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WHAT IS A POLICY BRIEF 
A policy brief is a concise summary of a particular issue, the policy options to deal 
with it, and some recommendations on the best option. It is written to support 
advocacy to government policymakers and other decision makers, who are involved 
in formulating, reviewing or implementing policy.

This document provides a suggested outline for structuring policy briefs with 
examples from the strategic partnership “Partners for Resilience” programs. More 
information on this partnership can be found at partnersforresilience.nl/en. 

The following is only an outline. It can be adapted to better suit whatever context 
is relevant. Different topics may require a slightly different structure, so this outline 
may need to be adapted in places depending on the context.  However, it is also 
important to maintain some sort of consistency (and quality assurance) within our 
work. 

This guideline gives information about what should be in each section of the policy 
brief.

The suggested outline is flexible but the first page of the policy brief should contain 
the title and key recommendations.
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GENERAL GUIDELINES

Language: The language of the briefing papers should be simple and free of 
jargon. Even when discussing technical issues, such as law, investment, policy, etc. 
the language in the briefing papers should be simple and accessible to readers 
from all backgrounds.

Structure: Try to keep briefing papers 4 pages or less. If a paper is too long, it 
may discourage people from reading. It is important to strike a balance between 
detail and length. Always remember PEE on the page- Point, Evidence, Explanation 
(that is your paragraph- or the structure of your paper).

Referencing: Briefing papers must be well referenced and all facts, figures, laws, 
policies, etc. must be fully referenced in footnotes.  

Diagrams and figures: If possible, it is useful to include tables, diagrams or 
graphs in the briefing papers. These help illustrate points that you are trying to 
make, and break up text.

Balance: Briefings are not position papers or editorials, so they should be 
balanced and should not be biased in any direction. They should simply present 
the available information in a way that is as neutral as possible.

Abbreviations/acronyms: The first time an acronym is used it should be spelt 
out in full followed by the acronym in brackets. After that you can just use the 
acronym, for example: Currently the only undisputable proof of ownership is a full 
land title certificate issued by the Ministry of Land Management, Urban Planning 
and Construction (MLMUPC). The MLMUPC is currently working to register all 
privately held land across the country.  

The outline below is also followed in the template in Annex 1. A word file of the 
template is available in the Partners for Resilience Library.

T ITLE
• Summary
• Recommendations
• Introduction
• The body (the main text)
• Policy implications
• Conclusions

In addition, a policy brief may contain the following:
• Boxes and sidebars
• Cases
• Tables
• Graphics
• Photographs

You also need to include various additional items of information:
• The masthead (the series title)
• Authors
• Acknowledgements
• Publication details
• References

This guiding document uses real examples from six countries worked with by 
Partners for Resilience (PfR). These are general examples meant to help you apply 
the knowledge, please change them for your country’s specific context. 
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The introduction should be brief – one or two paragraphs. It should give an 
overview of the issue that the briefing paper will focus on.

The introduction should be interesting in order to encourage the reader to 
continue reading the rest of the paper.

Any acknowledgements can be placed at the beginning of the paper along with 
publication date or other details. However, if the policy brief is very short they 
should be placed at the end. 

Introduction

AVOID GENERALIZATIONS 
This fallacy is committed when one generalizes from a sample that is either too small 
or too special to be representative of a population. For example, asking ten people 
on the street what they think of the president’s plan to reduce the budget deficit 
can in no way be said to represent the sentiment of the entire nation. Although 
convenient, hasty generalizations can lead to costly and catastrophic results.

Reference from https://bookofbadarguments.com/

Background

Expand on the background of the issue that the briefing paper focuses on. This 
includes a brief history and overview of the sector. This should not be too detailed 
– just give enough information to the reader so that they have a foundation to 
understand the rest of the information contained in the paper. Later on, in the 
“current situation” section, you can elaborate on what is currently happening in the 
sector. Try to include facts and figures from neutral and trusted/recognized sources 
(i.e. universities, research institutes, government data). 

EXAMPLE
Background for a paper on forest protection could include discussion of:

• The history of the problem or context with some historical data to support the 
arguments:  
“In 1950, forests were estimated to cover 16% of Ethiopia’s territory, but this 
has since reduced significantly. In 1980, according to a study of the Forestry 
Department of the UN, this figure had dropped to just 3.6%, and by 1989 the total 
cover had dropped further to 2.7%.” 1

• Describe the current situation briefly (more explanation later) and how it has changed:  
“Ethiopia’s forests are significantly comprised of planted forests for industrial 
plantations and fuel wood/poles plantations. These urban plantations are located 
mainly surrounding major towns such as Addis Ababa. Since this industrialisation, 
Ethiopia has been unable to keep up with deforestation, replanting at a rate of 
10% of the annual deforestation rate.” 1

• Explain the importance of the examples:  
“Forests are very important in supporting Ethiopian citizens’ livelihoods, as they 
are used towards food commodities, incense, resins, condiments, spices, industrial 
plant oil and waxes, medicinal plants, plant gums, tourism, natural honey and 
bees wax, animals and animal products.” 1

• Explain the current threats:  
“Budget allocations and staff resources are currently too low to ensure effective 
participatory forest monitoring and management. This means the number of 
graduate foresters is below what is needed to carry out the responsibilities of 
forest research and management, and to implement the National Action Plan to 
Combat Desertification.” 1

1 Forestry Department of the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations. 2003. Planted Forests and Trees Working 
Paper: Republic of Ethiopia Country Case Study. Retrieved from: http://www.fao.org/tempref/docrep/fao/009/j1552e/j1552e00.pdf
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Explain what the government’s current policy is concerning this issue. There may 
also be sector specific policies for the sector that you are writing about.

EXAMPLE
The policy section for a paper on the agricultural sector could include:

• Explain what the government’s vision is for the development of this sector:  
“The Indonesian Government has a long-term vision in achieving self-sufficiency 
for five key staples; rice, soybeans, maize, sugar and beef. This is to ensure food 
security for the country and meeting the needs of all urban and rural communities 
and the growing economy.” 2 

• Explain what actions/initiatives the government is prioritizing in the sector: 
“The Food Law in 2012 aimed to strengthen the principles of food self-reliance 
and food sovereignty by prioritising domestic production of their food staples. To 
further foster self-sufficiency, Indonesia offers fertiliser subsidies and significant 
market price support to local agricultural producers” 2 

• If the government has any key goals in the sector, these should also be 
mentioned.  
“The government has revised the timeframe for achieving self-sufficiency for rice, 
maize and soybeans to 2017, and for beef and sugar to 2019.” 2

Policy

2 OECD. 2015. Indonesia Policy Brief: Agriculture - Achieving Greater Food Security. OECD Better Policies Series. 
Retrieved from: https://www.oecd.org/policy-briefs/indonesia-agriculture-improving-food-security.pdf

In this section, the key elements of the legal system should be set out, but it is not 
necessary to list every aspect of the legal framework. When you explain the legal 
framework, start at the top of the legal hierarchy and work down. The hierarchy 
is as follows: Ratified International Law, National Law, Royal Decree, Sub Decree, 
Declaration, Order, Circular, Decision.

It is not necessary to explain the law in full, just extract the key points that a reader 
needs to know.  This includes: definitions, basic rules, limitations, etc.

If you know that there is an important law that is still being drafted this can also be 
discussed at the end of the section.

EXAMPLE
The legal section for clean water management and conservation in the Philippines 
includes discussion of the following legal framework:

• National Law: Philippine Clean Water Act of 2004 – this law defines sustainable 
development in the water sector. 3

• Sub-decree: No1586 on Environmental Impact Statement – A sub-decree that gives 
the rules, regulations and measures for implementing an environmental impact 
statement system, for each governmental agency, including government-owned 
corporations, private corporations, firms and entities to release. 4

• References: Other related legal framework mentioned briefly and with links 
to the relevant papers such as: environmental law, environmental impact 
assessments, and ownership rights. 

Legal framework 
& regulation

3 Republic Act No. 9275: The Philippines Clean Water Act of 2004. 2004. Retrieved from: http://ap.fftc.agnet.org/ap_db.php?id=281
4 Presidential Decree No. 1586: Establishing an Environmental Impact Statement System Including Other Environmental 
Management Related Measures and for Other Purposes. 1978. Retrieved from: http://extwprlegs1.fao.org/docs/pdf/phi19235.pdf
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The legal framework and regulation section should also discuss which government 
body (or bodies) are responsible for the regulation of this sector. This explanation 
should follow government hierarchy, i.e. start with the highest body and work 
down.

EXAMPLE
The legal framework and regulation of disaster risk management in South Sudan 
explains:

• The Ministry of Humanitarian Affairs and Disaster Prevention is the main 
government ministry in dealing with natural and human-induced disasters. 5

• The Southern Sudan Land Commission is responsible for recommending and 
coordinating land policies for South Sudan, linked with improved food production 
for increased food security. 5

• Other key ministries include the Ministry of Education, in ensuring there is 
inclusion of Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) awareness and knowledge in school 
curriculums, and the Ministry of Environment, in engaging on Climate Change 
Adaptation in DRR programming. 6

• The Department for Meteorology is responsible for forecasting and reporting 
harsh, increasingly unpredictable and potentially extreme weather conditions in 
South Sudan. 7

5 Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations. 2010. Plan of Action for Southern Sudan: August 2010 – 
August 2012. Retrieved from: http://www.fao.org/3/a-i1725e.pdf
6 Ministry of Humanitarian Affairs, South Sudan Red Cross, and International Federation of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies. 2017. Law and Policy for Disaster Risk Management in South Sudan. Retrieved from: https://
www.ifrc.org/PageFiles/233286/South%20Sudan%20workshop%20report%202017.pdf
7 World Meteorological Organisation. Country Profile Database: South Sudan Regional Association. Retrieved from: 
http://cpdb.wmo.int/south-sudan

8 Kariuki, Joan, Charles Tonui, Judi Wakhungu, and Serah Nderitu. 2011. Policy Brief: Diversification of Livelihood 
as Adaptation to Change by Local Communities. Retrieved from: https://www.africaportal.org/publications/
diversification-of-livelihood-as-adaptation-to-climate-change-by-local-communities/

After you have provided an introduction, background, policy and legal frameworks, 
the paper should explain the current situation.

This section should also include discussion about the main actors that are active 
in this sector. These could be development partners, governments, implementing 
partners, funders, private sector etc. 

EXAMPLE
The Kenyan climate change adaptation briefing paper explains the current situation 
by covering the following points:

• Evidence of climate change in Kenya is clear, seen in rising temperatures, 
irregular and unpredictable rainfall, and extreme harsh weather becoming a 
norm. 8

• While current climate change policy responses reflect a need for mitigation, there 
is a lack of consideration of adaptation on policy agendas. 8

• Current environmental policy recognises the need to conserve natural resources 
for future generations, and in producing national development plans to protect 
and manage the environment. 8

• The policy brief covers several important climate change policies in Kenya, such 
as the Forest Policy and Energy Policy.

• The brief provides lessons to be learned from case studies on Kenyan climate 
change policies, and recommendations for the future.

Current 
situation
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To conclude the paper, there should be a final section that brings everything 
together.  Summarize the history of the sector, policy and regulatory situation, and 
the current situation. 

If you are writing a Policy Brief (persuasive): After this, briefly outline how things 
could develop in the near future, what benefits could come from your proposed 
solution, what potential negative impacts there may be from not addressing the 
problem, and what challenges remain. When creating recommendations remember 
to know your audience and target them specifically. 

If you are writing a Policy Note (informative): It is important that the conclusion 
and entire paper is balanced and does not take a position on the development of 
the sector. Simply bring the paper together and end with a strong conclusion that is 
not critical, but summarizes the potential benefits and the potential challenges.

EXAMPLE
The land use and degradation policy brief for Uganda explains the prospects for 
the future and its recommendations by covering the following points:

• Land use in Uganda should be planned according to its suitability, with support 
given to local districts to help them in developing land use plans. This will ensure 
land is used in the most appropriate way, by identifying suitable areas for fishing, 
livestock production, conservation, and beekeeping. 9

• Land access and tenure policies and laws should be implemented, to encourage 
land care. For instance, local by-laws aimed at regulating the use of wetlands, 
steep slopes, river banks and other fragile ecosystems should be developed. 9

• The existing institutional, cultural and policy barriers that block effective 
planning and management of land use should be addressed. 9

• Any future economic development policies should value the contribution of land, 
by including an analysis of the environmental harm and benefits. 9

Prospects for the future
or recommendations

9 UNDP, National Environment Management Authority, and UNEP. 2009. Policy Brief: Land Use Change, Land 
Degradation and Human Welfare: Lessons Learned from the Lake Kyoga Catchment Area. Retrieved from: 
https://www.unpei.org/sites/default/files/e_library_documents/Uganda-Policy-brief-land.pdf

DATE OF PUBLICATION
Finally, make sure that all briefing papers are dated (month and year). Many 
of the issues that are discussed in the briefs are constantly changing – it is 
therefore possible that some data becomes inaccurate after publication. Adding a 
publication date is important because:

• Providing a publication date helps to show that the data was accurate at the time 
of publication

• Adding a date allows readers of the publication to know how current the 
information is, and therefore how reliable it is

• It is easier for researchers/writers/journalists to reference the publication.

REVIEW
Review is a very important part of the process. The review should cover both 
content and language. Ensure that your writing mainstreams PfR focus areas such as 
gender, DRR, IRM, climate change, and ecosystem considerations. After a draft has 
been developed it should be reviewed for content internally by PfR, and whenever 
possible it should be reviewed by an external expert with expertise in the field.

Other important 
points to remember
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Annex 1

MAIN TITLE: 
SUBTITLE

Summary
Three or four sentences that summarize the issues and your proposed recommendations. Or 
outlines what is contained in this paper. 

Example (Ramsar. 2017): 
Degradation of wetlands reduces resilience against water-related hazards such as floods, droughts 
and storm surges. Integrating wetlands as natural infrastructure for disaster risk reduction (DRR), 
alone or in conjunction with traditional “hard” infrastructure, can mitigate hazards and increase the 
resilience of local communities and those living across entire river basins or coastal zones.

Policy Recommendations

• Keep these short and realistic
• Example: Recognize the roles of wetlands in DRR, emphasizing the value of their wise use 

as a significant and cost-effective component of DRR strategies
• Sentence
• Sentence 
• Sentence

[ P I C T U R E ]

Policy Brief - Month Year
www.partnersforresilience.nl   |   partnersforresilience@redcross.nl

POLICY BRIEF 
TEMPLATE

Annexes
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EXTRA RESOURCES 

FAO Guide of Policy Brief Writing 
Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations. 2011. Preparing Policy Briefs: Learners’ 
Notes. 
http://www.fao.org/elearning/Course/FCOM/en/pdf/trainerresources/learnernotes0609.pdf 

IRM Law and Policy Checklist 
Partners for Resilience. 2019. Integrated Risk Management Law and Policy Checklist. 
https://www.carenederland.org/carexpertise/publication/integrated-risk-management-law-and-
policy-checklist/

Handbook on Law and DRR 
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, and UNDP. 2015. The Handbook on 
Law and Disaster Risk Reduction.
https://www.ifrc.org/Global/Photos/Secretariat/201511/Handbook%20on%20law%20and%20
DRR%20LR.pdf

Example Policy Brief 
UNICEF, Assam State Disaster Management Authority, and All India Disaster Mitigation Institute. 2016. 
Integration of Disaster Risk Reduction and Climate Change Adaption for Sustainable Development.
https://www.preventionweb.net/files/51048_51034policybriefdrrandcca.pdf

Example Policy Brief 
Ramsar. 2017. Wetlands for Disaster Risk Reduction: Effective Choices for Resilient Communities.
https://www.ramsar.org/sites/default/files/documents/library/rpb_wetlands_and_drr_e.pdf

Example Policy Brief
Salvaterra, Tânia, Karin Allenback, Peter Hobson, Pierre Ibisch, Horst Korn, Jaroslav Mysiak, Fabrice 
Renaud, and Mário Puluério. 2016. Exploring the Potential of Ecosystem-based Approaches: 
Ecosystem-based Adaptation and Ecosystem-based Disaster Risk Reduction.
https://www.placard-network.eu/wp-content/PDFs/NBS-policy-brief.pdf

Annex 2

Case Study

Short and focused on the subject

INTRODUCTION / BACKGROUND

What is the problem?

Why is it an important problem? (Why should the reader care about this and what is the impact of 
the problem on people, livelihoods, ecosystems?)

What is causing the problem? 

What are the effects? 

How can the reader deal with it? (What are the prospects for action for the reader?)

CURRENT POLICY / LEGAL FRAMEWORKS/ REGULATION

What is the current policy, legal framework and regulations surrounding this problem?
What is the effect of the current or future policies/regulations?
What are the future options for these policies/regulations?
What are the advantages or disadvantages of each option?

PROSPECTS FOR THE FUTURE / RECOMMENDATIONS

Quick summary of the situation
What is the solution proposed?
What are the benefits of your solution?
What are the negative impacts of not addressing the problem?
What challenges remain? 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS AND PUBLICATION DETAILS
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Annex 3

LIST OF COMMON “PARTNERS FOR RESILIENCE” ACRONYMS 

AMCDRR Asian Ministerial Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction

AU  African Union

CBO  Community Based Organisation

CCA   Climate Change Adaptation

CSA   Climate Smart Agriculture

CSO   Civil Society Organisation

CSR   Corporate Social Responsibility

D&D   Dialogue and Dissent

DDMP   District Disaster Management Plans

DFID   Department for International Development

DM   Disaster Management

DREF   Disaster Risk Emergency Fund

DRM   Disaster Risk Management

DRR   Disaster Risk Reduction

EMR   Ecosystem Management and Restoration

EU   European Union

EWEA   Early Warning Early Action

FAO   Food and Agriculture Organisation

FbF   Forecast Based Financing

FRCA   Foreign Contribution Regulation Act (India)

GRC   Guatemalan Red Cross

GPDRR   Global Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction

HVCA   Hazards, Vulnerability, Capacity Assessment

HoA   Horn of Africa

HRCS   Haiti Red Cross Society

IATI   International Aid Transparency Initiative

IGG   Inclusive Green Growth

IFRC   International Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies

(I)NGO   International Non-Governmental Organisation

IRM   Integrated Risk Management

KEPSA   Kenya Private Sector Alliance

KM&L   Knowledge Management & Learning

KRCS   Kenya Red Cross Society

LAPSSET  Lamu Port-South Sudan-Ethiopia Transport

LGU   Local Government Units

LSE   London School of Economics

MEFCC   Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change

MOFA   Ministry of Foreign Affairs

MOU   Memorandum of Understanding

MTP   Medium term Plan

MURIA   Marunda Urban Resilience in Action

NAP   National Adaptation Plan

NDC   National Determined Contributions

NDMA   National Disaster Management Authority 

NDMP   National Disaster Management Plan 

NDOC   National Disaster Operations Centre 

NEMA  National Environment Management Authority 

OCHA   Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 

PEDRR   Partnership for Environment and Disaster Risk Reduction 

PfR   Partners for Resilience 

PME   Planning, Monitoring & Evaluation 

PRC   Philippine Red Cross 

PRI   Panchayati Raj Institutions (lowest administrative level in India) 

SDMA   State Disaster Management Plans 

SDGs   Sustainable Development Goals 

SFDRR   Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 

TEM   Technical Expert Meeting 

UN   United Nations 

UNEP   United Nations Environment Programme 

UNFCCC  United Nations Framework on Climate Change Convention 

UNISDR  United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction 

VSLA   Village Saving & Loan Association 

WRUA   Water Resource Users Associations Network
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