Collaborative Stewardship Sustainer Kit
Worksheet – Root Cause Lenses
Introduction & Purpose
The concerns, narratives, and issues that surface in our work often have multiple contributing factors. What appears to be a disagreement about a specific decision, funding issue, communication breakdown, or partnership experience may actually reflect deeper relational, cultural, structural, operational, or strategic dynamics. Understanding what is sustaining or repeatedly recreating these issues or disagreements can help us determine how best to address them. 
The following list of root-cause lenses can be used to help understand the underlying conditions creating some of these challenges. These lenses help distinguish between symptoms and causes, and encourage participants to examine issues from multiple perspectives. 
An issue may involve more than one lens. For example, a disagreement about decision-making could stem from trust, role ambiguity, communication patterns, governance structures, resource constraints, or differing organizational expectations.
Root-cause lenses
· Relational: mistrust, accumulated history, incomplete repair, or weak connectivity.
· Behavioral: avoidance, side conversations, negative attribution, confrontational communication, or insufficient accountability.
· Cultural: differences in organizational norms, pace, risk tolerance, incentives, language, or expectations.
· Structural: unclear roles, representation, authorities, governance, or escalation pathways.
· Operational: planning, implementation, contracting, staffing, field authority, or coordination.
· Financial: transparency, fundraising, resource allocation, indirect costs, philanthropy, or funding strategy.
· Strategic: different views of purpose, geography, scale, restoration, acquisition, mitigation, or future growth.
· Capacity-related: workload, staffing, expertise, or expectations exceeding available resources.
How to Use the Root Cause Lenses
The objective is not to determine who is right or wrong, nor to revisit the merits of past decisions. Rather, it is to understand what conditions repeatedly produce the concern, tension, or pattern being discussed. Leaders should explore issues through multiple lenses before deciding what changes, agreements, or actions may be needed.
Participants are encouraged to ask:
· Is the issue primarily a symptom or a cause?
· What factors are enabling this issue to persist?
· Which root-cause lenses appear most relevant?
· What evidence supports that conclusion?
· Which factors are within the partnership's ability to influence or change?
A concern may have multiple root causes. For example, what initially appears to be a communication problem may also involve trust, role ambiguity, workload pressures, differing organizational cultures, or unclear decision authority.
What Leaders Should Listen For
As concerns are discussed, leaders should listen for clues that indicate where the issue originates.
	If you hear...
	Consider exploring...

	"We don't trust..."
	Relational

	"People avoid discussing..."
	Behavioral

	"That's just how our organization works..."
	Cultural

	"It's unclear who decides..."
	Structural

	"Planning isn't happening consistently..."
	Operational

	"We don't understand the funding process..."
	Financial

	"We have fundamentally different views about where this partnership should go..."
	Strategic

	"We simply don't have the time, staff, or expertise..."
	Capacity
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