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SUMMARY

Solutions journalism is news reporting focused on emerging responses to societal problems. Articles
using this technique focus not just on how people struggle with poverty, for example, but also on what
individuals, communities, and institutions are doing to help those who are in need. Solutions journalism
is in contrast to more traditional stories that tend to focus on problems. In short, a solutions story
examines the efforts being made to address important challenges.

This report presents the results of an experiment conducted by the Engaging News Project and two field
tests that the Engaging News Project led in conjunction with the Deseret News. The experiment and
field tests were funded by the Solutions Journalism Network (who was funded by the Rita Allen
Foundation) and follow-up on our 2014 report, The Power of Solutions Journalism. The findings suggest
that although solutions journalism can bring laudable benefits to readers and newsroomes, it is not a
panacea for audience engagement.

In the experiment, a sample of 834 U.S. adults saw one of two online news articles, both reporting on
the struggles of the working poor. The articles were nearly identical in length and reading level, had the
same headline, and contained the same photograph. The only difference between the two was that one
version focused on the working poor’s hardships, while the other reported on the hardships and how
some organizations were coming to the aid of the working poor. In other words, one version was about
a problem, while the other also included information about solutions to the problem.

In the two field tests, visitors to the Deseret News homepage saw one of two versions of an article at
random. Articles used in the first field test were the same articles on the struggles of the working poor
that we used in the experiment. The second field test involved articles about unemployed U.S. veterans.
The purpose of the field tests was to gauge differences in actual reader behavior — including time spent
on the article as well as bounce and exit rates — based on whether a reader saw a solutions article or a
non-solutions article.

A few caveats about the generalizability of the findings are in order. First, the two field tests were
conducted with a single news organization partner, the Deseret News. We don’t yet know whether the
same results hold for other newsrooms. Second, all of the results here relate to articles written for the
Deseret News’ poverty beat. Other topics may yield different patterns. Finally, there were several
technical glitches associated with the field tests, as described in the text and footnotes. Although there
are limitations, several noteworthy patterns appeared:

* Time on page was higher for readers of solutions articles compared to readers of non-solutions
articles.

* Readers of solutions articles left the website more frequently than non-solutions readers.

* Commenting and social sharing patterns were similar for solutions and non-solutions readers.

* Self-efficacy and optimism were greater for those exposed to solutions articles compared to non-
solutions articles.
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TIME ON PAGE HIGHER FOR SOLUTIONS STORIES

In our experiment, readers spent more time on the solutions article than the non-solutions article, a
pattern also supported by both field tests.? In the experiment and in field test 1, readers viewing the
solutions version of the working poor article spent roughly 30 seconds longer on the page, or
approximately 25% more time, than those viewing the non-solutions article page. In field test 2, where
the unemployed veterans article was shorter, readers of the solutions story spent nearly 10 seconds
longer (9% more time) on the webpage than those who read the non-solutions version. Note that in
field test 1, the solutions version had more unique visitors and in field test 2, the non-solutions version
did. Although these differences could be random, it’s also possible that different sorts of people read
each version. Despite this, the results are consistent across the three tests.
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BOUNCE AND EXIT RATES HIGHER FOR SOLUTIONS STORIES

Results from our field tests indicate that bounce and exit rates were higher for solutions articles than for
non-solutions articles. Bounce and exit rates refer to the propensity of a visitor to leave a website after
visiting a page.’ In particular, the bounce rate relates to those who leave a website after visiting only
one page on the site. As noted, there were differences in the number of unique visitors to each page.
Nonetheless, bounce rates were about 15 percentage points higher for solutions articles in both tests.
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The exit rate refers to those who first visited multiple pages on a site and then navigated away from the
site after visiting a particular page. Again, the results were similar across the tests. For solutions readers,
exit rates were five-to-nine percentage points higher than non-solutions readers.
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We do not have data on where site visitors went after visiting the solutions and non-solutions articles,
which would provide further insight into these findings. For example, solutions articles may have
motivated people to leave the website to look for more information on organizations working to address
social problems. Future studies should examine where readers navigate after leaving solutions and non-
solutions articles.

NO DIFFERENCE IN COMMENTING OR SOCIAL SHARING BEHAVIOR

The experimental webpages, as well as the field test webpages, allowed people to leave comments and
share the articles on Facebook, Twitter, and other social media sites.* We were able to capture
commenting data in the experiment and the first field test, but not in the second field test.” Data from
the first field test also was compromised by the solutions version being inadvertently posted to another
section of the website. Nonetheless, comparisons of commenting and sharing numbers for the
experiment and first field test show no significant differences between the solutions and non-solutions
articles.®

READERS SEE SOLUTIONS STORIES AS DIFFERENT, INSPIRATIONAL

In the experiment, readers were asked a series of questions aimed at gauging their attitudes about the
article as well as the issue addressed in the article. Replicating results from our 2014 study, solutions
readers indicated that the article “seemed different from typical news articles” and that they felt more
“inspired and/or optimistic” after reading the article than non-solutions readers.’” Several other
differences detected in our 2014 report remained in the same direction, but were not statistically
significant in this analysis.® The chart on the next page shows statistically significant differences between
solutions and non-solutions readers.
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Attitudes about the Article
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READER SELF-EFFICACY HIGHER FOR SOLUTIONS STORIES

Also in our experiment, readers were asked whether they agreed that they could contribute to a
solution to the struggles of the working poor and if there were effective ways to address the issue. In
both cases, solutions readers expressed greater agreement than non-solutions readers.
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SOLUTIONS STORIES SEEN AS INFLUENCING OPINIONS LESS, YIELD LOWER INTENTIONS TO
READ MORE ABOUT THE TOPIC

In a few instances, a statistically significant result emerged in the direction opposite our 2014 report;
when asked about their intention to read more articles about the issue, non-solutions readers scored
significantly higher than solutions readers. Further, non-solutions readers scored higher than solutions
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readers when asked if they agreed that the article influenced their opinion about the struggles of the
working poor.®

Issue Opinions and Intentions to Read More
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CONCLUSION

In 2014, the Engaging News Project and the Solutions Journalism Network released a joint report on the
effects of solutions reporting; the results showed that, relative to problem-focused coverage, this form
of journalism increases optimism, a sense of self-efficacy, and intentions to get involved in efforts to
address the problem. The current report builds on our prior analysis by looking more closely at user
behavior, including time on page, commenting, exit/bounce rates, and social sharing. We also tested the
methodology of the previous report using a story focusing on a different topic area.

Combining results from an experiment and two field tests, this report indicates that solutions journalism
can affect readers and news organizations in important ways. When deciding how to write stories,
journalists and newsrooms will need to weigh the potential uptick in time on page against the possibility
of higher bounce and exit rates. Why solutions readers linger longer, yet leave more frequently, is
unknown and worthy of future investigation. What is clear, however, is that readers of solutions stories
leave the news site feeling more optimistic and more likely to believe that there are potential solutions
to important social problems.

* Alex Curry (alexcurry@utexas.edu) is a Research Associate with the Engaging News Project and a doctoral
student in the Department of Communication Studies at the University of Texas at Austin. Natalie (Talia) Jomini
Stroud (tstroud@austin.utexas.edu) is an Associate Professor in the Department of Communication Studies,
Assistant Director of Research at the Annette Strauss Institute for Civic Life, and Director of the Engaging News
Project at the University of Texas at Austin. Shannon McGregor is a Research Associate with the Engaging News
Project and a doctoral student in the School of Journalism at the University of Texas at Austin. The authors wish to
thank Lane Anderson, Paul Edwards, Blake McClary, Burke Olsen, Allison Pond, and Christian Ross from the Deseret
News for their assistance with the field tests. Keith Hammonds and Rikha Rani from the Solutions Journalism
Network have been helpful in determining the design of the study and crafting the articles. We appreciate help
from Jerry Jones, who assisted with programming the articles used for the experiment. We also thank Katie
Steiner, Melody Avant, and the Engaging News Project team for their assistance throughout this project.
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METHODOLOGY

 EXPERIMENT

A survey-based experimental design was employed to test the effects of solutions journalism.
Respondents were recruited via Survey Sampling International (SSI), which administered the online
survey to a nationwide sample of 1,132 American adults in December of 2015. After removing
respondents who did not correctly answer manipulation checks, did not adequately complete the study,
or did not qualify for participation, the final sample size analyzed in this report is 834.*° Although the
respondents were not randomly selected, they were demographically diverse and representative in the
sense that the demographics of the SSI panel members completing this study were selected to match
demographic targets from a nationally representative, random sample survey conducted by the Pew
Research Center. A comparison of the demographic attributes of participants in the experiment and the
Pew study can be found on the next page. Cross-tabulations and ANOVAs revealed no significant
differences between conditions on these demographic variables.

In the study, respondents were invited to read, “a recent article that appeared in a U.S. newspaper”
(Deseret News was not identified as the source), and told that after reading the article they would be
asked several questions. Respondents were encouraged to read the article thoroughly, as they were told
that they would not be able to return to the text of the article after they finished reading.

After reading the instructions, respondents saw one of two articles. Both articles dealt with the financial
struggles of the working poor. One version of the article consisted of solutions content and the other,
non-solutions content. The articles were nearly identical in word count and in reading level (see the
sections below for comparisons of the articles), and both versions had the same headline and
photograph of a payday lending storefront. In the experiment, the articles appeared on The News Beat,
a fictitious news website created for the purposes of our experimental studies. The webpage had
working Facebook and Twitter share buttons at the top and bottom of the page, as well as a working
comment section, pre-populated with two comments. The pre-populated comments were identical in
both conditions."" In addition, the page employed a responsive design, ensuring that respondents would
have an optimal user experience whether viewing the article page on a desktop/laptop, tablet, or
smartphone.

After reading the article, all respondents were asked to respond to an identical series of survey items.
Most of the survey items consisted of 5-point Likert-type scales, where respondents were given a
statement and asked to indicate their level of agreement with the statement (1 = strongly disagree to 5
= strongly agree).

The first two questions after reading the article constituted a manipulation check, used to determine
whether respondents carefully attended to the article. The first question asked respondents to identify
the topic of the article. Following initial data cleaning, the sample of respondents was 998 (see footnote
10), of which 76 did not correctly identify the article topic. The 922 who correctly identified the topic
were asked a second question about whether the article they read focused on solutions to poverty,
problems related to poverty, or a mix of the two. Eighty-two respondents either said that the article
focused on solutions when they were in the problem condition or that the article focused on problems
when they were in the solution condition. Eliminating these participants, as well as six participants who
did not complete the manipulation check, left a final sample of 834.
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Participant Demographics

Pew Research Study
(Internet users) n=834

Gender

Male 48% 47%

Female 52 53
Race/Ethnicity

White 74 78

Black 13 11

Other 13 12

Hispanic 14 13
Age

18-29 24 23

30-49 38 37

50-64 25 27

65+ 13 13
Education

HS Grad or less 36 31

Some College 33 36

College + 31 34
Income

<$30K 31 30

$30-50K 20 20

$50-75K 16 17

>$75K 33 33

The experiment replicated some of the measures from our 2014 report. Note that there were important
differences between the studies. In this study, we focused on a single article comparison, while our 2014
report focused on three different article topics (trauma, homelessness, and clothing). We also employed

a different manipulation check in this study.

In the studies, participants were asked to agree or disagree with a series of statements, as shown in the
table below. For each, we compared the solutions version to the non-solutions version. In the table
below, we summarize whether the solutions version yielded significantly higher agreement with the
statement compared to the non-solutions version, whether the non-solutions version resulted in
significantly higher agreement than the solutions version, or whether there were no differences

between the two.

Statements 2014 Study 2016 Study
Seemed different than a typical news article Solutions version Solutions version higher
higher agreement* agreement

Can contribute to a solution to the issue
Effective ways to address the issue

Felt inspired/optimistic

Gained more knowledge about the issue
Felt better informed about the issue
Increased interest in the issue

Read more by the same author
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Solutions version
Solutions version*
Solutions version
Solutions version
Solutions version*
Solutions version
Solutions version

Solutions version
Solutions version
Solutions version
No difference
No difference
No difference
No difference
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Read more from the same news outlet Solutions version No difference

Talk to friends and family about the issue Solutions version No difference
Get involved in working toward a solution Solutions version No difference
Donate money to organization working on issue  Solutions version No difference
Influenced their opinion about the issue Solutions version Non-solutions version
Read more about the issue Solutions version* Non-solutions version
Share the article on social media Solutions version Non-solutions version

*The 2014 study included three different article topics; for those cases with an asterisk, the results differed based on the article topic.

 FIELD TESTS

The Engaging News Project partnered with the Deseret News to test the effects of solutions articles in a
real-world setting. For both field tests, visitors to the Deseret News homepage saw one of two versions
of an article at random. In field test 1, a Deseret News reporter wrote two articles about the struggles of
the working poor, with one version focused on solutions and the other version focused on problems.
The Engaging News Project revised the articles to ensure that they were as comparable as possible using
the metrics below. We also aimed to have similar numbers of quotations and studies referenced in the
article texts. The articles each contained two in-text hyperlinks.'? The structure and readability of the
two articles were very similar.

Field Test 1 Articles Non-Solutions Solutions

Words 1168 1159
Characters 5902 5923
Paragraphs 24 24
Sentences 54 53
Sentences per Paragraph 2.5 2.4
Words per Sentence 21.5 21.7
Characters per Word 4.9 5.0
Passive Sentences 1 3
Hyperlinks 2 2
Flesch Reading Ease 48.2 49.6
Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level 11.7 11.6

The article was displayed prominently on the Deseret News homepage on June 17, 2015, and both
versions of the article had the same headline and photograph. During the first field test, the Deseret
News inadvertently posted the solutions version to both the homepage and to another section of their
website. The problem version was only posted to the homepage. To take this issue into account, the
time on page, bounce rate, and exit rate metrics are only for those who accessed the article from the
Deseret News homepage. This does raise some issues with the commenting and social sharing data;
however, neither the experiment nor the field test displayed notable differences in these metrics.

In the second field test, two versions of an article about unemployed U.S. veterans were written by a
former journalist and current researcher for the Engaging News Project. Visitors to the Deseret News
homepage on January 7, 2016 saw one of two versions of the article.”® The article remained on the
homepage for one day. In field test 2, the solutions and non-solutions articles had slightly different
headlines, reflecting the focus of the article as being about problems or solutions. The photograph
accompanying the article differed as well, a decision made by the Deseret News. The solutions version
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photo showed a well-groomed man in army fatigues sitting at a desk, while the non-solutions version
depicted an unkempt man standing outside holding a handmade “homeless vet” sign.™* The articles
contained no hyperlinks. The chart below indicates the similarities/differences between the two
versions of the article.

Field Test 2 Articles Non-Solutions Solutions

Words 608 617
Characters 3206 3287
Paragraphs 15 15
Sentences 26 26
Sentences per Paragraph 1.7 1.7
Words per Sentence 23.4 23.7
Characters per Word 5.1 5.2
Passive Sentences 3 0
Hyperlinks 0 0
Flesch Reading Ease 31.4 32.5
Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level 12 12

In both field tests, the bounce rate, exit rate, and time on page were tracked using Google Analytics.
Following the field tests, Deseret News shared the analytics data with the Engaging News Project.
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! During the first field test, the Deseret News inadvertently posted the solutions version to their homepage as well
as to another section of their website, while the non-solutions version only appeared on the homepage. For this
reason, all results for field test 1 pertain only to those who accessed the article from the homepage. Despite this
constraint, there were inconsistencies in the number of unique visitors who clicked on the solutions version (n =
976) compared to the non-solutions version (n = 563). For the second field test, there also were differences in the
number of visitors (solutions n=128; non-solutions n=219). One possible reason for the differences in the second
test is the variation in the images and headlines associated with the two article versions, yet we cannot be sure
that this accounted for the difference. Because of these features of the studies, we do not discuss unique visitors
or page views for the field tests. In addition, following the second field test, a Deseret News staffer accidently
deleted the problem version article from their servers, making it impossible to compare the final number of
comments and social shares. Because of these technical errors, caution should be exercised in generalizing the
results drawn from the field tests.

2A Mann-Whitney test was performed to compare time on page for the experimental data. Before computing the
test, outliers who spent 20 or more minutes on the webpage (n = 21) were removed. Test results indicate that
respondents in the solutions condition (n = 386) spent significantly more time on the page (U = 75703.50, p =.045)
than respondents in the non-solutions condition (n = 427). The finding is marginally significant if instead of
removing those spending 20 minutes or longer with the article, we replace the time values with 20 minutes. The
finding also is marginally significant if a higher threshold of 30 minutes is used. This significant finding holds for
those who passed both manipulation checks, but not when testing those who only passed the first manipulation
check, but failed the second.

3 Google has an Analytics help page that provides a detailed explanation of exit rate versus bounce rate.

* Deseret News was able to report comment and social share numbers for field test 1, but, as already noted, they
were not able to accurately report these numbers for field test 2. The chart below shows comments and shares
from the experiment and from field test 1.

Comments Facebook Shares Twitter Shares
Experiment Non-solutions 9 7 2
P Solutions 12 2 2
. Non-solutions 4 79 7
Field Test 1 Solutions 4 72 3

> Following completion of the second field test, Deseret News inadvertently deleted the problem version of the
article from their server, and with it, the final commenting data.

®In the experiment, respondents were asked about their likelihood of sharing the article on social media. Those in
the non-solutions condition were significantly more likely to indicate that they would share the article than those
in the solutions condition t(826) = 2.02, p = .04. Findings from our 2014 study were in the opposite direction,
namely that solutions readers indicated a significantly higher likelihood of sharing the article than non-solutions
readers. Although the question in the experiment gauged intentions to share, the field test measured actual
sharing behavior, and the measured behavior did not indicate a difference. For these reasons, we focus on the
observed behavior in the main text.

7 Statistically significant differences between respondents in the solutions and non-solutions conditions were
detected when they were asked if the article seemed different than the typical news article, t(828) = 2.01, p = .045,
and if they felt inspired/optimistic after reading the article, t(831) = 5.76, p < 0.001.

® Some reader measures that were significant in our 2014 study were no longer significant in this 2016 study. The
non-significant findings, as well as one significant finding that was opposite of a 2014 finding, are reported here.
Readers did not differ significantly when asked if: they gained new knowledge about the issue, t(829) =-1.45, p =
.15; the article increased their interest in the issue, t(831) = 1.73, p = .08; they felt better informed about the issue,
t(828) = 1.44, p = .15; they wanted to read more articles by the same author, £(823) = 1.53, p = .13; they wanted to
read more article from the same news site, t(824) = 1.51, p = .13; they wanted to try to get involved in working
toward a solution to this issue, t(825) = 1.26, p = .21; they wanted to donate money to an organization working on
this issue, t(827) = .12, p = .90; and they wanted to talk to friends and family about the issue, t(825) = 1.48, p = .14.
On one measure, a 2014 outcome that favored solutions articles switched to favoring non-solutions articles: when
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asked about their intention to read more articles about the issue, non-solutions readers scored significantly higher
(3.48 on a five-point scale) than solutions readers (3.32), t(825) = 2.04, p = .04.

? Statistically significant differences between respondents in the solutions and non-solutions conditions were
detected when they were asked if they felt they could contribute to a solution to the problem, t(831) = 2.10, p =
.04, if they felt the issue could be effectively addressed, t(828) = 4.33, p < 0.001, and if their opinion about the
issue was influenced by the article, t(831) = 2.25, p = .03.

' Not all of the 1,132 people sampled were used in the final data analysis. As the survey was to be administered to
American adults, those not meeting age or residency qualifications were removed (n = 30). Furthermore, some
survey items were counter-valenced in order to detect any respondents who might select responses in a single
column for all items (for example, someone who chooses “strongly agree” for every item). All those who gave
identically-valenced responses for the Likert-type items were removed from the data (n = 30). Also, respondents
were asked if they were able to view the article webpage; the 22 respondents who indicated they were unable to
view the page were removed. Some respondents (n = 40) were unintentionally sampled twice by SSI, and they
were removed from the analysis. Lastly, several open-ended response questions were asked of respondents, 12 of
whom responded to these inquiries with random strings of letters (e.g., “owefwiefwoeijf”); they were also
removed from the analysis. This left a sample of 998 prior to the manipulation check. We describe the
manipulation checks in text.

" There were two comments, both of which were taken from real comments left on the Deseret News website
during the first field test. Both comments were well-written, even-handed opinions related to poverty and the
working poor. The names of the original Deseret News commenters were changed.

'2 Both versions contained a hyperlink to the same FDIC data on the banking practices of Americans (the link
appeared in the eighth paragraph of the non-solutions version and in the ninth paragraph of the solutions version).
The additional hyperlink in each article was as follows: The non-solutions version contained a hyperlink to a Pew
Charitable Trusts report on household financial security (appearing in the story’s sixth paragraph) and the solutions
version contained a hyperlink to a study conducted by Abt Associates related to individuals with low incomes
(appearing in the story’s fifth paragraph).

* Note that the articles were originally posted on January 6, 2016, but were inadvertently posted on multiple
places on the site. The articles were taken down and then reposted the next day. All data from the test included in
the report are from January 7, 2016.

" The non-solutions version garnered more unique visitors than the solutions version (solutions, n = 128; non-
solutions, n = 219). Because of this difference, it is possible that the characteristics of those viewing the solutions
version may differ from those viewing the problem version. It is noteworthy, however, that the first field test did
not vary the headline or image associated with the story yet the results for both field tests were similar for time on
page, bounce rate, and exit rate. This is at least suggestive that differences in the visitors do not explain the
findings.
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