
What’s your problem?
A question to start and stay on track



CT Mirror - Your School database



Yale Digital Humanities Lab - BlakeTint



Washington Post - Police Shootings database



Big Local News - AgendaWatch



Big Local News - DataTalk



Big Local News - get in touch

https://biglocalnews.org

biglocalnews@stanford.edu



Exercise 1

1. Write down observations: paint points, inefficiencies, magic wand ideas
2. Big or small, any part of your day
3. Doesn’t need to be a tech problem



Exercise 1: Recap

● How did it go?
● What kind of challenges and opportunities did you surface?



Problem statements



Problem statements: The format

[User] needs [need] so that [goal].



Problem statements: Why?

Shared understanding.

● Who we are solving a problem for
● Separating the need from the solution
● Knowing what done looks like 
● Understanding when it’s really three smaller problems in a trenchcoat



Problem statements: When to use them?

Always!



Problem statements: User

● Specific enough that you can picture a real person



Problem statements: Need

● This is the gap
● Not the solution



Problem statements: Goal

● Why solve this problem at all?



Problem statements: Examples

● An investigative reporter working across hundreds of court filings needs the 
documents grouped by defendant so that she can follow each person's case 
history without losing the thread every time she opens a new PDF.

● A digital editor publishing a breaking story needs to know which of the paper's 
past articles are most relevant to link so that stories have useful context 
without the editor stopping the publish flow to search the archive.



Problem statements: Bad

“Health care reporters need better access to 
information so that they can write better stories.”

(all good problem statements start here)



Problem statements: Good enough

A local health care reporter on a same-day deadline needs to 
quickly check whether a source's claim about hospital readmission 

rates is credible so that she can file on time without repeating a 
misleading number.



Problem statements: Good

A general-assignment reporter at an under-resourced local newsroom 
covering health and other beats with no institutional access to medical 
literature needs a fast way to establish whether a source's claim about 

hospital readmission rates falls inside or outside the normal range so that she 
can file an accurate same-day story on a topic she doesn't cover often enough 

to have built up reference points of her own.



Problem statements: Getting from bad to good

● Solutionizing
● User doesn’t match goal
● Multi-problem problem
● Use the cheat sheet for more



Exercise 2: Write a problem statement

● Rough drafts are OK! Everything starts there.
● Try to be speecific



Exercise 2: Recap

● How did it go?
● What kind of challenges and opportunities did you surface?



Getting more feedback

Using AI for editorial feedback (ChatGPT, Claude + Local models soon!)

https://chatgpt.com/g/g-69b17114f7308191acdba3b787051a06-beta-hacks-hackers-problem-statement-assistant


Where to go from here?

● Start building the habit
● As you’re working, stop and think about the problem statement for whatever 

task you’re working on
● Big Local News
● Hacks Hackers Newsroom AI Lab AI tools coming soon!


