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About this session

1. What is a policy briefing and why write one?

2. Identifying your audience 

3. Policy writing vs academic writing 

4. Writing your briefing

5. How to use your briefing



By the end of this workshop you will…

• Recognise different approaches to influencing policy 

• Know what a policy briefing is and how it differs from other types of 
publication 

• Understand what policymakers value in a policy briefing 

• Develop your understanding of how to identify key messages 

• Have some potential strategies to use your policy briefing to achieve 
research impact



The Heseltine Institute 

The University of Liverpool’s in-house ‘think tank’ 
and policy research team. 

4 main areas of work: 
• Research and thought leadership covering a 

broad range of urban and regional issues

• Knowledge exchange: promoting partnerships 
between the university and local partners 

• Capacity building: mobilising the work of staff and 
students for public policy impact

• Evidence-based public policy: assisting local 
partners with policy development and research 



Heseltine Institute Policy Briefings 

• Launched April 2020 in response to Covid-19 

• Aimed to facilitate rapid knowledge exchange

• Over 50 briefings published so far

• Series 2 launched September 2021: Recovery 
and Renewal – wider focus on range of policy 
issues

• 4 themes:  
- Economic futures
- Inequalities
- Climate change and resilience
- Public service innovation 



Influencing policymakers 

• Policymaking is rarely ‘evidenced-
based’…but it can be ‘evidence-
informed’ if advocates act effectively 
(Mayne et al 2018). 

• Policy change rarely happens quickly 
and directly – but sometimes a 
window opens. 

• The policymaking landscape is 
complex and multi-scalar – important 
to understand who the main 
influences are and who ultimately 
makes decisions. 

• You are the expert – policymakers will 
value your knowledge. 

Kingdon (1984) Multiple 
Streams Approach 



3 approaches for academics seeking to influence policy

Approach Summary Benefits Costs

The ‘State-the-Facts’ 
Approach

Using tools such as social 
media and systematic 
reviews to improve 
engagement – simply 
providing content for others 
to engage with.

• Easy for academics to 
maintain independence

• Can be quick
• Can be low cost 

• Not particularly effective 
at achieving policy 
change

• Misunderstands 
practicalities of policy 
change

The Storytelling 
Approach 

Crafting attractive narratives 
with the explicit aim of 
shaping policy options.

• Makes an emotional 
appeal to policy change 

• Can appeal more 
effectively to 
policymakers than ‘dry’ 
facts

• Can be tempting to be 
selective with data

• Relies on having personal 
charisma to engage 
diverse audiences

The Co-Production 
Approach

Collaborating with 
policymakers and those 
impacted by policy to 
produce research.

• Demonstrated to be an 
effective way of 
promoting evidence to 
shape policy

• Time consuming
• Ethically complex
• Vulnerable to external 

shocks
• Hard to maintain 

independence?

Oliver & Cairney (2019) ‘The Dos and Don’ts of influencing policy: a systematic review of advice to academics’. 



Identifying your audience:
what is a policymaker?  

• Politicians: national / regional / local

• Special advisors (SPADs)

• Civil servants

• Public sector organisations (e.g. NHS)

• Charities 

• Think tanks

• Pressure groups 

• Trade bodies 

• Businesses 



What is a policy briefing? 

• A concise summary of a particular issue

• Some policy options to deal with the 
issue

• A recommendation (or 
recommendations) on the best option 

• Typically between 500-2000 words

• Often including images, charts and 
figures 



Why produce a policy briefing? 

• Short, sharp piece of writing that demonstrates the impact of your 
research

• More easily digestible for non-academic audiences

• Encourages writers to focus on what’s important for policy audiences

• A ‘product’ you can use in a variety of situations 

• Opportunity for collaboration with non-academic partners 

• REF Impact: “An effect on, change or benefit to the economy, society, 
culture, public policy or services, health, the environment or quality of 
life beyond academia” 



Two types of policy briefing 

Advocacy Objective  
Identifies a problem or set of problems 

Argues in favour of a particular course of 
action 

Provides information for a policymaker to 
make up their own mind 

Provides evidence to support an alternative 
to current policy 

Provides information about a range of 
alternative courses of action

Convinces the reader that the problem must 
be addressed by adopting the 

recommendation(s) included in the briefing

Describes the problem to the reader and  
encourages them to consider a number of 

recommendations

Describes the results that could be achieved 
by adopting the recommendation(s)

Describes potential outcomes if the problem 
is or isn’t addressed

Makes clear why the reader should be interested in your analysis 



Example of an advocacy briefing 

• The Problem: Economic shock to Liverpool City Region due to Covid-19 

• Proposed course of action: Liverpool City Region should adopt the 
‘Doughnut Economics’ model to promote a sustainable recovery 

• Evidence: Uses Amsterdam as an example of a city that has adopted the 
Doughnut Economics model 

• Aims to convince the reader that the Doughnut Economics model is the 
most appropriate model for Liverpool City Region 

• Highlights several clear proposed benefits that could be gained by 
adopting the model 

• Provides clear and tangible steps that should be taken to adopt the 
model and clarifies why the reader should be interested

Link: 
https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/media/livacuk/publicpolicyamppractice/PB01
2.pdf

https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/media/livacuk/publicpolicyamppractice/PB012.pdf


Example of an objective briefing 

• The Problem: Covid-19 has affected certain areas in England 
significantly more than others, with deprived localities most negatively 
impacted

• Information: A range of structural inequalities and their potential to 
explain this disparity are explored 

• Evidence: Uses a regression model, GIS analysis 

• Potential courses of action: Further local analysis of the factors 
contributing to high rates of Covid-19 infection

• Describes problem if issue isn’t addressed: Entrenched inequalities and 
worsening Covid-19 situation in most deprived areas 

• Why should the reader be interested?: Important for public health 
professionals to be aware of the how socio-economic inequalities shape 
the geography of Covid-19 

Link: 
https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/media/livacuk/publicpolicyamppractice/covid
-19/PB034.pdf

https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/media/livacuk/publicpolicyamppractice/covid-19/PB034.pdf


Writing for academic journals vs writing policy briefings

Journal Papers Policy Briefings 
Often required to have extensive literature review and 

conceptual/theoretical framework 
No need for long literature review – only the most policy 

relevant needed 

Details on methodology required: depending on 
discipline this can be an extensive part of the paper

Extensive detail on methodology not needed – just the 
basics will do (and even this is sometimes not needed)

Abstract: a standalone summary of your paper Key messages: the 3-5 things you want your reader to 
take away from reading your briefing

Discussion: bringing together the literature, conceptual 
framework and research findings

Broader context: identifying why it is necessary to tackle 
the problem 

Academic terminology, often complex Avoid jargon – use simple, clear and easy to understand 
language. Specialist terms ok depending on audience.

Contribution to knowledge Impact on policy 

References: extensive references required (particularly in 
humanities/social sciences)

Only essential references needed – web links are useful 



Structure 
Title
• Short (max 20 words)
• Catchy 
• Relevant 

Key Messages/Summary
• 3-5 key things you want the reader to take away

Introduction
• Grab the reader’s attention
• Introduce the topic
• Problem > background > cause > effect

Main Body
• Structure in a logical way
• For each paragraph ask yourself – so what?

Policy Implications/Recommendations
• Can go at the end, the start or distributed throughout the paper
• Make them clear (e.g. bold typeface or in a separate box)

Conclusion
• Short – emphasise importance of subject 



Key Messages

One sentence summary of 
the paper. Provides context.

Recommendation 1: aimed 
at the care sector 

Recommendation 2: aimed at 
the care sector and government

Recommendation 3: aimed 
at government 

Wrapping it up 



Design

Charts

Photos: https://unsplash.com/

Infographics

Text boxes

Bullet points 

Long paragraphs 

Big blocks of text

Loads of colours 

https://unsplash.com/


Using your policy briefing 

• All Party Parliamentary Groups 

• Select Committees

• Parliamentary Inquiries 

• Local and Regional

• Calls for evidence: charities, third sector, voluntary 
organisations

• Media coverage: use the UoL comms team 

• Collaboration with academic partners 

Heseltine Institute submission to English devolution inquiry: 
https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/media/livacuk/publicpolicyamppractice/c
onsultationresponses/Devolution,APPG,inquiry,submission.pdf

https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/media/livacuk/publicpolicyamppractice/consultationresponses/Devolution,APPG,inquiry,submission.pdf


Resources
Humanities and Social Sciences guide: 
https://www.liv.ac.uk/hss-impact

Research, Partnerships and Innovation: 
https://staff.liverpool.ac.uk/research/rpi/

UoL Library: 
https://libguides.liverpool.ac.uk/research
erknowhow

UK Parliament: 
https://www.parliament.uk/get-
involved/research-impact-at-the-uk-
parliament/

Heseltine Institute Policy Briefings: 
https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/heseltine-
institute/policybriefs/

Contact me: t.arnold@liverpool.ac.uk

https://www.liv.ac.uk/hss-impact
https://staff.liverpool.ac.uk/research/rpi/
https://libguides.liverpool.ac.uk/researcherknowhow
https://www.parliament.uk/get-involved/research-impact-at-the-uk-parliament/
https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/heseltine-institute/policybriefs/


Q&A


