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Imagine…

You’re an elected official serving on a committee that sets the standards cars must meet to 

pass the mandatory annual inspection. 

You know that this is a complex issue, and you’d like to learn more about existing policies, the 

effects of emissions on the environment and on public health, the economic consequences of 

different possible approaches, and more – you want to make an informed decision. 

But you don’t have time to research all of these issues… 
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You need a policy brief. 



What is a policy brief? 

• A communications tool that gives context to a problem and recommendations to non-specialists
• Concise, stand-alone document focused on a single policy topic
• Written in plain, straightforward language - avoids academic jargon
• Distils and summarises key research findings
• Draws clear links between research and policy initiatives
• Short format, ideally 2-6 pages
• May use visual aids like charts to highlight data
• Translates complex research into accessible, actionable advice
• Targets policymakers to inform decisions and initiatives
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Who is a policymaker?

• Government ministers
• Members of parliament
• Special advisors
• Civil servants

• key people, as it all starts with them
• Political parties

• Parties have research groups
• Think tanks
• Anyone who makes strategic decisions

• Principals of schools
• Board members
• Union leaders
• Business executives
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So, how do you do it?

Four main points:

• Purpose

• Audience

• Content

• Structure
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Purpose

To raise awareness about a specific problem, identify potential policy solutions, and provide 
concrete recommendations. 

• Be clear about your stance from the start:
• This is the issue
• This how urgent it is
• If you follow my (expert) advice, I can help you fix it

• Define what you would (realistically) consider a win.

Everything in your policy brief should be in service of the purpose, so be sure to write it out at 
the start of the journey. 

Ask yourself often throughout the process – am I still working towards the goal?
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Audience

Your goal with a policy brief isn’t to reach everyone, it’s to reach a specific group of people, 
sometimes very small in number. 

Defining your audience is perhaps the most important step:
• Who will be reading it? Where do they work? Which policies have they been involved in 
creating recently? Which events have they been to/spoken at recently? What is their dog’s 
name? 

• Write with them in mind. It is a luxury in academic/policy writing to know exactly who 
should/will be reading, so use this advantage. 

• How detailed is their knowledge of the subject? 
• How much authority do they have to dictate the policies you’re targeting? 

Everything in your policy brief should be in service of the purpose, so be sure to write it out at 
the start of the journey.
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Content

Results of two surveys of around 500 US and UK policymakers found that policymakers find 
much scholarly work inaccessible. 

They want researchers to write in plain language. 

Long reports are not useful – hence the need for policy briefs.
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Content

Guiding principles: clear, succinct, focussed

Effective policy briefs contain the same key elements and similar structures: 
• an executive summary/highlights
• an introduction
• an overview of the research or problem
• an examination of the findings
• a concluding section that provides policy recommendations
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Content

Title

A good title is crucial to capture the interest of your readers. 

It should immediately communicate the content of the brief in a memorable way. 

Base it on the main idea and include key words.
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Content

Executive Summary/Highlights:

• Every policy brief should open with a short summary. 
• This overview should be engaging and help busy readers quickly understand your 

argument.
• An effective executive summary/highlights should condense the essence of the brief down 

to a few sentences.
• The executive summary/highlights should always appear on the cover of the brief or at the 

top of the first page so that it is the first thing a reader will see.
• It can be helpful to write the executive summary/highlights last because you will gain clarity 

on its content as you draft the other sections.
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Content

Introduction

• The introduction should set up the rest of the document and clearly convey your argument. 
• In one or two paragraphs, define why you are writing the brief and express the urgency and 

importance of the topic to your audience. 
• A good introduction should contain all of the relevant information for your argument. 
• Describe the key questions of your analysis and your conclusions. 
• The goal is to leave your readers with a clear sense of what your research is about while 

enticing them to continue reading.

A good test: Read your introduction out loud to a person who is not familiar with the topic 
you’re writing about. The person should then be able to repeat the main purpose of the brief - 
what is this brief about and why it is important.
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Content

Research Overview

• This is one of the most important sections of the brief because it explains the reasoning 
behind your policy recommendations. In effect, this section describes the problem that your 
policy recommendations intend to solve.

• Provide a summary of the facts to describe the issues, contexts, and research methods. 
Focus on two main elements: the research approach and the research results.
• Research approach: explain how the study was conducted, who conducted it, how the 

data was collected, and any other relevant background information.
• Research results: paint a general picture of the research findings before moving on to the 

specifics. 
• Avoid jargon and overly technical language.
• Focus on highlighting the benefits and opportunities stemming from the research.

14



Content

Research Findings

• Should interpret the data in a way that is accessible and clearly connected to your policy 
advice. 

• Use active language.
• Be convincing, yet ensure that your analysis is balanced and fair.
• Clearly and comprehensively explain the findings and limitations of the research.
• Relate to concrete realities instead of abstract, theoretical constructs, so the reader will 

have a clear idea of the potential effects of policy initiatives.

15



Content

Conclusion and Recommendations

• Draw the link for your readers between the research findings and your recommendations. 
• Implications: “What I show above is X, that is why we need Y.”
• These can be in paragraphs or bullet points, but should always be numbered.
• You want your readers to be completely convinced that yours is the best advice.
• Think of the conclusion and recommendations as a mirror to your introduction: you are once 

again providing an overview of your argument, but this time you are underlining its strength 
rather than introducing it.
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Design

Text is not enough. We need to be visually stimulated.

Good design can keep the reader engaged.
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Design

Titles and Headers

• Titles are reference points and lead the readers
• Use subheadings or headings to break up the text and highlight each section's main topic.
• Make headings more interesting with active verbs.
• Ask questions in headings to make readers curious.
• Keep headings informative but concise.
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Design

Information Boxes

These visually break up the content and 
improve readability.

They should be:
• Brief
• Descriptive
• Engaging
• Action-focused
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Design

Graphics/Standout Quotes

Serves many purposes:
• Reinforces your argument
• Highlights key information
• Catches the attention of skimmers

Use different visuals depending on your audience

Include captions for photos, to explain the content to the reader and make things more 
personable
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Over to you, Nidhi. 
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Seven points towards enhancing the effectiveness of translating research into actionable policy advice 
Or/and translating research results into policy advice:

1. Effective Communication: Summarize research findings in clear, accessible language through policy briefs 
to facilitate understanding and action.

2. Stakeholder Engagement: Collaborate with policymakers and community partners throughout the research 
process to ensure relevance and increase adoption chances.

3. Implementation Science: Use implementation science methods to design studies directly applicable to 
real-world policy contexts.

4. Mixed-Methods Approaches: Combine quantitative and qualitative data to comprehensively understand 
policy implications, capturing outcomes and experiences.

5. Timing and Relevance: Align research with current policy priorities and provide timely evidence to enhance 
the likelihood of uptake.

6. Building Relationships: Foster ongoing relationships between researchers and policymakers to facilitate 
knowledge exchange and improve research adoption.

7. Considering Context: Account for the specific political, social, and economic factors influencing the adoption 
of research findings in the policy environment.
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Thank you!
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