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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This presentation introduces a framework for policy change that we use at PRB, that provides a structure for the policy change process and identifies strategic entry points for research to inform the process
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Outline 

1. Writing for policy audiences 
 General overview of style and content 

2. Writing a policy brief 
 Structure and unique content for policy briefs 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
First, we’ll focus generally on writing for policy audiences. No matter the actual product you are writing, these are the elements of style, content, and writing skills that apply to ALL writing for policy audiences. 

Second, we’ll focus on the particulars of writing a policy brief, such as the structure, content, etc. A policy brief is a common format for providing information to policymakers – the format is short, succinct, and includes some recommendations about how to apply the information. 
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Forget Everything You Learned About 
Writing in University! 
Policy writing is unlike academic writing: 

 Different audience 
 Different writing style 
 Different structure (the end comes first) 
 Shorter length 
 Emphasis on interpretation, analysis, and 

proposed actions 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Well, maybe not quite everything you learned in University. But policy writing is VERY different from academic writing – you have a different audience, who often doesn’t know much about the research methodologies and approaches you are using. You need to apply a different style, that is more conversational and straightforward. There is a different structure, where the end comes first and you make sure to convey your main message right up front. We use a shorter length, and emphasis on interpreting the key findings and proposing specific action based on the research. 
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Researchers are from Mars;  
Policy-Makers are from Venus 

 “Researchers and policy-makers do not 
speak the same professional language, 
e.g., independent/dependent/exogenous 
variables, selection bias, error, variance, 
interaction terms” etc, etc!  

 Bridging organizations (like PRB) act as 
middlemen, identifying important policy 
issues and making them accessible to 
policy- makers and the general public 

Source: P. Feldman, P. Nadash and M. Gursen, Improving Communication Between Researchers and Policy Makers in 
Long-Term Care, or Researchers are from Mars; Policy makers are from Venus, The Gerontologist, 41:312-321, 2001  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is a quote from an older paper, but still relevant. 

Researchers and policy makers do not speak the same language. Think about it – if you tried to conduct research with two groups – one researchers and one policymakers – you wouldn’t assume that those two groups were comparable. We would assume that there are some differences between these two groups, and so if you want to communicate with the policymakers, you need to do it differently than you would with your own group of academics and researchers. 

In the end, it is you as social scientists, economists and public health specialists who are responsible for, and must take the initiative, to convey the findings of your research to policy makers in a format that they can understand and can use to influence and change policy. 
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Poorly Translated Information is Not 
Used 
 Translating research is an acquired skill 
 Policy makers have information overload 
 Policy makers prefer information that is: 

 Concise 

 Focuses on main points 

 Has unambiguous implications of findings 

 Provides clear guidance on how to proceed 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It is true that poorly translated information is not used. Much useful dissertation research never has the policy impact it might have had.

Did you have a single graduate course that focused on making research accessible to policy audiences?

One can learn how to translate research to a policy communication.

Policy makers and increasingly the general public have information overload. They will not be reading your journal articles, much less your dissertation. 
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Planning – Be Strategic 

Follow these steps before writing: 
1. Identify your audience(s)  
2. Decide on your objective:  what do you want 

your audience to know and do? 
3. Identify 2-3 main messages 
 

 Select only the information you need to get these 
messages across 

 Create an outline that best conveys your 
messages 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If you have invested in conducting research that has relevance to policy makers or the public, you need to think about what you want to convey, to which audiences.

These steps should look similar to some of the things you learned about in developing a communication strategy, and the communication strategy worksheet that you will be using. In order to write successfully, you MUST complete steps 1-3 first. 

And then these bottom two bullets are essential parts of the process – you won’t be able to include ALL of the information that you want to. So the process of paring down the information and selecting only what you need starts at the beginning, and will likely continue until your final draft. �
At PRB, we follow these strategies. After we develop a draft outline, we share it with donors, experts, and other key stakeholders and get their buy-in before we proceed. 
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Style 

 Use non-technical language 

 Write in a conversational style, as in a 
newspaper article 

 Use sub-headings to break up information  

 Spell out acronyms and define terms 

 Insert citations as numbered endnotes  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Use non-technical language. Assume that you are explaining your findings to a professional who does not work in your field. If you need to use specialized terms to convey the information, make sure to define them the first time they appear in the text.
Try to write in a conversational style, as a newspaper article would be written. Avoid passive voice (sentences lacking a subject, or agent) and other abstract language. For policymakers, you want to the information to be as concrete as possible. 
Use subheadings and bulleted text to break up the information and allow for quick scanning. A busy reader should be able to glance through the brief quickly to see what is relevant for her/him. Also, use the sub-headings to convey part of your message. Instead of “Findings on child marriage”, try “Child marriage is not declining”. 
Spell out acronyms the first time and use the abbreviation thereafter. (Exception: HIV/AIDS does not need to be spelled out.) Try to avoid having so many acronyms that the reader cannot remember them. 
You must always reference data sources, as you would in a research paper. Insert citations as numbered endnotes in your text, so that your list of references appears at the end of the document and does not disrupt the flow of reading. 
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Headings and Sub-headings 

 Rename the sections of your outline to 
avoid using dull and off-putting headings 
such as “Background” and “Findings”  
 

 Descriptive phrases give a glimpse of the 
information and entice the reader to 
continue 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Headings like ‘background’ and ‘findings’ are dull. After you’ve written a draft, you can create new headings and subheadings to replace those in the original outline, emphasizing the main points of each section. 

Busy readers tend NOT to read documents through from the beginning to the end – they skip around for the pieces of most interest or relevance. Descriptive sub-headings help them to find interesting parts to read. If you get them to start reading – even if it’s in the middle of your brief – they might continue to the end. This is particularly true for writing for the web, where experts estimate that the average viewer won’t read more than 25% of the content on the page. A descriptive heading will help them decide which parts to read, and might help draw them in to read even more. 

So for example, a brief about child marriage might have the heading, “Child marriage is a problem around the world” instead of “background”. A brief about domestic violence in Egypt might have the heading, “Less-privileged women at higher risk” instead of “findings”. 
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Data and Graphics 

 Graphs are visually better than tables 
 No more than 8-10 data points  

 Some graphs are effective with only 2-4 data 
points 

 Bar graphs should be two-dimensional only! 

 Headings should be non-technical and 
convey the key findings 

 Always include a caption describing the 
graphic 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We like to include visuals in all of our written products. If you are sharing quantitative data in the writing, usually you would want to include a graph or table. If you are sharing qualitative data, or for some reason the content does not lend itself well to a graph, you might at least try to include a photograph or map to give some context to the written content. 

Graphs are visually better than tables but are not always feasible.
Tables are useful for summarizing data and displaying clear differences that might not stand out in a paragraph form.

Similar to the sub-headings you use to break up text, titles and headings for graphics, whether they are photos, graphs, or tables, should be non-technical and convey the key findings 
And no matter what it is, ALWAYS include a caption that describes the image or conveys part of your message.
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Lead, but Don’t Mislead 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In writing for policy audiences, you have an opportunity to set the direction of discussion and decision-making, but at the same time, you have an obligation not to misrepresent the facts by selectively choosing only the data that supports your arguments. 

Simplify as much as possible, while retaining fairness and accuracy.
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Other Tips on Using Data 

 Never use regression coefficients!!! 
 Convert odds ratios to whole numbers or 

percentages 
 Label clearly the x and y-axes  
 Select the data necessary  
 Use round numbers rather than decimals 
 If you have qualitative findings, include 

some quotes 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Both in the writing itself and in the graphs and figures, there are some other key elements about using data. 

Avoid using regression coefficients (instead, discuss strong, weak, positive or negative associations).
Convert odds ratios to whole numbers or percentages.
Label clearly what the x and y-axes represent on graphs. 
Select the data necessary for your figure – chances are, you won’t want to show all of the data you generated; select just the numbers needed to show a trend or relationship, being careful not to distort the findings. And DON’T use STATA, SPSS, or other statistical output tables – recreate them to be simple, clear, and so that formatting is consistent throughout the brief.
Avoid decimals; use round numbers whenever appropriate (e.g., literacy rates, contraceptive prevalence rates, etc., but not the total fertility rate, which is a single digit and needs one decimal place).
If you have qualitative findings, some representative quotes are generally good to provide some detail missing from quantitative findings, and quotes can illustrate key points supported by the data.
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Get Feedback 
 When the written product is in good shape 

and you’ve reviewed it for errors, ask several 
people to review it 

 Ask your “test audiences” to tell you: 
 Is it accessible and readable? 
 What are the key messages? Are they 

clear?  
 Are the arguments or recommendations 

persuasive? 
 Respond to reviewer comments 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It’s always useful to ask one or more persons to read your writing.  If you have time, ask several people to review it.  Ask your reviewers, who are your “test audiences,” what the key messages are. If they answer differently than what you expected, revisit your draft and ask yourself and your reviewers how you can make your arguments and recommendations more clear and persuasive. 

(Also, do your reviewers the favor of re-reading it and correcting errors before you pass it on to them!)
�At PRB, we have briefs reviewed by both internal and external reviewers to make sure we are accurate, up to date and comprehensible in the policy implications and recommendations sections of our briefs. Listing those who reviewed your brief in the acknowledgements lends some credibility to your brief. 
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Policy Brief 

 Concise overview of a specific issue 
 Examines the context surrounding this 

issue for decisionmakers and policy 
advocates  
 Journalists, educators, and students may also 

use briefs to become informed about the 
latest research on a given topic 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So now we are moving on to the specifics of writing a Policy Brief. 

A policy brief is a… [read slide]
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Policy Brief 

 Audience: Specific 
 May be narrow or broad 

 Length: 4 pages or less (single-spaced) 
  Approximately 1,500 – 2,000 words 
 Some can be 6 or 8 pages 

 Content: Include implications and 
recommended actions 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The audience for a policy brief is specific. Depending on the topic, you may have a very narrow or more broad audience, but it must be clearly defined. For example, if your topic is integration of family planning and maternal/child health services in Uganda, your audience might be narrowly defined as policymakers and leaders in the Ministry of Health. On the other hand, if your topic is population and food security in Africa, your audience may be more broadly defined as national-level policymakers in sub-Saharan African countries. While PRB policy briefs tend to have more broad audiences, most of you will be writing for more narrowly defined audiences. 

Length - We call these “policy briefs” because they are in fact short, especially compared to your dissertation or journal articles. About 4 pages is generally the best balance of brevity and including sufficient information; some “briefs” do stretch to 6 or 8 pages at most. ��The Global Health Council conducted research on Capitol Hill with US policy makers and found that Hill staff preferred policy information to be “short, shorter and shortest!” – as short as feasible to convey  the information. They most preferred a one-page brief, front and back if necessary. 

Remember – you CAN give your audience additional materials to review if they want more detail. You just have to accept that they might not read it – so make sure only the key data is included in the brief. 

When it comes to content, the policy brief is distinctive by urging the audience to ACTION. Policy briefs include specific recommended actions for the audience to take on the given issue. Your implications are the bridge that interpret and contextualize the findings, making the connection to the recommendations. 
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Policy Brief: Process 

1. Identify your audience(s)  
2. Decide on your objective:  what do you want 

your audience to know and do? 
3. Identify 2-3 main messages 
4. Write 2-3 recommendations 
5. Select only the information you need to get 

these messages across 
6. Create an outline that best conveys your 

messages 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is a re-cap of the policy writing planning process we reviewed earlier, but a key step for the policy brief is step #4. 

Before you start writing, you need to know how the brief will end: What is your final recommendation for your audience? Only after you decide what the final recommendations will be will you know what is the right data to include in the brief. So after you’ve completed steps 1-4, and AFTER you’ve drafted your final recommendation, you can begin to select the appropriate data and information for the brief, and create an outline. 





© 2011 Population Reference Bureau. All rights reserved. www.prb.org 

Policy Brief: Suggested Outline 

 Introduction  
 Summary/Overview 
 Background 

 Key Messages 
 Research findings 
 Implications 

 Recommendations 
 Conclusion 

Presenter
Presentation Notes

You will use this general outline as much as feasible for the policy briefs you will write during this fellowship. These headings might be helpful to you in the process of planning and outlining your brief, but as we mentioned before, you should use descriptive phrases for sections within the final brief. 
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Summary/Overview 

 Summarize the contents, including 
conclusions and recommendations, in one 
or two short paragraphs  
 State why it is an important issue 

 Give highlights of findings 

 Indicate whether actions are recommended 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Unlike a journal article, a policy brief usually presents the summary of conclusions and recommendations in the first couple of paragraphs. 
�You want the reader to know up front what the research findings are and the implications- just enough to wet their appetites to read the whole brief. 

A policy brief has to grab the reader’s attention from the get-go. Remember, these are very busy people!
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Background 

 Explain why this issue is important  

 Include background information/data on 
the country, area, issue or program 
presented  

 State what previous research has shown 
or what previous policies/programs have 
achieved (or not) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Once you’ve interested the reader with your summary/overview, move on to the background section- why is this issue important? What has previous research shown?
�The benefit of writing a policy brief based on your dissertation research is that you have recently done a very thorough literature review and this part should be  relatively easy. 

There is an important difference, though: through the literature review for your dissertation, you have to make the case for why your research adds something NEW to the literature base. Be careful here – in most cases, policymakers don’t want to think that this is the only source of data on the topic, so try to avoid highlighting the gaps of previous research. Rather, tell them how this new data builds and enhances the knowledge base, so that now we know more than ever before. 
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Key Findings 

 Divide your findings into issue areas, 
presented in sub-sections  
 

 Include tables or graphs to support your 
principal findings (embed in text) 
 

 Number your figures and refer to them in 
the text, i.e.: (see Figure 1)  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Findings are generally divided into subsections with key messages or issue areas defined by sub-headings. 
�Tables, graphs and text boxes provide visual interest but also call attention to key points. 
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Policy Implications 

 Explain why the research findings are 
important for policies: 

 What policy issues arise from the findings?   

 Are there underlying causes to be addressed? 

 Is the evidence sufficient to support action 
now?   

 Mention whether solutions have been 
tried, and whether they have been 
effective 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The policy implications will be very dependent on the specific research. 

Your implications will answer the “So What?” question - What does this research mean?

Be sure to support your statements with your thorough review of the literature and note whether previous efforts have been made to address the same or similar problem. 

*** Remember that policy implications have been introduced and defined already, in the Making the Case presentation, so you don’t need to dwell on what implications are. 
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Recommendations 

 Recommendations must flow from 
evidence presented 

 Give specific interventions or actions 
needed, and by whom 

 Support recommendations with your 
findings and other literature/ experience 
on the topic   

 Start with an action verb and make them 
SMART 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Your recommendations come at the end, but remember that crafting recommendations is actually one of the first steps you take in planning your brief. They must be clearly linked to the evidence you present throughout the brief.

Familiarity with the literature is again important. If your research findings do not lead to clear policy recommendations, you may need to specify the type of research needed to answer the remaining questions. 
�Write recommendations by starting with an action verb, and the extent that is feasible and realistic for you, make them SMART. Who remembers what SMART stands for? (Specific, Measurable, Action-Oriented, Realistic, and Timebound)

Remember that it may not always be feasible for each recommendation to meet all the SMART criteria – but you should think about each of those criteria as you develop the recommendation, and make a careful decision about why it should or should not meet the criteria. 

*** Remember that recommendations have been introduced and defined already, in the Making the Case presentation, so you don’t need to dwell them – just quickly review what SMART recommendations are, but that all criteria might not always be feasible. 
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 Conclusions should be brief (because they 
should have appeared earlier) 

 Remind the reader why action is needed, 
and the consequences of inaction 

 Consider adding a positive note that looks 
toward the future 

Concluding Statements 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Perhaps your positive note is that you envision a brighter future if the actions you recommend are implemented! 
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Edit and Critique 

 All good writing is 
improved with 
revision 

 Use the Policy Brief 
Checklist to critique 
your brief 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
After you’ve written your brief, edit carefully, revise, and be critical of your own work. 

We’ve developed a checklist to help you in this – it’s included in your binder, and summarizes most of the writing principles we’ve just reviewed. If you can check every box on this list, you’re doing well. 
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Get on the Same Planet 

 Policymakers do not read academic journals  
 Translating your research for policy makers is 
   a more reliable route to “making a difference” 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So, if Researchers are indeed from Mars and Policy Makers from Venus (or vice versa), it is important to get on the same planet or page with them if you want results. 

The evidence suggests that policy makers do not read academic journals. Even if they seek out research findings, the research needs to be expressed in their native tongue. 

It is probably true that many of you are pursuing your degrees because you want to contribute to economic and social development and hope your research will provide insights into pressing issues that are facing your country or the global community.

We hope you will come away from this course with both the tools and the desire to inform policy makers about your research and what you’d like to see come from it. 
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Learn More 

 Feldman, P., Nadash, P., and Gursen, M. Improving Communication 
Between Researchers and Policy Makers in Long-Term Care, or 
Researchers are from Mars; Policy makers are from Venus. The 
Gerontologist. 41:312-321, 2001.  

 Hennink, M & Stephenson, R. Using research to inform health policy: 
Barriers and strategies in developing countries. J of Health Comm 
2005; 10:2, 163-180.  

 Proscio, T. Bad words for good: How foundations garble their message 
and lose their audience. The Edna McConnell Clark Foundation. 2001.  
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