
How to Write a Compelling 
Policy Brief

T. S. Jayne

MwAPATA Capacity Development Seminar #1
October 20, 2020



What is a policy brief?

1. 2- to 6-page summary of a longer report (shorter is 
generally better)

2. For a mainstream audience – no jargon
• Heterogeneous à diverse or varying
• Endogeneity  à difficult to attribute causality
• Market failures à state what the issue really is

3. Crisp sentences – journalistic style
4. Hyperlink where appropriate for details and 

references



Good policy briefs quickly answer the 
following questions:

• Why is the topic important?  (what is the 
wider debate that the study connects to ?)

• What motivated the need for this study?

• What are the key findings?

• Who should care about the study’s findings?

• What are the implications of the findings for 
the various intended audiences?



A few tips

1. ‘Highlights’ on page 1 (now common with 
many journals)

2. Think about the issues that policy makers ask 
pertaining to the report.  Provide clear 
responses to these questions

3. Avoid preaching:  
• use of terms like “policy makers must…”  reword to 

“the Government of Malawi’s agricultural policy 
goals would be more effectively achieve if….”



A few tips (continued)

4. State briefly the methods underlying the report’s 
findings, leave details to the main report -- no 
econometric equations or tables (not the place to 
demonstrate analytical prowess J)

5. Hyperlink in policy brief to the main report 
(directs readers to full report with one click)

6. Hyperlink to other references and detailed 
analytical work
• don’t load up the brief with many citations (maybe 
• look at The Conversation as a guide



Blogs

1. Blogs of 1000 words or less have in many 
ways overtaken the role of policy briefs.  
• The main remaining rationale for policy briefs is 
• Targeted to a specific audience -- specific guidance to 

policy makers and donors 
• Blogs are more broader audiences



Three general types of articles

examples

Disciplinary Is the induced innovation theory of Hayami and Ruttan correct?

Test of the rational vs. adaptive expectations hypothesis of 
price expectations

Subject 
matter

How are African farming systems responding to climate 
change?

What will be the skills sets demanded of university graduates in 
2035?

Problem 
solving

Strategies for protecting rural communities from the effects of 
COVID19

Is liming a cost-effective investment for farmers on acidic soils?



Comparative advantages of 
policy briefs vs. blogs

Appropriate for

Policy briefs Blogs

Disciplinary research Generally no Yes

Subject matter research Potentially Yes 

Problem solving research that 
responds to the interests of 
specific audiences (governments, 
donor organizations, foundations)

Yes No



Features of compelling (and read) 
policy briefs and blogs

• The single most important factor determining 
how well read your policy brief will be is 
choice of issue 
– of the main report on which your policy brief is 

based, i.e., asking the right question in the first 
place

• The second most important factor is how you 
present the topic on page 1 (title, highlights, 
first paragraph – see slides 3, 4 and 5)



Choosing a topic (for the main report 
on which the policy brief is based)

1. Problem statement: 
• what is the problem and how does your analysis guide 

policy makers on the way forward?
2. Discover the current cutting edge by talking to the 

academic leaders in the field and ask them about 
their current research activities

3. Read the relevant literature – iterative process 
between stages 1-3

4. Identify early on which kind of contribution(s) you are 
aiming for:  
– Disciplinary (consider a blog)
– Subject Matter (consider a blog)
– Problem Solving  (policy briefs are most relevant for this 

type)



Best wishes for an impactful 
research career at MwAPATA


