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Learning 
objectives

Appreciate where policy 
briefs fit in the processes of 
policy engagement (why, 
what, when, who and how?)

Gain some practical tips on 
developing policy briefs 
(content, format)



Why do we engage 
with policy makers? 



Evidence Policy



Or does it?

• EVITA 2 
framework

• Influencing 
policy agenda-
setting

• Non-linear 
interactions, 
fluidity and 
complexity

Votruba et al. 2021



Knowledge exchange

• “a two-way exchange between researchers and research users, 
to share ideas, research evidence, experiences and skills. It 
refers to any process through which academic ideas and insights 
are shared, and external perspectives and experiences brought 
in to academia.”

Economic and Social Research Council (UK)



Why? What 
are we trying 
to achieve?

Align our research questions and plans 
with the policy context

Involve policymakers in what we are 
doing, highlight the policy relevance 

Kick-start conversations

Show how specific findings are 
relevant for particular policy concerns 

Show how findings highlight the need for 
new policy, and what that could look like



Understand what policy-makers need, 
and when they need it



What is relevant now?

• Read the existing policies
• Understand the policy processes
• Provide opportunities to hear what 

is needed (and listen)
• Think in terms of solutions and 

actions – don’t just list problems
• Be prepared to go faster than you 

want to
• Be willing to contribute when they 

need you



What is relevant?
• Think beyond your narrow area & 

a specific project
• Integration not fragmentation

Example:
• Integrating psychosocial care into 

maternal care in Ethiopia
• Woman-centred maternal care
• Compassionate, competent and 

motivated clinicians
• Transforming primary care
• (mental health care)



Who are we 
targeting for 
policy 
engagement?

Sub-national, national, regional, 
global policy-makers

Within health – cross-cutting 
directorates, advisors

Outside the health sector –
finance, social care, justice

Think tanks



Engage with people who influence policy-makers



Who affects 
policy? 
• Service users
• External funders
• International organisations 



How to engage with policy-makers



Little and often

• Policy space is dynamic
• Turnover of staff

• Cultivate relationships
• Go to the policymakers, not expect them 

to come to you
• Keep in touch and give feedback



Co-production

• Agree on the focus
• Part of the process
• Ownership



Strengthening policy engagement
• Little rigorous evidence
• Mental health Leadership 

and Advocacy Programme
• Ongoing dialogue, mentoring
• SUPPORT tools for evidence-

informed policy-making: 
https://health-policy-
systems.biomedcentral.com/
articles/supplements/volume
-7-supplement-1

•



Practical tips on policy briefs



Guidance

• Research to Action
https://www.researchtoaction.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/10/PBWeekLauraFCfinal.pdf
How to plan, write and communicate an effective Policy Brief 

• Food and Agriculture Organisation of the UN
• https://www.fao.org/3/i2195e/i2195e03.pdf



What is a policy brief? 



Do policy 
briefs work?

“Great to put your coffee on” 
[ID18, Votruba et al. 2021]

Seen as a starting point

‘More useful in creating a belief 
than changing one’ – better earlier

Risk being ineffective if not part of 
broader engagement

Arnautu et al. 2021 Scoping review



Features of a good policy brief

Short, to the 
point 

Based on firm 
evidence

Focused on 
meanings, not 

methods

Relate to the 
big picture

https://www.fao.org/3/i2195e/i2195e03.pdf



Who to 
involve in 
developing a 
policy brief?

Researcher working with a 
communications specialist

Wider team to review and 
comment

Advocacy coalition



Establish relevance – catchy title

Vs.

http://www.prime.uct.ac.za/policy_briefs



Clear purpose – is this relevant for me?

• http://www.prime.uct.ac.za/policy_briefs



General format (2-4 pages)

• Brief purpose/objective of the brief
• Brief summary 
• Background – why is this needed/what are the gaps?
• What did you do? (brief)
• What did you find? 
• Policy recommendations/highlighting relevance for existing policy
• Acknowledgments, logos, resources, website, contact information

• Flexible format



Make it engaging

• Be creative
• Photos
• Drawings
• Maps
• Infographics
• Quotes
• Branding – colour scheme



Avoid complex tables…

http://www.prime.uct.ac.za/policy_briefs



Use simple figures



Make information 
accessible

http://www.tponepal.org/category/policy-briefs/



Use photos

http://www.prime.uct.ac.za/policy_briefs



Include real 
life 
experience

http://www.prime.uct.ac.za/policy_briefs



Powerful quotes



Not too 
much text



Te
xt

Avoid jargon

Inclusive language

Brief sentences, bullet points

Readability – websites to check

Translate if needed

Less is more – keep it focused on 1 or 2 key messages



Visually striking
https://www.centreforglobalmentalhealth.org/emerald-emerging-mental-health-systems-in-low-and-middle-income-countries



Making 
the most 
of policy 

briefs

• Work with the ‘advocacy coalition’
• Use as part of face-to-face 

interaction
• Printed copies for key people
• Make publicly available – project 

websites, mental health 
innovation network: 
https://www.mhinnovation.net/

• Email to listserves



Summary

Policy briefs can be 
a useful component 
of policy 
engagement

1

Be clear about what 
you want to achieve 
and your audience

2

Focused content, 
engaging format and 
linked to other 
policy engagement

3



Thank you
charlotte.hanlon@kcl.ac.uk


