. Repeat the process for each of the causes.

5. Then encourage the participants to identify the main effects of the problem. Ask them to write each effect as large branches of the tree.

6. Select one of the main effects. Ask the participants, ‘Why do you think this happens?’ to encourage them to identify the ‘secondary’ effects. Ask them to write the ‘secondary’ effects as small branches coming off the larger ones. Repeat the process for the other main effects.

7. When completed, discuss what the problem tree shows. For example, “How do the causes and effects relate to each other?” Participants can now turn the problem tree into a solution tree to form a plan of action.

8. Make a start on the solution tree by turning the negative statement into a positive one (e.g. “Lack of Participation” becomes “Widespread participation”). This positive statement now becomes the objective to be written on the trunk of your new tree.   

9. To understand how that objective can be achieved, encourage participants to look at the root causes and turn negative statements into positive ones. For example a cause of the problem might be “unaffordable prices” which becomes “price levels reduced”. Continue down the roots until the ‘root’ solutions have been identified.

10. Now look at the positive effects that the objective (“Widespread participation”) will have by (again) turning negative statements on the branches into positive ones.

11. Allow time to discuss the solutions. Identify solutions that are likely to contribute most to achieving the objective, which action should be a priority, and what needs to happen immediately. Agree and record the main actions to take forward.

Timing

Typical timings for a single group are as follows:

· 5 minutes to introduce the tool and topic.

· 25 minutes for the group to complete the Problem Tree.

· 15 minutes then to complete Solution Tree.

· 15 minutes to discuss and agree the actions.

Materials

Essential materials include:

· A large piece of paper (e.g. flipchart paper)

· Enough markers or pens for each group member

· A space on the floor or wall to place the paper

· Post-it notes.

	Advantages: 

· Helps break problems down into manageable and definable chunks.

· All issues and effects are systematically explored and dealt with.

· The interconnections between problems, effects and solutions become clear. 

· The process helps build a shared sense of understanding, purpose and action.


	Challenges:

· It may be difficult to understand all effects and causes of a problem right from the beginning.

· It requires time to bring all relevant actors together and thoroughly explore the issues.
· The complexity of the process requires careful facilitation. 



Tips for facilitators 

There are a number of stages to the exercise and so it helps to give clear instructions at each step, rather than providing all of the information upfront in one go.

The tool can help to tackle seemingly entrenched or complicated problems. For that reason it is important that all of the crucial people who share a knowledge or interest in that problem are involved in working through the process. 

For each cause and effect, keep asking the participants, ‘But why does this happen?’ until they have run out of ideas. This will help them to identify all of the issues involved.

About these participatory tools

This is one of a series of participatory planning and evaluation tools intended for use by community sport hubs and sport clubs. Taken together the tools provide a set of methods for gathering views in non-threatening and open, yet structured, way. The tools can be flexibly applied to enable feedback, reflect on learning, as well as build a consensus on the way forward. They can be used flexibly at hub meetings, by clubs, and in a range of community settings.

For further information and support on using participatory planning and evaluation tools contact:

Patricia Horton
patricia.horton@sportscotland.org.uk  
0141 534 6558 

Mary Allison
mary.allison@sportscotland.org.uk  
0141 534 6500

Related tools: 

Tool1: Rugby Posts (H-Form)

Tool 6: Ideas Wall

Tool 9: Force Field Analysis

Most useful for:


Understanding the root causes of problems and turning these into solutions
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