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What is a social challenge/problem?  How is it defined? 

 

The first stage in developing and planning social policy and programs is the definition of 

the problem.  Eugene Bardach (2000) places definition of the problem
1
 as the first out of 

eight stages in the planning of a social intervention.  Therefore, unless the problem, 

which the intervention is intended to address, has been well defined at the outset, the 

policies and programs that follow will be distorted. 

 

There are many ways of defining a ―social problem‖.  Eitzen, 2003, maintains that 

a social problem can be defined objectively.  On the other hand, Prof. David Deri 

(Deri, 2006) says that the definition of a problem is dependent on a subjective 

judgment by a person or group, mainly using tools they control. 

 

 

Theoretical issues concerning the definition of a social problem   

 

According to Fuller and Myers (1941, p.321) a social problem is ―a condition which is 

defined by a considerable number of persons as a deviation from some social norm which 

they cherish‖.  Consequently, a social problem may be have two definitions: 

 An objective definition: A situation that can be examined impartially by 

outside observers. 

 A subjective definition: Awareness by individuals and organizations that 

see some phenomenon as presenting some kind of threat to certain values. 

 

 There are a number of aspects involved in defining a social problem, and 

the conceptualization (of the problem) is an integral part of the intervention 

program itself.  Definition of a problem is a subjective process that is biased from 

the very start; it comprises wide arenas of activity (political, social, economic, 

etc.) and is therefore multi-dimensional.  Moreover, different constraints have to 

be taken into account when addressing social problems, such as the program’s 

partners, the usage of opportunities in the localities and, of course, a value-related 

commitment to needy populations. 

 

 Even though in analytical terms the definition of the problem must precede 

the intervention in reality matters are more complex.   According to Prof. Deri, the 

choice to address a certain problem emanates directly from whatever the possible 

"solution" we have available.  In other words, the problem will probably be 

defined in the light of the tools that we possess, since the tools are what create 

the definition and have turned it into a problem that can also be addressed.
2
 Yet 

                                                 
1
 The word problem is more commonly found in literary sources than the word challenge. 

2
 There is a gap between examining the need and defining the problem – identification of the need is the 

first stage, in contrast to definition of the problem, which is usually achieved together with a possible 

solution.   
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even when we do have a possible solution, we have to examine whether that tool 

actually fits the definition of the real problem in the field.  

 

 The definition of the problem evolves through all stages of the work.  

Therefore the time dimension is significant, affecting the nature of the intervention 

and the circumstances that have led to defining the problem.  A problem defined in a 

certain manner at the start of the process is changed when work starts, even bringing 

about a different understanding of the essence of the problem and the consequent 

solutions. 

 

Social Challenges through JDC Prism 

 

Various constraints have to be taken into account when addressing social 

problems, such as the program’s partners, opportunities available in particular 

localities and, of course, a value-related commitment to needy populations. 

 

Not every social problem is a “JDC-type problem”.  Our decision to 

become involved in a certain project, and the definition of the problem pertaining 

to it, is based on the needs of the target population group.  At the same time, we 

have to take into account that our ability to intervene is limited and that it is not 

JDC’s role to take the place of the government.   

 

 These constraints make it necessary for us to examine which social 

problems JDC has the desire and the suitable tools to address.  For example, 

JDC’s proven capabilities in bringing different partners together at the same 

―round table‖ and connecting between systems inputs into the definition of social 

challenge as a JDC-type problem.  In addition, definition of the problem is also 

influenced by external factors that affect us when defining a ―JDC-type problem‖, 

such as donors’ involvement in the definition process. 

 

 An examination of the relevancy of the problem to JDC requires an 

examination of JDC’s place in the process, as well as JDC’s core values and 

professional work principles.  It is important to emphasize that JDC’s units have 

various aims that may sometimes differ from JDC’s aim as a united body.   

 

 Definition of the problem can take place at three levels of activity: 

national, local and individual – these are identifiable by bottom-up and/or top-

down observation. 
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Different Elements in the Tackling Social Challenges  

 

In the process of defining a social problem through the JDC prism, there are 

several main elements that have to be taken into account: 

 

1. JDC's system of values, operational principles – JDC’s standpoint 

(prism) is one of the main elements which must be considered when 

defining a social challenge, in order to actualize the organization’s value 

system and operational principles while making optimal usage of JDC’s 

relative advantages. 

2. Continuity -- The question that has to be asked already at the first stage 

focuses on eventual adoption of responsibility for the project (phasing-out) 

and its transfer to bodies that will carry on operating it after its initial 

implementation.  Although not all professionals agree that this issue has to 

be examined already at the problem-definition stage, the issue of future 

continuity certainly plays a central role in the planning process. 

3. The tool we offer -- JDC already has various solutions in many spheres 

which are used when defining a problem.  JDC’s professional knowledge 

and extensive multi-year experience provide the professional foundation 

for JDC’s operations. 

4. The role of partners in defining a problem: target population, 

government, donors NGO's, and professionals – It is important to take 

into account how different partners aid in defining the problem.  

Consultation with the partners enables different perceptions about the 

problem to be presented, thus allowing JDC to deal better with the need 

that arises and to plan a better intervention program. 

5. Examining the problem over time—Definition of a problem is a process 

that does not cease with inception of the program, but takes place 

throughout the various work stages. 

6. Modification of Performance Measurement Tools to Suit the Social 

Challenge Definition – sharpen and update the measurements 

(quantitative and qualitative) in light of the definition is an important 

element in the process. 

7. Ripening of the idea –Social phenomena are not always coming to 

fruition as a problem, so it is necessary to check whether the need has been 

sufficiently crystallized (e.g. the struggle against violence to the elderly). 

8. Previous experience around the world, in Israel and at JDC – A 

review of existing knowledge and information on how the social 

problem/challenge is defined in other areas, and in previous work by JDC 

is very meaningful.  Presenting alternatives to the problem’s definition and 

for the planning of interventions (the meeting point between definition of 

the problem and planning the intervention), makes it possible to sharpen 

JDC’s definition of the problem. 
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“Intervention Planning”   

 

Defining the problem and planning its intervention are intertwined, but several 

more focused points can be presented analytically when planning an intervention. 

 

A complex problem in contrast with complex intervention plans 

A complex problem includes a great many symptoms, all happening in different 

degrees at the same time.  Intervention programs, on the other hand, aim in one 

direction of operation that can include a constellation of activities and programs 

that complement each other.  One of the most salient ways for addressing these 

situations is shown in ESHEL’s five-year plans
3
. The two-step process includes 

first a ―mapping of social challenges‖, followed by the consolidation of one 

program or of a variety of programs, for addressing simple or complex social 

challenges. 

 

Different Types of Intervention Programs   

Dozens of innovative intervention programs are developed each year by JDC.  

Some of these programs focus on a defined single population, while others focus 

on a wider range of beneficiaries across several target groups.   

 

Considerations to Be Taken Into Account When Developing Intervention 

Herewith are several of the main factors that JDC takes into account when 

developing an intervention program: 

1. The political-social environment – This is a cardinal issue when clarifying 

the responses from the partners and their involvement in the early stages of 

intervention planning, and comes to the fore in such matters as choosing 

which body will integrate the program and the nature of the partners’ 

involvement (government, target organizations and groups).  Likewise, one 

has to remember that many professionals are already involved in the field, 

and their involvement boosts the level of professionalism when planning the 

intervention. 

2. Funding – Funding resources and donor preferences for a program constitute 

one of the main factors in developing an intervention plan. 

3. Operation of a project Versus development of a project – Every program 

requires its own timeframe for both development and evaluation.  Division 

Heads have specific resources available explicitly for development.   

4. A single intervention program versus multiple intervention programs 

for a “Social Problem through the JDC Prism” – There are cases where 

one program suffices for addressing a social challenge whereas sometimes a 

whole constellation of programs is necessary. 

                                                 
3
 JDC-ESHEL is a non-profit organization founded and supported by the Israeli government and the 

American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee. 
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5. Research (mapping) precedes program activation – At the outset it is 

necessary to map and learn from programs and research that have already 

taken place in the field.  . 

6. Expected results and consequent measurements of success– It is 

important to remember that intervention programs must respond to the 

problem that has been defined.  Consequently, it is important to identify 

performance indicators, both quantitative and qualitative, to enable on-

going evaluation of the intervention.  

7. Pilot Projects, Critical Mass and Handing Over a Project – These are 

three main elements in the development of intervention programs and they 

are sometimes regarded differently by different units of JDC (there is an 

expansion of these topics in other Learning Organization documents). 

8. Timing: Planning Entry into a project – An early entrance into an 

intervention program can result in the partners and the public being not yet 

sufficiently ready to accept them.   However, when they result in success, 

JDC is viewed as an organization that is cutting-edge and creative – an 

innovator.   In contrast, entering a project at a later stage may result in 

JDC’s being viewed as irrelevant and as seeking to reap the benefit of the 

project’s success for itself, even though its success might be optimalized 

through JDC’s capabilities and it is one of the JDC's added value.  

 The relative advantage of JDC’s involvement: Is JDC's relative 

advantage expressed by its being the first to deal with a social 

problem, or by it being most efficient in tackling the issue?  Every 

program manager has a different definition of JDC’s relative 

advantage; however, it is important to remember that JDC’s 

relative advantage does not necessarily stem from our being the 

first to present some solution.  

9. Examination of alternatives – The examination of alternative 

intervention programs can constitute a meaningful tool in helping to 

evaluate an intervention plan, even if only to find out the advantages and 

disadvantages inherent in the proposed program. 
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DIAGRAM OF POSSIBLE CONSIDERATIONS IN DEFINING A SOCIAL 
CHALLENGE THROUGH THE JDC PRISM  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Notes: 

1. There is a complex interrelation between the need, the available tools, 

and the definition of the problem. 

2. JDC’s system of values, operating principles, limitations and 

opportunities‖ indicate JDC’s internal system of considerations, 

constituting the prism through which we view the problem. The 

definition process comprises various dimensions that influence the 

nature the definition on the national, local and individual level.   
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