


How to write a policy brief 

Training module adapted from “How to write a policy brief”, developed by the International Development Research Centre (IDRC), available at: https://idrc-crdi.ca/en/funding/resources-idrc-grantees/how-write-policy-brief
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What is a policy brief?

• A key tool to present research and recommendations to a non-specialized 
audience.

• Clear and concise stand-alone document that focuses on a single topic.

• Distills research findings in plain language and draws clear links to policy 
initiatives. 



Planning your policy brief

Vital elements of an influential policy brief:

• Purpose

• Audience

• Content

• Structure



Purpose

To inform readers of a particular issue, suggest possible policy options, and make 
recommendations. 

State your purpose from the start:

• maintain a laser focus on your direction

• communicate the urgency of the issue

• focus on the benefits and advantages of following your policy advice



Audience

Policy briefs should be accessible and targeted to a specific audience.

Before you begin writing, establish:

• who your prospective readers are

• their interest in and level of knowledge of the subject

• the information they will need to make a decision

• their openness to your recommendations



Structure

• The structure should lead the reader from problem to solution.

• Be clear about your policy recommendations and how they are supported by evidence.

• It should be audience-specific and reflect each audience’s interests. 

Tips:

 Some typical section headings are summary, context, analysis/discussion, 
considerations, conclusion/recommendation.



Structure

Key elements of an effective structure

• Executive summary

• Introduction

• Overview of the research or problem

• Examination of the findings

• Concluding section that explains the policy recommendations and implications of the 
research



Policy brief template

• There is no one-size-fits-all approach to writing policy briefs because the topic and 
audience will shape each one. 

• However, effective policy briefs tend to contain the same key elements and therefore 
have similar structures.



Executive summary

• Every policy brief should open with a short 
summary. 

• This could take the form of a few bullet points or a 
short paragraph or two.

• Regardless of which style you choose, condense the 
essence of the brief down to a few sentences.



Introduction

• The introduction should set up the rest of the document and clearly convey 
your argument. 

• The goal is to leave your readers with a clear sense of what your research 
is about while enticing them to continue reading.



Research overview

Provide a summary of the facts to describe the issues, contexts, and research methods. 
Focus on two main elements:

• 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.



Examination of the findings

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

•
The goal is to be convincing but ensure that your analysis is balanced and defensible. 



Conclusion or recommendation
• This final section should detail the actions recommended by research findings.

• Draw the link for your readers between the research findings and your recommendations. 

• Use persuasive language to present your recommendations, but ensure that all arguments are 
rooted firmly and clearly in evidence produced by the research. 

• You want your readers to be completely convinced that yours is the best advice.



Conclusion or recommendation
Examine the implications and the recommendations produced by the research.

• Implications are the effects that the research could have in the future. They are a soft but 
persuasive approach to describe the potential consequences of particular policies. 

• Follow up the implications with your recommendations. Beyond being descriptive, your 
recommendations should act as a call to action by stating precise, relevant, credible, and 
feasible next steps. 



Designing your policy brief

The design and presentation of your brief are important considerations and 
can help keep the reader engaged.

• Titles and headings

• Sidebars

• Lists

• Graphics

• Pictures


