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Step-by-Step to Finding the Right Solutions Angle for your Investigation

stepbystepto FINDING THE RIGHT SOLUTIONS ANGLE

2 Is my investigation....

About a systems
failure?

Yes
No

No solutions story possible

Use data and
interviews to look for
a comparable unit
that's doing better or
has notably
improved.

positive deviant

Think accountability. Your investigation shows that something is wrong. The solutions
story proves that it doesn’t have to be that way.
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1. Is a solutions story right for my investigation?
e |s the investigation about a widely shared problem?
e |s the investigation about the failure of a system? (as opposed to purely individual
behavior).

How to tell the difference between an individual and a system failure:

Arresting or firing a person or persons
will solve the problem — no policy or
culture changes needed. OR Policy and
culture changes are nearly impossible.

CFO of public hospital system is stealing money.
Trump stores classified documents insecurely at
Mar-a-Lago.

Drug cartels and public officials together
assassinate a group of student activists.

POLICY AND CULTURE enable bad
behavior. Solving the problem requires
changing policy and/or culture — and

that's possible to do.

A public hospital's financial controls have eroded to
the point where the CFO can steal money.

Police department culture and lax oversight allow
abusing cops to thrive.

Almost all common social problems.
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If it’s a widely shared problem AND a system failure, continue.

2 . How do i find the right solutions story?
Identify the unit you’re investigating — for example, a school system, hospital or city.
Find a comparable unit that’s either

e doing better with the same or fewer resources, or

e has notably improved (even if it’s still not among the best)

Identify this positive deviant by using databases, or by interviewing people who know
what’s going on in many different places. Ask them: who’s doing this better? Or who's
improved?

3. And if there’s no good comparison case?

Take a small slice.

Write a list of the most important components of the big problem. (These will vary, as
problems vary.) Then choose one of these small slices and repeat the steps in Part Il. You
can do multiple small-slice solutions stories.

Some small slices

mental

ays to remove
e guns in times
al health crisis
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Examples:

As the U.S. Struggles with a Stillbirth Crisis, Australia Offers a Model for How to do Better
ProPublica

How Houston Moved 25,000 People From the Streets Into Homes of Their Own

New York Times

The nation’s fourth-largest city hasn’t solved homelessness, but its remarkable progress
can suggest a way forward.

How Baltimore Cut its Infant Mortality Rate
Cleveland Plain Dealer
Part of the series “Saving the Smallest”

A Secret Settlement Hid an Officer’s Misconduct. Outside Maine, it would have been
Different

Bangor Daily News

Part of a series on how county law enforcement officers evade accountability

Lawsuit was Catalyst for Cutting Caseloads in Alabama
Arizona Daily Star
Part of the series “Fixing Our Foster Care Crisis”

Pelos rios da amazOnia, profissionais enfrentam desafios para melhorar pré-natal em

comunidades ribeirinhas

Amazonia Vox, Belem, Brazil
Part of a series on infant mortality in Amazon villages

Adios a las Escuelas Especiales

La Nacion, Buenos Aires, Argentina
Part of a series on separate schools for disabled children
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https://www.propublica.org/article/what-australia-could-teach-america-about-reducing-stillbirths
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/06/14/headway/houston-homeless-people.html
https://www.cleveland.com/healthfit/2015/12/can_baltimores_infant_mortalit.html
https://www.bangordailynews.com/2020/12/09/mainefocus/a-secret-settlement-hid-an-officers-misconduct-outside-maine-it-would-have-been-different/
https://www.bangordailynews.com/2020/12/09/mainefocus/a-secret-settlement-hid-an-officers-misconduct-outside-maine-it-would-have-been-different/
https://tucson.com/news/lawsuit-was-catalyst-for-cutting-caseloads-in-alabama/article_c3a733aa-224b-11e8-b859-477daa1e1099.html#tracking-source=in-article
https://amazoniavox.com/desafiosprenatalnaamazonia
https://amazoniavox.com/desafiosprenatalnaamazonia
https://www.lanacion.com.ar/comunidad/adios-a-las-escuelas-especiales-la-pampa-logro-incluir-en-colegios-comunes-a-todos-los-chicos-y-nid14102022/

