
 

 

Evidence-informed policy briefing 
Online workshop – September 22-24, 2020 

 
SESSION 2 - BACKGROUND NOTE 
 

 

Effective policy communication: 
Developing a convincing policy proposal 
 
In the end, effective policy communication is about ensuring that you have a very clear and 
convincing message for the audience you are seeking to influence or interact with. The objective 
of this note) is to provide an overview of best practices to help you achieve this, focusing on the 
development and structuring of convincing arguments to support a preferred policy option, 
position, or course of action.   
 

“Writing is thinking. To write well is to think clearly. That’s why it’s so hard.” 
David McCullough, Pulitzer Prize winner 

 

What makes a good policy argument?  
 
Policies result from practical arguments that offer reasons for taking a specific policy action (Ball, 1995).  
 
Policy argumentation has three major functions (Dunn, 2018):  

• Dialectical: to generate debate that improves the validity, soundness, and efficacy of policies; 

• Logical-empirical: to present optimally valid and empirically sound conclusions;  

• Rhetorical: to persuade others to accept policy arguments (including reasons beyond the 
validity, soundness, or usefulness of the arguments). 

 
Policy arguments are “based on a process through which diverse assumptions, interpretations, and 
contentions are commonly deliberated through an extended critical debate about policy 
recommendations and other proposals for public action” (Dunn, 1990). In other words, they generally 
constitute a package of considerations backed by reasons presented to persuade particular audiences of 
the validity of and need for a given action.  
 

 



This implies that, as is necessary to succeed in any debate, anyone who wishes to advise or inform 
policy, or to advocate for a specific policy action/orientation, should be aware of the potential 
objections or alternative proposals (i.e. counter-arguments), and what are the key considerations that 
will be used to evaluate their relative strength.   
 
Practical deliberations related to the selection of a specific policy option always involve: 

• Political considerations - in so far as policy choices influence who has and retains power; 

• Normative considerations regarding the desirability (or undesirability) of a proposed action;  

• Value judgments; 

• Considerations of legitimacy.  

 
Moreover, according to Prewitt et al. (2012), policy arguments should consider not only the policy 
choice at hand, but also how that policy interacts with many other policies. For example, does opening a 
charter school in the community decrease or increase housing prices? Do housing prices affect the local 
labor supply? Does the labor supply affect whether a chain store chooses to settle in the community? 
 
In sum, to be convincing and useful for decision-makers, policy arguments must be developed in full 
awareness of the alternative options (for action or intervention), their respective strengths and interactivity, 
expected and unintended effects, as well as relative budget, social, and political considerations.  
 
Effective policy communication is not just about the strength or quality of arguments  
 
In addition to understanding what makes good arguments in the policy domain in general, it is generally 
agreed that, to communicate effectively in policymaking systems, actors need to understand both: 1) 
the environment in which they operate; and, 2) how policymakers process information.  
 

Effective communication requires the suppliers of evidence to see the world from  
the perspective of their audience and understand the policy process in which they engage.  

Cairney and Kwiatkowski, 2017. 
 
On the one hand, it is important to be acquainted with the specific organisational circumstances and 
institutional logics/practices of the targeted policy community. Indeed, each community or organisation 
has its own specific approaches, goals, conventions, and language, as well as a set of communication 
tools used in its internal advisory processes (Young and Quinn, 2002). 
 
It is also important to acknowledge that policy argumentation in practice is not limited to the kinds of 
reasoning employed in formal logic or in the social sciences – e.g. based on models designed to explain 
political behavior or rational choice. Many other modes of argumentation—from ethical and political 
reasoning to reasoning by analogy and metaphor—coexist and compete for the attention of 
policymakers (Dunn, 2018). Which means that, to be successful, policy advisors should be able to 
compare and contrast different modes of reasoning and express technical arguments in a language 
that is not only comprehensible but also “attractive” to policymakers. 
 
Several authors even recommend delving a bit deeper. Prewitt et al. (2012) for example state that, in 
order to assess how different types of considerations can affect or influence policy decision-making, one 
must also investigate the psychological processes and cognitive operations influencing the perception of 
arguments – from mental models to prior knowledge and cultural assumptions, etc.   



 
Indeed, the best arguments are those that are formulated or communicated in a way that aligns with or 
addresses the key concerns, interests and worldviews of the target audience. Understanding what 
those are is the foundation, and at the heart, of any good communication strategy. 
 

Developing a policy argument 
 

Obviously, it is a complex undertaking to sort out how the multiple characteristics of a policy argument 
function together to yield a coherent, valid, and persuasive argument. In real-life policy settings, 
arguments are not only complex but also prone to misunderstanding. For this reason, conceptual 
models or maps are useful in identifying and relating the elements of policy arguments. 
 
In this section, we introduce two distinct models that we feel are complementary in providing guidance 
to develop and structure the contents of a strong policy argument.  

 
The “policy paper” model 

 
In their guide for policy advisers, “Writing effective policy papers”, Young and Quinn (2002) present a 
classic but effective model for the development of strong policy arguments. This model is based on the 
premise that any policy decision process is first and foremost about “choice-making” (like most decisions 
in fact).  
 
This means that, to be convincing and useful for decision-makers, a policy advisory piece should always 
demonstrate that its recommendation is based on a thorough evaluation of the different alternative 
options for policy action/decision. Moreover, this evaluation should be based on criteria that 
correspond to or address strategic policy considerations.   
 
In this model, a policy argument is comprised of three main elements:  
 

PROBLEM DESCRIPTION 

To identify, define and elaborate on the nature of the problem that is the focus of the policy 
message, but in a way that is intended to convince the reader that the problem requires action. 
The problem should also be outlined within the SPECIFIC (policy) environment of the intended 
audience – not from a general (e.g. public or socioeconomic) perspective.  
 
So the idea is to select information about/highlight aspects of the problem that will “speak” to 
the targeted audience. This can include:  

 Causes of the problem; Group(s) of people affected; Current legal, social, economic and 
political aspects or impacts of the problem; Successes and failures of the current 
approach/policy implemented to address the problem; How the problem may interact 
with or affect other policy efforts, etc.  

OUTLINE AND EVALUATION OF POLICY OPTIONS 

This element entails discussing the possible ways in which the problem can be solved. Indeed, as 
a “policy problem” usually requires the decision-makers to identify the best possible scenario (or 



action/intervention) to solve a given issue, the purpose of this part is to present an argument for 
the “preferred policy alternative” based on the evaluation of all possible alternatives.  

This part entails that, prior to writing the piece, the author should be able to identify and describe 
clearly:  

 The best-known options that could be selected and implemented at this point in time (or 
in the near future) by decision-makers  

 The “framework of analysis” – or set of criteria that can or should be used to evaluate and 
compare each policy option  

 
The criteria used for the evaluation should correspond to what one can expect would be the key 
considerations for policymakers to assess options within the given context.  Of course, these 
can vary significantly from one policy or audience to another. But there are constants that can be 
easily drawn from general literature on “policy evaluation”. These include:  

 Effectiveness/efficiency – What are the effects of the policy on the desired outcomes?  

 Equity – What are the effects for different population groups? How does it affect equity?  

 Unintended effects – Are there other, non-intended effects that should be considered?  

 Cost – What are the financial cost/budget implications? In terms of “spending” but also 
expected benefits (or “returns on investment”)1? 

 Feasibility – Is this policy technically viable, feasible?  

 Acceptability – How is this policy perceived by stakeholders?  

When presenting the results of the evaluation and comparison of all options, the aim is to build 
an objective but convincing argument to demonstrate which of the policy alternatives will most 
effectively address the problem, thereby justifying the “recommendation” of the piece.  

RECOMMENDATION 

The recommendation, which comes as the natural conclusion from the evaluation of the policy 
options (i.e. as the best means of solving the policy problem), should also be presented as a 
practical, actionable and comprehensive solution.  

A practical solution to a policy problem is usually a strategy, not a single recommendation. Thus, 
according to Young and Quinn, to be useful for decision-making a recommendation should come 
with an outline of the practical steps that need to be taken to implement the chosen policy option.  

Finally, Young and Quinn insist that, to convince the reader that the argument is credible, all statements 
should be presented as supported by evidence, from many authoritative primary and secondary 
sources. However, as public policy involves stakeholders at all levels of the community, the types of 
sources included in a policy argument can be varied, e.g. government legislation and policy statements, 

 
1 While “cost-benefit analyses” are an essential part of policy decision-making, they are surprisingly rarely 
considered in policy advisory communications. Yet, a cost-benefit rationality can be a very powerful or convincing 
argument in favour of a policy intervention. For those less familiar with the concept of cost-benefit analysis, 
here’s an interesting video illustration: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7tdKkeNClPE 



government reports, NGO or IGO reports, other policy studies, academic journals, conference papers 
and newspapers. 

Dunn’s model 

The second model is laid out in “Public Policy Analysis; An integrated approach”, William Dunn (2018), 
and more specifically in the chapter dedicated to “Developing policy arguments”. This model identifies 
seven elements to a policy argument:  

CLAIM   
The claim is the conclusion of a policy argument (or the recommendation).  

o There are four types of knowledge claims: definitive, designative, evaluative, and 
advocative2. 

INFORMATION 
Policy-relevant information that provides the grounds for supporting a policy claim. 

o Can range from scientific evidence to common sense or political judgements.  

WARRANT  
A warrant is a reason to support the claim. 

o Working in conjunction with the “information”, the warrant answers the question “Why 
is the arguer justified in making the claim on the basis of the information?” 

BACKING 
The backing is the reason to support the warrant, assessing its credibility.  

OBJECTION 
An objection challenges information/a warrant/a backing by identifying special conditions or 
exceptions that reduce confidence in the information/warrant/backing.  

o An objection typically starts with “But…” 

REBUTTAL 
A rebuttal is an objection to an objection. Rebuttals challenge objections by identifying the 
conditions that reduce confidence in the objections.  

o A rebuttal typically starts with “However…”  

QUALIFIER  
A qualifier expresses a degree of confidence in the claim – it answers the question: “Is the claim 
approximately true, or plausible”, based on the assessment of the different arguments and 
counter-arguments (information, warrant, backing, objections, rebuttals).  

o Qualifiers may be stated statistically, or in everyday language (e.g. “probably” or “not at all”).  
 
Below are two examples provided by Dunn (2018) to illustrate how these different elements come 
together in a policy argument:  

 

 
2 Find the definitions of different types of knowledge claims in Dunn (2018), p.351-352 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Dunn, 2018; p.372, p.377)  

 
Both models should be considered together when developing the contents of a policy argument, as they 

each provide important insights to help prepare to address a range of potential concerns, questions and 

counter-arguments. However, the structure of Dunn’s model is closer to what would be recommended 

for effective or “persuasive” communication per se - as discussed the next section below (e.g. following 

the pyramid principle).  

Communicating effectively when targeting policymakers 
 
Knowing your audience 
 
To be effective, a policy advisory piece has to be brief, yet informative, and most of all it needs to 
“speak” to a pre-identified and targeted audience.  
 
According to Sir Peter Gluckman - former Chief Science Advisor to the Prime Minister of New Zealand, 
President of the International for Science Council, and Chair of the International Network for 
Government Science Advice - there is a set of key questions that any policy decision-makers seeking 
advice will always have (Sir Gluckman, 2019):  
 

• Why is it a priority? Why do we have to do something now?  

• What is the political risk of doing, or not doing, something about it? 

• Have we got the option that meets our broader needs? And regarding that option, they’ll want 
to know: 

o Who will it benefit, who won’t it benefit? Does it benefit priority stakeholders? 
o What are the risks and to whom? 
o What will it cost? 



 
These can be used to further prepare or test the contents of a policy advisory piece.  
 
However, what we call “policymakers” is not a homogeneous group, and a piece of policy advice or 
recommendation is usually intended for a specific audience, or group of actors, with its own set of goals, 
mandates and needs. And so, as per the first and main rule in communications in general, in order for a 
policy message to be communicated effectively, it has to be tailored to its target audience.  
 
Understanding who your policy audience is and what their job entails is crucial. What is their sphere of 
influence and what change can they implement? What do they value, or prioritise, or what is/could be 
their position towards the issue?  
 

Of course, that’s easier said than done, especially if you seek many sympathetic audiences in many parts 
of a complex policy process.  
 
In their article, “How to communicate effectively with policymakers”, Cairney and Kwiatkowski (2017) 
combine insights from psychology and policy studies to offer “pragmatic” advice on how to adapt or 
tailor a policy communication strategy to its specific target audience and contexts. The advice is 
structured around three main recommendations to succeed in policy communication:  
 

1. Do not bombard people with information.  
2. Find the right time to act.  
3. Engage with real world policymaking rather than waiting for a ‘rational’ and orderly process to 

appear3. 
 

Successful policy entrepreneurs tell a good story, grab the audience’s interest,  
and let the audience demand information (Cairney, 2017) 

 
Telling a good story 
 
Human beings have too much information to process. Like anyone else, policymakers use heuristics to 
filter information (and even seek ways to ignore most of it) to make decisions quickly. They also have 
cognitive biases, combine cognition and emotion to deal with information, and are just as susceptive to 
manipulation, problem framing and storytelling as other people. It is thus essential to synthesise and 
frame the contents of a message so as to tailor it to the ways in which policymakers demand and 
understand information. 

According to Cairney (2018), a message focused solely on facts can be relatively ineffective compared to 
an evidence-informed story - including a plot, hero, and moral. Your aim shifts from providing more and 
more information (to reduce uncertainty about a problem), to providing a persuasive reason (to reduce 
ambiguity).  

Ambiguity relates to the fact that policymakers can understand a policy problem in many different ways 
– such as tobacco as an economic good, issue of civil liberties, or public health epidemic – but often pay 

 
3 In this YouTube video on “Organisational politics”, Dr. Kwiatkowski discussed the strategies that can or should be 
used to engage effectively with a political audience, in order to achieve influence: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JLNrpplQ93Q  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JLNrpplQ93Q


exclusive attention to one. So, your aim may be to influence the simple ways in which people 
understand the world, to influence their demand for more information. This is called “building a 
narrative”, which is also discussed further in Module 6.  

An emotional appeal can transform a factual case, but only if you know how people engage emotionally 
with information. Sometimes, the same story can succeed with one audience but fail with another. 
Hence the critical importance of knowing and understanding your audience as much as possible, so as to 
be able to anticipate reactions to specific information.  

The pyramid principle 

In line with Cairney and Kwiatkowski’s (2017) first recommendation – i.e. do not bombard people with 
information – the pyramid principle is a classic model of “persuasive communications” that can help 
guide the structure of contents so as to ensure that the core message will be assimilated quickly, and 
effectively.  

Following Dunn’s model, the pyramid principle states that an effective piece of communication starts 
with the “main claim” (statement, position or recommendation), and then followed by a summary of the 
main arguments supporting that claim. Both of which have to be synthesized in a way that will enable the 
recipient to assimilate these core messages quickly. Module 6 will discuss a variety of techniques to help 
achieve this. Then, if the communication has succeeded in retaining the audience’s attention to this point, 
it can be completed with the information and evidence supporting each argument.  

Below are two different schematic illustrations of how contents can be structured following the pyramid 
principle, depending if you have a single or a set of recommendations to convey: 

4 5 

The pyramid principle can be used in any type of “informative” or “persuasive” communication. 

 

 
4 https://managementconsulted.com/pyramid-principle/ Retrieved August 1, 2020 
5 https://www.stratechi.com/business-communication/stratechi-minto-pyramid-principle-effective-writing-communication/ 
Retrieved on August 1, 2020 

https://managementconsulted.com/pyramid-principle/
https://www.stratechi.com/business-communication/stratechi-minto-pyramid-principle-effective-writing-communication/


Writing to be read 

When it comes to a piece of written communication, a few additional rules should be considered to 
ensure effectiveness:  

Write for “scanners”:  

People don’t read. This is especially true when it comes to policymakers – who are known to 
have limited time and short attention spans. Your target audience won’t be reading your piece 
for the quality of its prose; they’re searching for insights to support a decision-making process.  

So when you write, put yourself in the shoes of a reader who’s wading through a sea of reports, 
late at night, trying to find accessibility recommendations for their next briefing. Assist them in 
their hunt for keywords, references and clear, actionable recommendations. 

Use keywords, but not big words 
 
Your content needs to be accessible to your audience. In fact, using a clear, plain language will 
benefit and appeal to any audience, regardless of their background and expertise. Even in the 
complex, sometimes tedious world of law, there’s been a push to simplify and organize language 
by putting “…the more important before the less important, the general before the specific, and 
the ordinary before the extraordinary.” 6 
 
If your audience can’t quickly decipher your observations and insights, they may never get to 
the specific, extraordinary results that complete a study’s story. 

Create searchable contents  

If your piece is to be disseminated through the web, writing for scanning becomes even more 
important in the context of search results; people need to be able to find it quickly. A list of 
search results amplifies scanning behavior as people attempt to pick out what’s relevant to 
them. To capitalize on this habit, make sure that the right results appear on the screen in the 
first place. 
 
To achieve this, you must:  

• Be concise, and front-load key information (as per the pyramid principle) 
- Eye tracking studies show you have about 11 characters (not words, characters!) 

to capture someone’s attention through a web search.  

• Give readers actionable contents (don’t get lost in explanations) 

• Include bulleted and numbered list, wherever applicable  

 

 

 
6 https://plainlanguage.gov/resources/articles/elements-of-plain-language/ Retrieved on August 3, 2020 

https://plainlanguage.gov/resources/articles/elements-of-plain-language/


In brief 

Further techniques to help organize, tailor and visualize contents of a communications piece will be 
further discussed in the second and third sessions of this workshop on “evidence-informed policy 
briefing”.  

To conclude, we propose a quick overview of the main takeaways one can draw from this note: 

1. Prepare your policy argument by gathering information on all relevant issues, concerns, 
alternative scenarios and potential counter-arguments 

2. Be ready to present credible evidence to support all your claims 

3. Be clear on what are a) your core statement (message or recommendation) and b) the most 
critical arguments supporting this position, from the perspective of your target audience 

4. Produce an effective summary/synthesis of these two elements to feature at the top/beginning 
of your communication piece 

5. Get acquainted with how your target audience engages with communications, and consider 
going beyond “facts” to “tell a story” – i.e. include an emotional appeal to your 
recommendation.   

6. Be concise, use general concepts (for easy references – e.g. key words) and plain language 

 

 

References and suggested readings 
 

Suggested readings:  
 

- Study identifies key challenges when communicating potential policies – University of 
Cambridge Research News, posted on 14 June 2018 
https://www.cam.ac.uk/research/news/study-identifies-key-challenges-when-communicating-
potential-policies 

o Also includes links to an interesting VIDEO  
 

- Writing a policy paper and blog post – Paul Cairney: Politics and Public Policy  
https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2016/10/11/writing-a-policy-paper-and-blog-post-polu9uk/  
 

- Minto Pyramid Principle, Ben Janse, posted on 16 January 2019 
https://www.toolshero.com/communication-skills/minto-pyramid-principle/  

 
References:  
 
Brick, C. & al. (2018), Winners and losers: communicating the potential impacts of policies, Palgrave 
Communications volume 4, Article number: 69 
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-018-0121-9  

 

https://www.cam.ac.uk/research/news/study-identifies-key-challenges-when-communicating-potential-policies
https://www.cam.ac.uk/research/news/study-identifies-key-challenges-when-communicating-potential-policies
https://youtu.be/CMJXXNvgq0A
https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2016/10/11/writing-a-policy-paper-and-blog-post-polu9uk/
https://www.toolshero.com/communication-skills/minto-pyramid-principle/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-018-0121-9


Cairney, P. & and Kwiatkowski, R. (2017). How to communicate effectively with policymakers: combine 
insights from psychology and policy studies, Palgrave Communications, Volume 3, Number 37 
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-017-0046-8?draft=marketing  
 
Dunn, W.N. (2018). Public policy analysis: an integrated approach, Sixth Edition, New York, Routledge 
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/9781315181226  
 
Prewitt, K., Schwandt, T.A, & Straf, M.L. (Editors) (2012). Using Science as Evidence in Public Policy, 
Committee on the Use of Social Science Knowledge in Public Policy; National Research Council, The National 
Academies Press, Washington, D.C.  
https://paulcairney.files.wordpress.com/2015/01/prewitt-et-al-2012-ebpm-social-science.pdf  
 
Sir Gluckman, P. (2019). Principles of science advice & understanding risk within that context, International 
Network for Government Science Advice, Vilnius workshop, June 2019 
https://www.ingsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Principles-of-Science-Advice-Understanding-Risk-
within-that-Context.pdf  

 
Young, E. & Quinn, L. (2002), Writing Effective Public Policy Papers: A Guide for Policy Advisers in Central 
and Eastern Europe, Local Government and Public Service Reform Initiative, Open Society Institute 
Budapest.  
https://www.icpolicyadvocacy.org/sites/icpa/files/downloads/writing_effective_public_policy_papers_y
oung_quinn.pdf  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-017-0046-8?draft=marketing
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/9781315181226
https://paulcairney.files.wordpress.com/2015/01/prewitt-et-al-2012-ebpm-social-science.pdf
https://www.ingsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Principles-of-Science-Advice-Understanding-Risk-within-that-Context.pdf
https://www.ingsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Principles-of-Science-Advice-Understanding-Risk-within-that-Context.pdf
https://www.icpolicyadvocacy.org/sites/icpa/files/downloads/writing_effective_public_policy_papers_young_quinn.pdf
https://www.icpolicyadvocacy.org/sites/icpa/files/downloads/writing_effective_public_policy_papers_young_quinn.pdf

	Cairney, P. & and Kwiatkowski, R. (2017). How to communicate effectively with policymakers: combine insights from psychology and policy studies, Palgrave Communications, Volume 3, Number 37 https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-017-0046-8?draft=marke...

