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What’s something 
that is working in 
your community? 



39%
of people 

globally report 
avoiding the 

news because it’s 
too negative

Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2024



What is
solutions 
journalism?
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rigorous, 
evidence-based 
reporting on 
responses to social 
problems.

SOLUTIONS JOURNALISM IS:



reporting on 
something that’s 
happening now, and 
the effects it is 
producing.

SOLUTIONS JOURNALISM IS:



Four pillars of solutions journalism

Focuses on a response to a social problem — and on 
how that response has worked, or why it hasn’t.

Provides data or qualitative results that indicate 
effectiveness (or lack thereof). 

Shows what can be learned from a response and why it 
matters to a newsroom’s audience.

Places responses in context; doesn’t shy away from 
revealing shortcomings.

Response

Evidence

Insight

Limitations



Why these four?

● Response: If the response is worth featuring, it’s worth its 
own story.  (We’re focused on systemic responses – not kind 
acts by individual or group) 

● Evidence: Aren’t results what make the story newsworthy? 
● Insight: What we can show that others can learn from, 

fulfilling our mission to serve society?
● Limitations: Make the story journalism, examining the 

response, not promoting it.  



Is solutions journalism advocacy?

• Not if we don’t overclaim or try to predict the future.

• Not if we show that there are other ways of handling the problem 
and this isn’t the “right way” or the “only way.”

• Not if we make the story about the idea and insights — rather 
than  a particular organization, program or policy.

• Not if we include the limitations and unknowns and promise to 
return when more is known.



Flip the script

The old way doesn’t work
Here is one way people say is working better

Here is one big cause of a big problem
Here is how people are addressing it

Something is broken
This group says they have a way to fix it



How do I find the best solution story?

● You can’t! It doesn’t exist.

● You can find stories that illustrate approaches to 
problems.

● You can draw out what is new or interesting from any 
thoughtful effort without implying it’s the right or best 
way to go.



Let’s talk about evidence
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Why evidence 
is important

It is the difference between a 
true solutions story and story 
that merely reports:

● An untested theory
● Good intentions
● A guess that things will 

turn out well
● Claims, often self-serving, 

of a policy’s value



What is evidence?

● Numerical or descriptive 
indications of impact

● Elements that help 
support the idea that 
something is working

● Two main types:
○ Quantitative (numerical)
○ Qualitative (descriptive)



Qualitative 
evidence

● Rather than starting with a 
hypothesis, you gather data 
and then the data tells what 
to extrapolate (e.g., surveys)

● Answers “why and “how” (vs. 
numerical data, which 
answers “what”)

● Can be sensitive to context
● Can produce totally 

unexpected results and 
insights



Vetting evidence

● Need enough to be credible
● Interrogate the data
● What else could the evidence 

be saying? What other factors 
could be causing the results?

● Is it a quality study? 
Peer-reviewed?

● Who paid for the research? 
What was the effect size? 
Comparison group?

● Is there a reason to suspect 
bias?



How to use evidence

● Don’t overclaim or 
predict the future

● Tell the audience what 
you don’t know

● Use graphs and data 
visualizations to present 
numbers

● Be careful about 
causation and correlation



Pop quiz!
Evidence in solutions-oriented stories:

A. Can only come from peer-reviewed 
studies

B. Isn’t enough until all the research is
completed, years and sometimes
decades after an effort began

C. Includes information from sources that 
aren’t involved in the effort



Pop quiz!
Evidence in solutions-oriented stories:

A. Can only come from peer-reviewed 
studies

B. Isn’t enough until all the research is
completed, years and sometimes
decades after an effort began

C. Includes information from sources that 
aren’t involved in the effort



Take a minute and write your response in the chat box, 
but don’t hit enter.

How is solutions journalism distinct 
from advocacy?



Questions?



Why practice 
solutions 
journalism?
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It’s good journalism
It makes stories stronger, 
tells the whole story and 
strengthens accountability …
… by investigating problems 
right in front of us.
A problem seen as 
intractable becomes 
unacceptable.



Accountability
“Toxic neglect: 
How Rochester 
responded to 
its lead poisoning 
problem”



FROM WATCHDOG TO GUIDE DOG

Watchdog Guidedog



Ohio 
published 
list of 
banned 
homes; 
Cleveland 
now posts 
warning 
signs on 
affected 
homes

Impact of the solutions series

City lead 
inspection 
staff rose 
from 3 to 7

Cleveland’s 
health 
department 
director and 3 
of 4 deputy 
commissioners 
fired or 
resigned

City passed 
plan that 
proactively 
inspects rental 
homes for first 
time, modeled 
on program 
highlighted in 
series

Ohio 
threatened the 
city unless it 
complied with 
list of reforms



How to do 
solutions 
journalism

3

27



What’s missing 
from the 

conversation?

Is there awareness 
of the problem?

NO YES
May be more suited for 
journalism that exposed 

the problem

Is there awareness of 
potential responses?

YES
Sustain pressure to hold 
decision–makers 
accountable

NO
Consider solutions 

journalism



Is the problem 
well-known?

If it’s a widely-shared 
problem, some people 
somewhere will be trying to 
do something about it. Some 
of those efforts will be more 
successful than others. 

Choose problems people 
know about – childhood 
obesity, climate change, 
poverty, crime, etc.



Seek a (positive) 
difference

Finding differences in 
performance for the same 
tasks leads to solutions 
stories.

Under some circumstances 
X works, and under some it 
doesn’t. What are the 
circumstances that make it 
work?



Apply the four pillars
Response and how Evidence

Insight Limitations



Take a small slice

“What’s a small piece of 
this issue that’s really important 

to my audience?”

“Who’s doing a better job 
with that?”

● Efficiency
● More equitably
● More widely accessible
● With better accountability
● Less waste of natural 

resources
● Better results for subgroups: 

youth, marginalized 
communities, etc.



Solutions stories 
have characters

● The story is what the 
character is doing

● Shows them trying to solve a 
problem

● Highlights the results of the 
response

● Shows what’s different from 
what others do

● Highlights what can be 
learned from it



Key questions for 
reporting stories

● How does the response 
work? Slow the interview 
down.

● Where did this idea come 
from? If it hasn’t been tested 
locally, does it have a track 
record from elsewhere?

● What metrics matter when it 
comes to measuring 
success?

● What does the research say?



Key questions for 
reporting stories

● What parts of the 
problems aren’t being 
addressed by the 
response?

● What do the critics say?
● What are barriers to 

replication? Limitations 
help take it out of the 
realm of being a silver 
bullet.



Tips for doing radio solutions stories

● Set up the problems and introduce the idea of a response in 
the host introduction

● First 1 to 3 sentences are about the details of the response
● Quote someone – evidence, how the response works, more 

details
● 1 to 2 sentences on limitations
● 1 sentence on insights, if not already covered
● Close the story



Written stories in 800 words by paragraph
● 1-3: The response, then summary of problems that led to the response
● 4-6: Evidence (data) on the problem and the response
● 7-9: Insight (quotes) from the response implementer, relevant 

authorities
● 10-12: Limitations and more evidence on results (from data, 

beneficiaries, etc.)
● 13-15: Insight from other sources
● 16-18: Insights on lessons from the solution
● 9-20: Expand the response or future of the response



TV story in 2 minutes
● Start with the person’s story

○ Soundbite from person
● Describe problem

○ Soundbite from expert
● Describe solution

○ Soundbite from beneficiary
● Some evidence of success (maybe a graphic)
● A few limitations

20 seconds

15 seconds

15 seconds

10 seconds

15 seconds

20 seconds

15 seconds

10 seconds

38



 Visuals and  
solutions journalism 



Visuals matter as much (or more) than words

● People are more likely to remember visuals with a 

story than words.

● Remember that there is a power difference between 

journalists and sources.

● It’s important to recognize biases and privilege in our 

reporting, including images.



Youth volunteers on the 
frontlines to curb the 
spread of COVID-19



Visual checklist
● First impressions: What is the 

reporter/storyteller communicating to their readers 
right off the bat, individually or collectively.

● Proximity and intimacy: Is the audience able to 
connect to the characters in the visual? Is there a 
sense of intimacy or familiarity between 
photographer/subject(s)?



Visual checklist
● Main characters: Is the visually centered character 

perpetuating visual stereotypes/harmful narratives.

● Intent vs. impact: “The impact we hope or expect a 
story to have is less relevant than its actual influence.”

● In context: As a whole package, the selection of 
images, sequencing of imagery, the captions.



SJN resources





Learning lab



Questions?



Thank you


