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Writing for policymakers

Å Policymakers are busy

ÅThey do not have time to read long reports

Å Most policymakers are not subject specialists

ÅThey may not understand jargon and complicated explanations

Å Policymakers have conflicting sources of information

ÅThey want information presented clearly and concisely, without long winded 
explanations

ÅThey are more likely to read something that looks attractive, appears 
interesting and is short and easy to read

http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2014/03/11/what-do-policymakers-want/

http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2014/03/11/what-do-policymakers-want/


Notions of evidence

Policymakers

Å Colloquial 

Å Anything that seems 
reasonable

Å Policy relevant

Å Timely

Å Clear message

Researchers

Å Scientific 

Å Proven empirically

Å Theoretically driven

Å As long as it takes

Å Caveats and qualifications

Lomas et al, 2005



Writing for policymakers

ü Clear messages and purpose

ü Summarisethe research and present cohesive arguments for a 
particular course of action (recommendations)

ü Present information in a short, easily digestible form, using 
language that a non-specialistcan understand

ü Make it visually engaging using photos, graphs, charts



In this resource

Å Learn how to develop key messages

Å Introduce policy briefs: what, who and why?

Å Explore what makes a good policy brief

Å Plan a policy brief: audience, messages, problem, recommendations

Å Write the outline of a policy brief

Å Consider what format and design to use

Å Develop a KEMRI guide/template for future briefs



Main findings of 
the research

What is most 
important to the 
target audience

Å The main points of information you want your audience to hear, 
understand and remember

Å Clarify meaning and provide the takeaway headline of the issue

Å Can be used in a variety of communication materials ςpolicy 
briefs, press materials, speeches, twitter

What are key messages?



Key messages



What makes a good message?

Å Concise: short, to the point

Å Simple: single most important thing to say, using clear language

Å Relevant: to your audience and what they need to know

Å Credible: based on evidence, told from a trusted source

Å Memorable: easy to recall and repeat

Å Compelling: stimulates action



Simplifying messages

άLǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƛŘŜŀ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
own will make progress very quickly, perhaps in a year or two. 
However, if that person worked with a team - of about eight - 20 
people in a small business or 100-200 if it is a bigger company - they 
ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƎǊƻǿ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜΦέ 



Simplifying messages

άLŦ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ŦŀǎǘΣ Ǝƻ ŀƭƻƴŜΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ŦŀǊΣ Ǝƻ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦέ 



How to make messages stick 

Tell a good (human interest) story



How to make messages stick 

Tell the unexpected



How to make messages stick 

Provide a solution 
to a problem



Process of drafting key messages

Prove itMake it stick
Findthe coreof 

the message

ÅWho is the target 
audience and what are 
they interested in?

ÅWhat overarching 
message do you want 
to tell the audience?

o Research finding

o Recommendation

o Research activities

o Research impact

ÅWhy is the message 
important to the 
audience?

ÅWhy should they care 
about it?

ÅWhat about the 
study/findings is 
unique or different?

ÅDoes it offer a solution 
to a problem?

ÅWhat information 
substantiates the 
messages?

ÅWhat facts, figures and 
statistics can you use?

ÅAre there any 
statements that can be 
quoted from the 
research(ers)?

REFINE TEST FINALISE UPDATE



RESYST example

Message: Governmentsshouldspend at least5% of GDP on health to 
ensure Universal Health Coverage 

Audience: Treasury, Ministries of Health, Media

Frame:

Å <5%+ is not sufficient to provide essential health services to all, 
and could force people into poverty from paying for care.

Å This target will hold to account Governments who have 
committed to achieving Universal Health Coverage by 2030

Evidence/facts: Government spending on health of more than 5% of 
GDP is required to achieve a conservative target of 90% coverage of 
maternal and child health services.
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What is a policy brief?

Å A concise, stand alone publication that focuses on a particular 
issue requiring policy attention

Å Presents a problem, solution and gives clear policy 
recommendations or implications

Å Provides evidence to support the reasoning behind these 
recommendations

Å Promotes some kind of change: in law, health policies or 
regulations, agency funding priorities, organisational practices or 
programme implementation

Å Written in a professional style that is easy to understand without 
specialised knowledge



Who are policy briefs for?

Å Depends on the aim of the specific brief - finding the right target 
is crucial to ensuring it will be read.

ÅNational actors: individuals who make or change government 
legislation, e.g. members of parliament, local politicians, heads of 
state, civil servants

ÅRegional and international policy actors: regional parliamentary 
representatives or delegates (e.g. African Union), individuals or groups 
from WHO, DFID

ÅIntermediaries: Individuals or groups who influence policymakers, e.g. 
lobbyists, advisors to government, think tanks, media, NGOs



Why use a policy brief?

Å Preferred form of 
communication by those 
making policy decisions

Å 79% of policy actors from 
LMIC and HIC rated policy 
briefs as a key tool

Å Acts like a business card for 
researchers



What makes a good policy brief?

ü Clear purpose, expressed early in the text

ü Cohesive argument supported by quality evidence

ü Relevant ςconnection to policymaker and context

ü Feasible recommendations

ü Clear language and writing style ςeasily understood by non-
specialist

ü Visually engaging ςuse of charts, graphs, photos



Structure and content

Briefs can also contain:

Å Key points

Å Opinion-piece/comment 

Å Quotes

Å Boxes (case studies, 
definitions, lists) 

Å Charts and graphics

Å Photos

Å Author information

Å Acknowledgements

Å References and useful links

Å Logos



Steps in planning a brief

Audiences

Findings

ÅWho is the audience?

Problem
ÅWhat is the problem or issue in focus? 
ÅWhy is it an important? 

Solution/ 
recommendations

ÅWhat recommendations will you 
make? 

ÅWhat did the research find?
ÅHow should the findings be framed? 

Aim ÅWhat is the aim of the brief?



Recommendations

What policy changes or actions do the research findings point to?

Good recommendations

üAre backed by the evidence

üFlow from your argument

üAre specific and self-contained

üAre appropriate for the audience

üAre practical and realistic

üAre easy to find



Recommendations ςexample from RESYST 

Says who they 

are for

Headline 

message

Details, explain how 

recommendations 

can be achieved

http://resyst.lshtm.ac.uk/sites/resyst.lshtm.ac.uk/files/docs/reseources/Recentralisation within decentralisation.pdf


Implications

Å Describe what the research thinks will be the consequences

Å Are less direct then recommendations

Å Useful when advice is not requested

Å Softer approach but can still be persuasive



Implications ςexample from RESYST 

Explain why the 

findings are important 

for policy

Policy options, but 

with softer language
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Structure and content



Introduction (10-15%)

Å Introduces the topic ςwhat is the problem?

Å Explains the importance of the issue 

Å May give a brief overview of the conclusions or the direction of 
the brief



Methodology/about the study (5-10%)

Can convey authority, credibility, weight and tone

Å How did the project or study aim to address the problem?

Å What did you do? 

ÅDescription of the research and analysis activities 

ÅWhat methods were used to conduct the study?

Å Avoid overly technical language, highlight unique methods or data 
collection



Study results (30%)

Å What did the study or project find?

Å Including general and specific information 

Å Conclusions should be based on evidence, data and findings

Å Use sub-headings for each section



Implications or recommendations (30%)

Å What policy changes or actions do the results point to?

Å Implications are less direct than recommendations

Å 9ǾŜƴ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳŀƪŜ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǿƘŀǘ 
ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘΥ ά¢ƘŜ ²Ih ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜǎΧέ

Å Identify 3 (most practical, relevant) recommendations and 
elaborate on these

Å May go on the first page ςas part of the summary, or in a 
separate box



References and useful resources (10%)

Å Link to journal article and other related publications

Å If synthesising evidence, cite a list of references

Å How many?



Executive summary (10%)

Usually written last although it appears on the first page

ÅClearly states the aim and main messages of the brief

Å9ƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ŎŀǇǘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ 

ÅAn outline of the structure of the brief

ÅSometimes printed in box or bigger type



Executive summary (10%)

Problem, 

frames the 

issue

Solution ïkey 

research 

finding and 

unexpected 

finding

Aim 

Outline of 

content 
Target audience 


