
These outliers are deviants because their uncommon behaviors are 
not the norm; they are positive deviants because they have found ways to 
effectively address the problem, while most others have not.2  PD aims to 
uncover existing wisdom—solutions that are hidden in plain sight—and 
ultimately amplify these solutions to produce programs that can be offered 
to the larger community to produce positive change.  Figure 2 displays the 
location of traditional and PD solutions along the normal curve. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2. Location of traditional and PD solutions   
relative to the normal curve. 

Assistive Technology Access in the Paso del 
Norte Region 

 
         Access to Assistive Technology (AT) is problematic in the Paso del 
Norte Region.  There are several barriers that contribute to this issue of 
access. 
 

Physical Barrier: The “AT Wall” 
          As you drive west in TX from either Dallas or San Antonio and 
you hit the “Y” of I10 and I20, you hit the “AT Wall” (see Figure 1) and 
AT has a difficult time making it into the region.  For this reason, the 
region is very behind other areas in the US in terms of the AT it has 
available.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                  Figure 1. The “Assistive Technology (AT) Wall” 
 

Policy Barriers: Time and Money 
          There are considerably long waitlists for access to funding to 
secure AT (waitlists for Medicaid waiver funding).  These wait times can 
be as long as 15 years.  For this reason, when children are born and 
identified as having a disability, parents are urged to put them on the 
waitlist as soon as possible. However, according to Mr. Chew, Executive 
Director of VOLAR CIL, “traditional way of solving the AT problem 
takes forever.” VOLAR Center for Independent Living (CIL) has a 
Durable Medical Equipment Lending Closet.  This is a stock of AT 
devices that people may borrow that are donated by hospitals or 
individuals when there is no longer a need for the device.  There is a 
waiting list for this AT as well. This waiting list is impacted by 
citizenship status- many individuals on the waiting list for the Lending 
Closet are undocumented and therefore have no other way to secure AT.  

What is Positive Deviance (PD)? 
 

          Positive Deviance (PD) Inquiry, is an asset-based approach to 
solving complex social issues.  Traditionally, we approach these issues 
by asking, “What risk factors are associated with poor outcomes?”  
Once these factors are identified, we use this data to design solutions to 
remedy the problem.  PD “flips” this traditional research question on its 
head.  Instead of asking “What factors predict poor outcomes?” PD asks, 
“Are there individuals in the community with x, y, and z risk factors, 
who are successfully navigating these issues without additional 
resources?”  PD assumes that within every community lie individuals 
or groups whose uncommon behaviors and strategies enable them to 
find better solutions to problems than their peers although everyone 
has access to the same resources and faces the same challenges.1 

Using PD to Solve Complex Problems 
 

          PD was successfully used to improve the nutritional status of 
children in several settings in the 1990s.3-6  To date, the PD approach has 
been employed in over 40 countries to solve a host of social and health 
problems from solving endemic malnutrition in Vietnam, to preventing the 
spread of hospital-acquired infections in the U.S.  A recent study in the 
Netherlands identified positive deviance practices that enhanced 
psychological resilience among students of Rotterdam’s VMBO schools 
who hailed from lower socio-economic backgrounds and minority 
immigrant groups.7   

 
Steps to PD Inquiry 
          A Basic Field Guide to the Positive Deviance Approach, meant to 
help newcomers to the method of inquiry get started, is available on the 
Positive Deviance Initiative website (www.positivedeviance.org).  This 
guide defines the five basic steps of PD methodology: 
 

1) Define the problem, current perceived causes, challenges and 
constraints, common practices, and desired outcomes.  
 

2) Determine the presence of PD individuals or groups. 
 

3) Discover uncommon but successful behaviors and strategies through 
inquiry and observation.  
 

4) Design activities to allow community members to practice the 
discovered behaviors. 
 

5) Monitor and evaluate the resulting project or initiative which further 
fuels change by documenting and sharing improvements as they occur, 
and helps the community discern the effectiveness of the initiative.   
 

What is Human Centered Design (HCD)? 
 

          HCD is an engineering design approach to product development 
that brings the user of a product into the process of designing the very 
product that they will utilize.8  While an improvement on traditional 
design techniques that are product focused rather than people focused, 
HCD still assumes something of a deficit in the community.  In other 
words, HCD assumes that if there is a problem in the community, then an 
adequate solution must not exist and therefore engineers and designers 
must identify these gaps and provide a solution in partnership with the 
community. 

Table 1.  Steps to PD Inquiry as they were applied in Vietnam and how they apply to AT and engineering design. 
Steps of Positive Deviance 
Inquiry 

Vietnam Case Study6 Application to Assistive Technology Intersection with Engineering Design  

1. Define the Problem 
     
Ask the PD question- “the     
Flip” 

Problem: Very high percentage of 
children in Vietnam are malnourished. 
  
Question: Are there children, from rural 
households in Vietnam, who are well-
nourished, whose families don’t have 
access to additional resources? 

Problem: Poor access to Assistive 
Technology  (AT) among people with 
disabilities in the Paso del Norte region. 
  
Question: Are there people with 
disabilities in the Paso del Norte region, 
who would benefit from utilizing PD, yet 
who have low or no access to AT and are 
successful in engaging with their 
environment despite this? 

In Human Centered Design (HCD), the first 
phase of the design process focuses on a 
people group of interest.  The goal of this 
phase is to identify an opportunity that needs 
to be addressed through the design of a 
product or service. 
For this study, the people group of interest is 
those individuals with disabilities in the Paso 
del Norte Region. The opportunity is the lack 
of access to AT. 

2. Determine Existence of 
Statistical Outliers 

In Vietnam, the community weighed a 
large percentage of the children to 
identify those children who were well-
nourished despite the fact that they did 
not have access to additional resources.   

Do data exist that might be used to 
identify individuals with disabilities who 
do not have access to AT or have limited 
access to AT and yet are successful in 
engaging with their environment? 

From there, we would identify lead users 
from the people group by examining data for 
statistical outliers -individuals with 
disabilities who do not have access to AT or 
have limited access to AT and yet are 
successful in engaging with their 
environment. 

3.  Discover uncommon but 
replicable behaviors and 
practices. 

Once the potentially Positively Deviant 
mothers were identified in Vietnam, the 
community spoke with these mothers and 
observed them to determine what 
practices they were engaging in that 
enabled them to have well-nourished 
children despite not having access to 
resources (i.e. cattle or rice to feed their 
children).  

Once potentially Positively Deviant 
individuals with disabilities are identified 
in step 2, the next step would be to speak 
with and observe these individuals to 
discover what uncommon practices they 
are using to successfully engage with their 
environment despite not having access or 
having very limited access to AT.   

Once the lead users are identified, we  begin 
Needs Elicitation (Customer Needs Analysis) 
through interviews, empathic experiences, 
and observation of the people in the user 
group.  

4. Design Intervention In Vietnam, the PD mothers taught other 
mothers throughout the community their 
feeding strategies using a “hearth.” 

This may be where individuals with 
disabilities who are identified as PDs can 
partner with engineers to develop AT that 
would be accessible to all.  

 A variety of possible solutions are then 
generated to solve the problem through co-
design with lead users (in this case, 
individuals identified as PDs). From the 
variety of ideas generated, an optimal 
solution would be chosen. 

5. Discern and Disseminate Children weighed across time after PD 
practices were learned.  Significant 
increase in well-nourished children 
documented. 

Based on how the community defines 
success we then select measures to 
document the impact of the PD 
intervention.  Examples of possible 
outcomes might include: 
1) AT Utilization  
2) Engagement with environment (i.e. 
community integration).   

The final stage in the design process consists 
of prototyping and full scale implementation 
of the solution. This includes both testing 
and validation of the product or service in it's 
intended use. 

PD and HCD: an Interdisciplinary 
Endeavor 

 
          HCD engineers and PD practitioners share the value of 
involving the community in developing solutions.  One 
limitation of HCD is that HCD engineers may be assuming 
that a solution does not exist when in fact there may be 
community members (PDs) who have found solutions 
without access to additional resources.  Engineers practicing 
HCD are therefore at risk of inadvertently introducing a 
solution that may not work as well as those already in use.  
The current limitation of PD is that it has traditionally been 
used for service-based solutions, rather than engineered 
products such as Assistive Technology (AT).  This study 
intends to merge the strengths of PD theory with those of 
HCD in the design of appropriate AT solutions for 
individuals in the Paso del Norte region where access to 
AT has been historically problematic.  Table 1 provides an 
overview of the steps to PD inquiry as they have been 
applied to malnutrition in Vietnam, how we would envision 
the steps unfolding for this interdisciplinary project, and how 
PD and HCD might merge to provide low cost, sustainable, 
and effective solutions. 
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Project Goal 
 

Our team has come together to embark on an 
interdisciplinary Positive Deviance Inquiry project 

aimed at solving the problem of AT access in the Paso 
del Norte region. We aim to integrate PD Inquiry with 

an engineering design approach, Human Centered 
Design (HCD), to harness the wisdom of the 

community in developing sustainable AT solutions. 


