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Lesson 3: Defining the Problem 

Lesson Overview 
Lesson 2 discussed various factors related to policy analysis in public health. It offered a 
definition of “policy” and “policy analysis”, a policy process by which to frame development of 
policy, a depiction of public health’s role in policy development, and how current and future 
public health issues can impact it. 

The objectives for this lesson include: 

• Identify the problem. 
• Describe the key components of a problem definition. 
• Define the problem and its scope. 
• Identify potential causes of, or contributors to, the problem. 
• Identify stakeholders and their perspectives on the problem. 

 

Identifying the Problem 
Part 1 
In many situations, policy analysts will identify a public health problem by reviewing 
surveillance data or study results. 

For example, an analyst was reading a Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report about drinking 
and driving among high school students. The report showed that although teen drinking and 
driving has decreased substantially over the years, in 2010, 1 in 5 teen drivers involved in fatal 
crashes had some alcohol in their system. In fact, most of these drivers (81%) had a Blood 
Alcohol Concentration higher than the legal limit for adults. 

 

Part 2 
The analyst noticed that information from the Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System 
(YRBSS) revealed that, in the 30 days before the survey, 8.2% of students had driven a vehicle 
when they had been drinking alcohol. An even greater number—24.1%—had ridden in a car 
driven by someone else who had been drinking. 

After conducting this additional research, the analyst felt confident in identifying drinking and 
driving as a continuing public health problem among youth. 

As you work on identifying the problem, in addition to reviewing surveillance data and study 
results, consider consulting with other functional experts such as epidemiologists, health 
scientists, and community public health officials. 
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Defining and Scoping the Problem 
Part 1 
When developing a problem statement, it is good to be specific, and to quantify the problem 
when possible. 

For example, while healthcare-associated infections are an important public health issue, a 
problem statement that says “many hospitalized patients are at risk for a healthcare-associated 
infection” is not specific enough to be useful in this context. Your problem statement should try 
to define the “who, what, when, where, and how” of the problem. 

 

Problem Statement 
A problem statement is one that defines the “who, what, when, where, and how” of the 
problem. 

For example, returning to the example about teen drinking and driving used earlier in the 
lesson, based on the research the analyst conducted, she could have written a problem 
statement such as the following: 

Although fewer teens are drinking and driving, this risky behavior is still a major threat. As 
of 2012, drinking and driving among teens in the U.S. decreased by 54% since 1991; 
however, high school teens still drive after drinking about 2.4 million times per month. In 
2010, 1 in 5 teen drivers involved in fatal crashes had some alcohol in their system. Most of 
these drivers (81%) had blood alcohol concentrations higher than the legal limit for adults. 

 

Problem Statement – Example 

 Question Answer 

Population When does this 
problem occur? 

Hospitalized patients are at risk for healthcare-associated 
infections, but certain populations are especially 
vulnerable to this problem, including immune-
compromised individuals, low birth weight and/or 
premature neonates, and transplant recipients on 
immunosuppressive therapy. 

Magnitude Where does this 
problem occur? 

1 out of 20 hospitalized patients are affected with 
healthcare-associated infections, with associated costs of 
$26-$33 billion annually. 
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 Question Answer 

Time When does this 
problem occur? 

Although there are outbreak situations that cause 
healthcare-associated infections in some cases, the 
majority of healthcare-associated infections are endemic. 
These problems/issues occur when there are device-
associated infections, procedure-associated infections, or 
adherence problems. 

Place Where does this 
problem occur? 

Healthcare-associated infections primarily occur in long-
term care facilities, dialysis facilities, ambulatory surgical 
centers, and hospitals. 

Risk 
Factors 

What increases 
the likelihood 
that the problem 
will occur? 

Increasing exposure to antimicrobial-resistant pathogens 
can put more people at risk for healthcare-associated 
infections. Multi-drug resistant pathogens also increase 
risk for infection. 

 

Problem Statement 

People getting medical care can catch serious infections called health care-associated 
infections (HAIs). While most types of HAIs are declining, one – caused by the germ C. 
difficile (a bacterium that can cause symptoms ranging from diarrhea to life-threatening 
inflammation of the colon) – remains at historically high levels. C. difficile causes diarrhea 
linked to 14,000 American deaths each year. Those most at risk are people, especially older 
adults, who take antibiotics and also get medical care.  

 

Defining and Scoping the Problem 
Part 2 
It is important to note that it is not within the scope of a problem definition to point to potential 
solutions or actions. Likewise, problem definitions should be free of bias and refrain from 
advocating for a particular viewpoint or course of action. Having a clear problem definition with 
these characteristics will contribute to consideration of a full range of possible policy options. 

Additionally, not every problem statement will neatly fit the “who, what, when, where, and how” 
frame. There are numerous briefs on the CDC and other organization websites that can give you 
a good idea of how others express problem statements. Check the resources list in this lesson for 
additional suggestions. 
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Causes of the Selected Problem 
What are the causes of this problem you have just defined? How can you find the causes? 

One of the analytical roles is in discovering, collating, interpreting, critiquing, and synthesizing 
ideas and data that others have already developed. These ideas and data sources can be from a 
variety of publications, or subject matter experts and stakeholders, such as physician groups, 
hospitals, major healthcare organizations, federal agencies, and scientists. 

 

Data Sources 
Most likely, the problem you are studying has been addressed by experts in a university, 
government agency, or non-government organization. Literature searches can often yield 
important background information, research results and case study findings. Public health 
practitioners are often familiar with sources such as the Morbidity and Mortality Weekly 
Report (MMWR), a variety of medical databases, and other standard academic research 
tools. However, many other, often less familiar, sources can also be very helpful when you 
are assembling evidence for a policy analysis. 

Some example sources include, but are not limited to, peer reviewed literature, white papers 
from conferences, briefs from reputable sources, statistics from public health agencies, 
government reports, and position papers. Newspapers, magazines, blogs, and social media, 
among others, can also be important sources for a public health practitioner to review. 

For example, if Healthcare-Associated Infections (HAIs) were the focus, CDC’s National 
Healthcare Safety Network website would be a good place to go for documents and sources. 

You can find the link to CDC’s National Healthcare Safety Network website in the resources 
section of this lesson.  

 

Subject Matter Experts and Stakeholders 
As mentioned, along with document review, policy research also includes gaining 
information from people. Consultation with experts and stakeholders* is an important part of 
the process. Colleagues can often provide additional sources of information, such as 
manuscripts in development. They can also likely point you to additional subject matter 
experts and stakeholders, for example, physicians groups, hospitals, major healthcare 
organizations like Kaiser, federal agencies like CDC, or scientists who are studying and 
publishing reports/studies. 

* Seavey et al (2014) define "stakeholders" as "those who are intensely interested in the 
outcomes of policy debates in a particular area." Additionally, they suggest that a health 
policy analyst should "place [him- or herself] in as many stakeholders' positions" as possible 
so as to "understand their differing perspectives on the real impact of a proposal." 

  



 Introduction to Policy Analysis in Public Health 
 

Lesson 3  Page 5 

 

Stakeholders’ Perspectives on the Problem 
Part 1 
Stakeholder perspectives are an important part of the entire policy analysis process. 

Stakeholders can be involved in crafting the problem definition by providing context to the 
problem that you may not have obtained through the literature. They can be important sources 
for supplementing your knowledge of the “who, what, when, where, and how” questions by 
adding local context to, or telling stories about, the issue. 

 

Part 2 
Remember the problem about teen drinking and driving that was identified by the policy analyst 
and discussed at the beginning of this lesson? Data from the Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance 
System (YRBSS) tells her the scope of the problem nationwide and provides an understanding of 
the breakdown by demographic group. 

However, the survey data alone is not enough for her to develop a more complete understanding 
of the problem. The analyst could consult experts in public safety, advocacy groups for 
prevention of drunk driving, or school officials who have talked publicly about the problem. 
Engaging stakeholders is a critical part of policy analysis because each stakeholder group may 
offer insights into what has worked in the past or challenges to policy implementation. 

 

Lessons from the Field 
Recently, my research team was studying the problem that the rate of prenatal care for 
pregnant women in a specific region of a city was well below the average for that city, and 
far from the Healthy People 2020 goal. Through a review of the literature, we learned that 
risk factors for not getting prenatal care include low educational level and low income. 

The demographic data for the target area revealed that many women did have these risk 
factors; however, the rates of that particular area were still much lower than other areas of 
town where the same risk factors existed. This was where we needed to move beyond data 
and ask a stakeholder to help unravel the mystery of the low rates of prenatal care in the 
target area. 

In this particular situation, when we reviewed the clinic data, it revealed a spike in the “no-
show” rate for prenatal appointments in the previous years. After many interviews with 
providers and community members, we learned that bus service in the area had been 
drastically cut in the last two years. Elimination of bus routes was strongly correlated with 
the spike in “no show” rates which was correlated to low rates of prenatal care. For this 
situation, stakeholders were able to fill in the gaps and provide us with information we 
needed to create a policy option that was applicable to this specific context. The policy 
option turned out to be a transportation recommendation! 
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Lesson Summary 
In this lesson, you learned more about problem identification, the first step in the policy process. 

You learned how to: 

• Identify the problem. 
• Describe the key components of a problem definition. 
• Define the problem and its scope. 
• Identify potential causes of, or contributors to, the problem. 
• Identify stakeholders and their perspectives on the problem. 

Lesson 4 will discuss how to track down policy solutions that may be applicable to your 
identified problem. 
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