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Abstract 

An effective policy brief bridges the gap between 
research findings and policymaking, ensuring that 
evidence is presented succinctly and in a way that is 
accessible and usable for policymakers and relevant 
stakeholders. However, many researchers find it hard to 
communicate the findings of their studies to relevant 
policymakers, whilst policymakers note that evidence 
relevant to their needs is not easily accessible and is 
often not presented in an accessible format. Producing 
policy briefs is one of the approaches which academics 
can use to get their research noticed by policymakers. 
This paper is based on the authors’ research into health, 
health promotion, and health systems in Nepal. In order 
to get their findings known to relevant people, such as 
politicians and policymakers, many of these studies 
were summarised into policy briefs. This practical paper 
outlines some of the trials and tribulations of producing 
policy briefs, based on real-world research. It offers 
several recommendations in Box 4 to help improve the writing and dissemination of policy 
briefs. 

Introduction 

The call for evidence-based policymaking is widely heard worldwide, as it is important 
to use resources effectively in the provision of health care and health promotion. Despite the 
importance of evidence-based policymaking, many countries lack a systematic approach to 
translating evidence into policy (Eden & Wagstaff, 2021; Gunn & Mintrom, 2021; Simkhada et 
al., 2023). Clearly, there still is a gap in knowledge transfer between the production of research 
evidence and its use by policymakers (Arnautu & Dagenais, 2021). Policy briefs as tools help to 
get research evidence incorporated into policies and regulations. For researchers, a policy brief 
serves as an effective medium for succinctly communicating key research findings and their 
implications to busy policymakers, politicians, planners, and civil servants (DeMarco & Adams 
Tufts, 2014; Keepnews, 2016) to help them in the process of making evidence-informed 
decisions. Policy briefs also play a crucial role in identifying gaps in existing evidence and 
current policies, thereby offering informed recommendations for necessary policy adjustments.  
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This practical paper is based on the authors’ collective experience in exploring many 
aspects of health and well-being in Nepal in relation to policymakers, health managers, 
planners, civil servants and pertinent stakeholders.  The examples and evidence presented in this 
discussion draw upon both our own experiential learnings and analyses of policy briefs 
produced by other researchers.   

The Nature of a Policy Brief 

The typical policy brief has several key characteristics: (1) it is a short (i.e. brief) 
communication and offers a clear purpose; (2) it is written with an audience of policymakers or 
civil servants (i.e. non-researchers) in mind; (3) it offers solutions in the form of specific policy 
recommendations or initiatives; (4) it is based on research evidence, making the brief an integral 
part of research process; and (5) there is a dissemination plan of how to get the brief to the 
relevant policymakers (DeMacro & Adams Tufts, 2014; Keepnews, 2016; Arnautu & Dagenias, 
2021).  

Thus, writing for a policy audience requires clarity and conciseness to make a policy 
brief easy to comprehend and follow. We believe keeping the structure of a policy brief simple 
help to assure that there is a compelling story for a busy policymaker which is set in relevant 
context and is easy to understand. After reading the brief, a policymaker knows why the current 
research is important, how it relates to the findings of other studies, and what are the key 
recommendations as well as potential consequences when policy is implemented. It is equally 
important to write in plain language avoiding academic jargon. Therefore, we recommend that 
researchers ask someone who does not know their discipline to proofread their draft policy 
brief, then ask them to summarise what they understand to be the message, to check whether the 
message in your brief is easily understood. 

It is worth repeating that policy briefs (as is in the name) should be ‘brief’ for busy 
politicians and civil servants, who are the bureaucrats making most of the detailed policy in 
most countries. We found an example in which Aryal and Kharel (2023) missed that important 
point in their 12-page of policy brief entitled ‘Does Pre-departure Orientation Protect Labor 
Migrants? Examining Pre-departure Interventions in Nepal’. First, the three pages of references 
are redundant for a policy brief since it is not an academic paper. It is imperative to prioritise 
presentation of the key findings rather than detailing the research process and methodologies 
particularly for busy policymakers.  Similarly, our own ten-page English-language policy brief 
on the federalisation project, referenced in Box 2, is also far too long for its intended audience 
(Nepal Federal Health System Team, 2022). 

A further issue is the assumptions we make as researchers, which may differ from those 
of policymakers. Perhaps, stereotypically, researchers are looking for some kind of ‘truth’, 
whilst policymakers are looking for something actionable, feasible, and politically acceptable.  
Neumann and Reed (2015) recommended that the best way for researchers to reach policy 
audiences is to imagine yourself as a policymaker. Therefore, a policy brief must focus on the 
policymakers’ needs and requirements. Our task, as academics, is to bring a new way of 
examining the problem and its potential solutions (DeMarco & Adams Tufts, 2014). The policy 
brief rarely includes many references, much about the research methods applied in the study, or 
any subtle methodological or theoretical debates associated with academic papers. In other 
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words, it is liberated from heavy academic writing. We must make sure to avoid discipline-
specific jargon, acronyms and abbreviations, unless they are commonly used by the general 
public. An example of exceptions to this requirement would be widely recognized acronyms 
such as HIV or USA; all other abbreviations should be written out in full on first use.   

Thus, we consider the layout of our policy brief incorporating eye-catching illustrations, 
infographics, diagrams, and photos to attract readers’ attention (Arnautu & Dagenais, 2021). 
Moreover, we should include not just the authors’ names, but also prestigious affiliations 
(perhaps logos) and contact details, including social media. 

Timing of Your Policy Brief 

Some of the questions researchers often ask themselves are: “When is the best time to 
produce a policy brief?” Is it when we complete the research, or eight months later when we 
publish the first academic paper? Or perhaps whilst doing the research and before the study is 
finished? Or when the opportunity comes along, for example, just before our research 
dissemination event to stakeholders. This practice paper presents two case studies with very 
different approaches to the timing of the policy brief.  The first one was written in response to a 
request from policymakers in Nepal, i.e., when the opportunity arose in our federalisation and 
health study (Rushton et al., 2021). The second one, represents a mixture of completed and 
ongoing migration and health studies (Aryal et al., 2020; Regmi et al., 2024). 

Once we have produced our policy brief, the next issue is the best way to disseminate it.  
Reaching out to our intended audience is mandatory for the policy brief. In doing so, we upload 
the brief on a virtual platform to read, but this might have limited effect, since some 
policymakers are unlikely to actively search for it. In the past we placed policy briefs on our 
university website; for example, see one on financial incentives to lose weight (Ryan et al., 
2015).  However, the research team must create a more personal connection with its audience. 
One could start by finding the email addresses of policymakers, politicians, and civil servants, 
and send them copies of one’s policy brief.  But such ‘cold calling’ will not ensure the brief will 
be read by the intended audience. Perhaps a better way, or an additional route of dissemination, 
is to use the team’s personal and professional networks and contacts to ensure the policy brief 
lands on policymakers' desks- and ideally to create an opportunity to discuss it with them.  
Alternatively, we try to get policymakers to come to us; for instance, inviting representatives to 
Nepal's capital, we did this by organising a migration and health dissemination programme. We 
managed to get a high-profile politician, in this case the deputy speaker of Parliament at the 
time, to chair the dissemination event, which then attracted several relevant policymakers (see 
Box 1).  
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Box 1. Example of Policy Brief Dissemination in Nepal 
In a project on the health and well-being of 
migrant workers in Nepal, we produced several 
‘policy briefs’, perhaps mistakenly called 
‘research briefs’ (see Regmi et al., 2025), 
adding new findings to each brief as more 
research results became available. We called 
this a research brief because it promoted the 
researchers involved in related studies on the 
topic, as well as key findings, to policymakers 
and other stakeholders in the field. This was 
possible as the brief represented a body of 
related work, not just one major study. The 
first such policy brief was developed in 2018 
and disseminated in Kathmandu at an event in 
January 2019, chaired by Deputy Speaker of 
Parliament Dr. Shiva Maya Tumbahamphe. 
After this face-to-face event, a printed copy of 
the policy brief was delivered to each Member 
of the Parliament at the time. The session was 
attended by policy planners, researchers, other 
stakeholders (e.g., the International 
Organization for Migration), the Nepal Health 
Research Council, and development partners and migrant-related NGOs (Non-Governmental 
Organisations). 

The Effectiveness of Policy Briefs 

There has been some insightful research on how to ensure that policy briefs have 
impact.  For example, Arnautu and Dagenais (2021) produced a scoping review of the 
effectiveness of policy briefs, and they suggest that policy briefs have a bigger impact, if they 
have been written early and the academic authors seemed very credible. Policy briefs help 
demonstrate the impact of research in many different ways. In that sense, policy briefs remain a 
paramount entity for an effective way to show how the research directly or indirectly influenced 
policy, practice, or broader public discussions, thereby evidencing impact. The pathway to 
impact (a strategy for translating research findings into policy and/or practice) is an invaluable 
tool for achieving this benefit (Reed, 2025). 

Nepal Federalisation Example 

Some of the authors (Balen, Rushton, Simkhada, van Teijlingen) of this paper are part 
of a larger team studying the Nepal Federal Health System. This is a major collaborative project 
(from 2020 to 2024) examining the consequences for Nepal's health system of its 2015 move to 
a decentralised federal government structure. This interdisciplinary research project, led by the 
University of Sheffield and Canterbury Christ Church University, with Bournemouth 
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a decentralised federal government structure. This interdisciplinary research project, led by the 
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University, the University of Huddersfield, and two institutions in Nepal: Manmohan Memorial 
Institute of Health Sciences (MMIHS) and PHASE Nepal, was funded by the UK Health 
Systems Research Initiative [Grant ref. MR/T023554/1]. We introduced the methods and 
research questions of this interdisciplinary project in several background papers (Adhikary et 
al., 2020; Rushton et al., 2021).  

Box 2. Example of a Policy Brief in Nepali 

In April 2022, several researchers on this project were invited to meet the Minister of 
Health and Population (MOHP) in Kathmandu. We were asked for suggestions to help improve 
Nepal's next ten-year health plan, which was under draft at the time. Our recommendations were 
provided in the form of a policy brief specifically designed to fulfil this request, which 
explained the ten-page of the English-language document (Nepal Federal Health System Team, 
2022). As applied researchers, this is exactly what we wanted, namely, producing a policy brief 
(Box 2) that has the potential to be used in our context. After our team handed in the policy 
brief in person, advisors at the MoHP told us it was very appropriate and exactly what they 
wanted. When we asked months later about the progress of the new ten-year plan, it turned out 
our policy brief was not mentioned or referenced in the plan.  We realised that our policy brief 
was just one of many pieces of advice or resources that contributed to the decisions in the 
policymaking process. We also realised that neither politicians nor civil servants would want to 
be seen to be influenced by specific people, be it a particular pressure group, a group of 
industrialists, or a bunch of researchers. That was disappointing for researchers, especially those 
based in high-income countries, who were mandated to demonstrate the 'impact' (i.e., benefit) of 
their research (Reed, 2025). 

Researchers must develop a clear understanding of the needs and preferences of 
relevant policymakers if they aim to generate meaningful impact. It is essential to recognize 
how, and at which stages of the policymaking process, evidence is utilised (if at all). This 
applies to (1) across different levels of government and (2) within the intervention or 
programme context, encompassing managers, senior health workers, professionals and civil 
servants. 



94

Box 3. Example of a Research Brief, more than a Policy Brief 
One of our team (van 
Teijlingen) was involved in 
producing a research brief on 
the topic of ‘Well Men Health 
Service Pilots Evaluation’ 
(Douglas et al., 2008). 
Although short (only four 
pages) and more aimed at 
policymakers in Scotland than 
fellow researchers, it reads a 
little too much like a lay 
research summary, and we 
labelled it ‘Research 
Findings’. This was probably 
a mistake as there was the risk 
that policymakers might not 
read it, thinking it was too research-focused. 

Policymakers and politicians can, of course, use and misuse policy briefs, especially 
when the writing is ambiguous. Policy briefs can endorse aspects of current policies (Box 3), 
not just to improve them. Thus, policy briefs can be used to support politicians’ pre-existing 
beliefs or to communicate to the general public (i.e. the voters) through various media the 
alignment of their proclaimed policies with existing evidence. 

Short Advice on Drafting a Policy Brief 

Policymakers may not typically have time to read a journal article, or perhaps not even 
a policy brief. There exists little evidence in favour of the effectiveness of any particular 
approach, although possibly empowering policymakers to use evidence may be more effective 
than extending dissemination reach. Therefore, we distilled the key elements of a good research 
brief for the reader in Box 4. 
Box 4. Key Considerations When Writing a Policy Brief 

 Define a clear purpose for your brief: 
o Who is your audience? 
o Why now? 
o Which findings will you focus on? 
o What additional information does the research bring? 

 Bear your audience in mind:  
o Short and comprehensive 
o Little about methodology/methods/ethics/…. 
o Summarise complex issues and questions 
o Written in language and format that policymakers will understand 
o Consider the attractiveness of your design and layout 

 Remember, the evidence does not speak for itself; interpret/summarise/etc.  
 Recommend actions or highlight the need for changes, without telling policymakers what to do 
 Ensure the credibility of authors and/or their institutions 
 Consider the process of dissemination: how will policymakers receive your brief? 

Sources: DeMacro & Adams Tufts (2014); Neumann & Reed (2015); Keepnews (2016); Arnautu & Dagenias (2021), 
as well as the authors’ collective experience.  
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Challenges to Policy Brief Authors 

In all the recommendations above, the assumption was that the researcher or research 
team had sufficient time and capacity to produce a high-quality policy brief.  Since timing is 
highly relevant, when researchers move on to their next project, they have limited time.  Even 
some researchers may not see it as their role to write a policy brief, partly because of a lack of 
skills and partly because of limited resources. Condensing and simplifying large research 
studies and their findings is not easy.  It is even more difficult for the actual researcher involved 
in such complex work to do this, because researchers are often highly motivated and dedicated 
to their study topic and, therefore, often find it challenging to present their work neutrally to 
politicians and/or policymakers.  Moreover, it is worth noting that producing a policy brief itself 
costs money, and there might not be a budget for proper dissemination.  

Conclusion 

It is clear that policy briefs have an important role to play in getting research evidence 
to policy stakeholders.  Some policy briefs are intended primarily to stimulate dialogue on a 
particular issue rather than to directly influence immediate policy change. Producing a policy 
brief should not be a one-off process: rather, it constitutes an integral component of the broader 
policymaking continuum. Researchers need to engage policymakers before, during, and after 
their research process.  Moreover, researchers should not forget to try to communicate their 
findings to other stakeholders, such as the media, pressure groups, local communities, other 
academics, journalists, public health organisations, and/or the public, as each of these 
stakeholders may, in turn, be able to influence policymakers indirectly. Well-written policy 
briefs are critical, potentially serving a vital role in shaping and informing policy decisions by 
policymakers and key stakeholders. By adhering to best practices and tailoring content to 
policymakers' needs, health promotion researchers can enhance the effectiveness and influence 
of their policy briefs. 
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