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How to write policy briefings

Summary

• Policy engagement: Many different ways to engage with policymakers and 
arenas 

• Many ways to communicate your research: products and tools

• Why do we write policy briefings in SEI and S4A

• Elements of a policy briefing

• How to write the different elements

• Samples from previous SUMERNET projects
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Many different ways to engage with 
policymakers and arenas 

• At different levels – community, local 
agency/body, Line agency, to subdistrict and 
provincial to watershed, national, regional and 
international

• Direct and formal – meetings, field visits

• Indirect or informal – through media, civil 
society and policy influencers, workshops and 
conferences

• Specific interventions: policy workshops, 
policy dialogue forums, etc.

• Timely or topical policy interventions and 
activities: during national development 
planning, before key ministerial meetings, …

Policy engagement
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Communicating your research 

(different products depending on your 
audience)

Many different products and tools 
for information and engagement

• Enhance visibility of your project 
(website, branding, newsletters, 
social media, …)

• Improve media outreach skills 
(S4A media grants), op-eds, blogs

• Multimedia: Short videos, 
podcasts, infographics 

• Briefings: policy briefing (shorter), 
discussion/synthesis brief, working 
ppr (longer, more in-depth) 

• Translation to local languages
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Why do we write policy briefs in 
S4A research projects? 
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Policy-makers are a key 
audience for S4A. 

Here’s what we know 
about them: 

They are busy and 
have little time. 

They don’t know our 
subjects in-depth or 

understand our jargon. 

They’re focused on what they 
can do. 

What they want most is 
information they can act on. 

= > We need to provide a concise, 
compelling and actionable 

summary of our work.



Choosing your topic
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Elements of an 
S4A policy brief

Basics:

• • 2-3 pages of text (approx. 
1,000 - 2,000 words)
• • 1-2 photos
• • 3 sections: key findings, 
main text, recommendations

Add if needed: 

• Credit box w/ authors and 
source publication info, 
references

• Layout to 2-4 pg (eg. Flyer)
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Elements in a S4A policy brief
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Key findings
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• 3-5 bullet points, ~ 250 
words, 50-80 w. per item
• Summary of main text, focus 
on YOUR findings
• No recommendations, ‘just 
the facts’



Body text

• ~1000-1,500 words, plus 
graphics

• Include introduction with 
context & project info; 
conclusion is also nice, but 
optional.

• GOOD: concrete 
examples, clear & concise 
data; simple, clear, direct 
language

• BAD: jargon, alphabet 
soups, undefined terms, 
assumptions (‘surely 
everyone knows “RDS” and 
NBS?”)
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Policy 
recommendations

• 2-5 lines optimal length; 
flexible on title

• Focus on actionable 
points & be specific: who 
should do what, how & 
why?

• Place name of research 
project and your contact 
info at end
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Template available
“Writing policy briefings” (under Strategies and Tools)
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Support

• S4A comms can provide editing and review support. (If already budgeted, we can 
also provide design and lay out.) 



Thank you!

rajesh.daniel@sei.org
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Writing policy briefs is hard (especially if you’re drafting in English). 
But you’ll get better with practice. 

If you need advice, please do contact us for help!


