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“It's easier to act your way into 
a new way of thinking, than 

think your way into a new way 
of acting.”  Jerry Sternin 

 

  

Positive Deviance 
 

Positive deviance requires at least one person to deviate away from the norm to create an extraordinary 
solution to an otherwise difficult or challenging situation. 

Key Terms: Strengths-Based, Capacity/Asset/Resource, Prevention Based, Community Collaboration  

  

  

     

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

WHY IS THIS OF INTEREST? 

 The PD concept is based on the observation that in every community or 
organization, there are a few individuals or groups who have found 
uncommon practices and behaviours that enable them to achieve better 
solutions to problems than their neighbours who face the same challenges 
and barriers” (Pascale, Sternin, Sternin, 2010, p.206). Basically, these 
individuals have found unique ways to work through challenges causing 
others to take notice and become curious to determine what behaviours, 
attitudes and beliefs allow these actions to be successful. 

This approach to behavioural and social change takes advantage of the 
community’s existing assets or strengths. The Positive Deviance (PD) 
approach is a strengths-based approach, which is applied to challenges 
requiring behaviour and social change.  

 According to the Positive Deviance Initiative (2010), the PD process 
promotes behavioural and social change because it: 

• Leverages innovations coming from the community, community 
members generated 
• Engages multiple stakeholders in applying the discovered existing PD 
behaviours and strategies. 
• Starts small to demonstrate success. 
• Connects people or groups who haven’t connected before. 
• Targets the widest range of appropriate community members. 
• Creates opportunities to practice and “learn through doing” in a safe 
environment with peer support. 
• Uses existing resources and assets purposely and extensively. 
• Uses multi channel, multi target, culturally appropriate communication 
strategies. 
  
  

  

ABSTRACT: 

 

“The positive deviance 
approach differs from 
traditional “needs based” or 
problem-solving approaches in 
that it does not focus primarily 
on identifications of needs and 
the external inputs necessary to 
meet those needs or solve 
problems. Instead it seeks to 
identify and optimize existing 
resources and solutions within 
the community to solve 
community problems.” 

Sternin, Sternin & Marsh, 1998 
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 Positive Deviance (PD) Inquiry & Design or Methodology 

“PD inquiry refers to the stage in the process whereby the community seeks to discover demonstrably successful 
behaviours and strategies among its members” (Pascale, et al., 2010).   Many members of the community are 
consulted as to the best way to address a challenge. By drawing upon the collective intelligence of other community 
members, the strategy for addressing this challenge will be much more solid and likely to succeed.  

“A PD inquiry begins with an invitation from a community that wishes to address an important problem they face. 
This is an important first step of community ownership of a process that they will lead” (Wikipedia, 2012). 

PD design or methodology 

“PD design or methodology consists of four basic steps (the four D’s: define, determine, discover, and design)” 
(Pascale, et al., 2010). For example, development of strategies to get other parents involved in school activities who 
might not typically be involved on a regular basis; level of involvement is outlined, the issue has been determined, 
processes around engagement are articulated, and then the plan is implemented. 

  

    

              
                    

                

  

Positive deviance is based on the following principles: 

Positive Deviance (PD) Approach 

“The PD approach is grounded in the assumption that communities have assets or resources they haven’t tapped. 
The PD process enables a community or organization to identify and amplify those practices and behaviours, 
measure outcomes, and share their successful strategies with others. The PD approach is used to bring about 
sustainable behavioural and social change by identifying solutions already existing in the system” (Pascale, et 
al.,2010). Community members are often the best experts to solve their problems. To begin change, members of 
the community identify the resources which are needed to implement that change. Often there are resources which 
have not been made use of, so a positive deviance approach helps identify those new practices to create better 
outcomes. 

Positive Deviant (PD) - Individual or Group 

“A PD individual or group demonstrates special or uncommon behaviours and strategies that enable the person or 
group to overcome a problem without special resources” (Pascale, et al.,2010). These individuals have access to the 
same resources as everyone else. “The focus is on the successful strategies of the PD, not on making a hero of the 
person using the strategy.  

  

  

 

 

 

 

WHAT DOES RESEARCH SAY ABOUT THIS? 
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WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR FAMILIES AND COMMUNITIES? 

 “Community engagement process(es) bring people together. These processes can enable collective 
change (changing attitudes, building social capital, etc.) and create movement in communities. This 
includes achieving outcomes and creating solutions to community needs” (Tamarack, n.d.). 

“Community engagement ensures a process that community members help determine local priorities, 
and all stakeholder groups are represented from a diverse group. “Citizens need to be at the center of the 
community engagement process. This process ensures communities are empowered and have control 
over their resources and the decision-making process” (Tamarack, n.d.). 

Our hope is that soon, healthy choices that children and families make won’t be considered deviance, but 
part of the social norm. Providing service to others will be an everyday occurrence, helping others is a 
given attitude everyone possesses, advocating for ourselves and others and promoting strengths-based 
messaging will become the norm. 

  
  

 

  

 

HOW DOES THIS CONNECT TO START SMART STAY SAFE?   

Start Smart Stay Safe (S4) is a strengths-based educational resource utilized by police officers, teachers, 
and schools in building resiliency and capacity in children and their families. Using a proactive delivery 
model, this resource intentionally builds skills and knowledge that supports students in successfully 
navigating through challenging situations like bullying, cyber-safety, pressure to engage in substance 
abuse or any high-risk behaviour. These models are delivered through affirming messaging, engaging 
activities, and fostering positive relationships between police officers school communities, and families. 
Diverse community collaboration is an essential element of Start Smart Stay Safe, moving education and 
law enforcement toward a progressive, research informed model of ethical citizenship. Start Smart Stay 
Safe is using innovative and creative ways to engage police, teachers, parents and children in creating a 
safe and caring community for all. 

 Start Smart Stay Safe challenges students and families to use their skills to make a positive difference in 
the world. Traditionally, police have used a reactive approach when dealing with issues in the community 
and interventions are developed in response to identified issues.  
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Strengths-Based - Focus on what is working well to support the growth of individuals and communities. It 
is a perspective that is based on the assumption that children, families, and communities: 
   ·   Have existing skills, abilities, and talents 
   ·   Have resources and are capable of learning new skills and solving problems 
   ·   Can use existing competencies to identify and address their own concerns 

Capacity/Asset/Resource – A quality that can be measured within a child, family, or environment that 
leads toward possible positive outcomes (O’Dougherty, Wright & Masten, 2006). 

Prevention Based: Prevention programs for children, youth, and their families are designed to reduce 
problems and promote positive development by intentionally building skills and knowledge to support 
them in successfully navigating through challenging situations to avoid high-risk behaviours. 

Community Collaboration: An active process whereby individuals, groups, and organizations work 
together to achieve desired results (National Network for Collaboration, 1995). 

  

 

 

KEY TERMS: 

 Start Smart Stay Safe has developed a process where officers are using a proactive and prevention based 
approach with children – this is outside of the norm. Teachers (with police) are being asked to teach 
socio-emotional development to their students in a more creative and definitive way – this is outside the 
norm. Parents are being invited to be involved in their children’s socio-emotional learning at school in a 
more tangible way – this is outside of the norm. Parental feedback, participation, and support of the 
program not only reinforces the learnings of the child in the home environment, but allows the 
knowledge to permeate into other areas of the community as well. 

The collaboration of systems to build a prevention based framework for all community members (as 
opposed to the systems’ traditional reaction based methods of working in communities) is also part of a 
positive deviance approach. 

By drawing upon the collective intelligence of other community members, the strategy for addressing 
challenges will be much more solid and likely to succeed. Through the Start Smart Stay Safe prevention 
based approach, working collaboratively with children, families, educators, community members and 
supports, such as police officers, will create opportunities to build applicable skills to resolve challenges 
and build strategies to avoid risky behaviours in the first place.  
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 THINGS TO THINK ABOUT 

Questions, community members might ask would be: 

 “What are things that could improve at our child’s school or in the community?” 

“What things are currently happening to improve these areas, and who is involved?” 

“What things could we learn from these individuals who are already working to improve outcomes in these 

areas?”  Find out how you can make a difference and become involved in your community! 

  

 

 

“Positive deviance is the evolutionary vitality at the top of the stack - the spark of flame that flickers into good 
growth and health, on top of the cinders, a backdrop of practices that damper the fire so it doesn't go out. “ 

Sternin, Sternin & Marsh, 1998 

 

 

 

 

“Positive deviance focuses on those extreme cases of excellence when organizations and their 
members break free from the constraints of norms to conduct honorable behaviors. By 
understanding better these remarkable individual and organizational level behaviors, [We] will learn 
how and why such behaviors occur.” 

 Spreitzer & Sonenshein, 2004 

 

 

 



Researc 

 

S4 @ Home 

Research Bytes 

6 

 

References 

 

Pascale, R., Sternin, J., Sternin, M. (2010). “The power of positive deviance: How unlikely innovators solve the world's 

toughest problems”.  Library of Congress Cataloguing-in-Publication Data:US 

The Positive Deviance Initiative (2010). A basic field guide to the positive deviance approach. Retrieved from: 

www.positivedeviance.org/pdf/Field%20Guide/FINALguide10072010.pdf  

Marsh, D., Schroeder, D., Dearden, K., Sternin, J., Sternin, M. (2004).  The power of positive deviance. BMJ Publishing 

Group LTD, 329(1177-1179), Retrieved from: 

www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC527707/pdf/bmj32901177.pdf  

National Network for Collaboration (1995). Collaboration framework: Addressing community capacity. Retrieved from: 

www.crs.uvm.edu/nnco/collab/framework.html   

O'Dougherty Wright, M., & Masten, A. S. (2005). Resilience processes in development. In Goldstein, S.,& Brooks, R.B. 

(Eds.), Handbook of resilience in children (pp. 17-37). New York: Springer. 

Spreitzer, G., Sonenshein, S. (2004). Toward the construct definition of positive deviance. The American Behavioral 

Scientist 47.6 (Feb 2004): 828-847.  

Sternin, M. Sternin, J. & Marsh, D. (1998). Designing a community-based nutrition program using the hearth model and 

the positive deviance approach - a field guide. Retrieved May 13, 2014 from 

http://www.positivedeviance.org/pdf/manuals/fieldguide.pdf  

Tamarack: An Institute for Community Engagement (n.d.). Community engagement overview. Retrieved from: 

www.tamarackcommunity.ca/g3s11.html  

Wikipedia. (2012). Positive deviance. Retrieved May 24, 2012 from: www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Positive_Deviance  

  

  

 

http://www.positivedeviance.org/pdf/Field%20Guide/FINALguide10072010.pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC527707/pdf/bmj32901177.pdf
http://www.crs.uvm.edu/nnco/collab/framework.html
http://www.positivedeviance.org/pdf/manuals/fieldguide.pdf
http://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/g3s11.html
http://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Positive_Deviance

