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Guidelines for Writing Policy Memos
 


Policy memos come in a variety of types and sizes:  some make recommendations based on research; some lay out issues and options; others argue forcibly and persuasively for a particular course of action.  Hence, before you write a policy memo, make sure that you clearly understand what your client needs from you.


If, for instance, you are writing for an elected official, such as a mayor, assume that the official lacks your technical expertise.  Realize that such a reader is likely to be unfamiliar with the language and methodology of policy analysis.  If an assignment asks you to write for readers with greater expertise, such as co-workers or the principal investigator of an economic development project, you should, of course, approach that audience in a more sophisticated way.  In any case, assume that your audience is busy and, as is so often true in the professional world, unwilling to take a great deal of time or trouble to understand what you say.  Make your memos clear and forthright; keep the main points in focus; strive for conciseness and coherence.  Memo assignments never ask you to feed back everything you know.  Instead, they give you the chance to show that you understand the subject well enough to establish intelligent priorities, to reach reasonable conclusions, and to express them convincingly  The policy analyst must take a large amount of information and, in the face of challenging deadlines, reduce it to its essentials, communicated persuasively.

Organizing the Presentation

A good policy memo is neither a list of unconnected points nor a lawyer's brief that argues for only one side of an issue without acknowledging its limitations or liabilities.  Qualify your thesis or recommendations when necessary, but at all times focus the reader's attention.  Stick to essential information or arguments that grow out of your introduction and that lead inevitably to your conclusions.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Be certain that you know what you want to say before you begin to write.  Before you start to write, try to picture how the completed policy memo will look.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Get right down to business in your introduction.  You will rarely have the luxury of enough space to present elaborate background information or witty and elegant meanderings toward your topic.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
After reading the opening paragraph, your audience should have no doubt concerning what your memo is about.  At the least, your reader will know what problem you are addressing, how you intend to approach it, and what the main considerations are.  Most readers will also appreciate in the memo's opening at least a hint about your conclusions.  The format of a "mystery tale," in which a web of confusing evidence is suddenly untangled in a surprise ending, rarely makes an effective professional memo.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Organize all information to buttress your argument logically.  Presenting material in the same order in which you thought through the problem is seldom convincing.  Think, instead, of how your organization will affect the reader.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Stick with the information or analysis useful to your audience.  Compress, subordinate, or cut out anything unnecessary.  If you need to present additional data, for instance, include them in an appendix.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Be sure to explain and relate graphs, tables, or equations to your argument.   Don't present these materials for their own sake, but only when and in such a way that they advance your position.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
End conclusively.  You must carefully prove what you set out to show so that you fulfill expectations that you have created for your reader.  

Style


Your ideas will be only as meaningful to the reader as you are able to make them.  Style does not merely embellish content; the two function together.  Muddled writing reflects hazy thinking.  Hence, when you write, think of your reader's needs.  Prose should be simple, clear, easy to read.  Assume that the reader will not take time to ponder fine shades of meaning.


Whenever possible:

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Choose the plainest words that express your subject.  A complicated word is not good if a simpler word will do just as well.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Guide your readers through your sentences by fulfilling expectations such as:


*consistent sentence order -- subject, verb, object;


*contextual information at the end of your sentences;


*striking information at the end of sentences;


*the main action of your sentence in the verb slot;


*few, if any, constructions such as "it is" or "there are" which waste the main  
and verb slots on unimportant words;


*the active voice whenever possible;


*coherent paragraphs that have a single controlling idea that you make explicit in the 
first sentence or two;


*good editing and proofreading;

*plain English for a non-technical audience.  The professional policy analyst writes to communicate clearly, not to hit the reader with sophisticated terminology.  Show your grasp of a subject by translating complex terms into clear language;

*definitions of jargon when such language is essential or expedient to develop an idea;


*explanations of abbreviations and acronyms the first time you use them;

*conventional grammar unless a grammatical impropriety is appropriate.  When in doubt, consult a reliable style manual.

Format


Even an essentially artificial concern such as the appearance of memos will be likely to affect the reader's understanding and evaluation of your ideas.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Type neatly, double-spaced, on standard typing paper ("8 1/2 X 11").  Allow 1” margins on all sides.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Follow the conventions, such as headings for sub-sections and bullet points for a list of items.

· Readers expect you to stay with the limits of length that they specify for an assignment.  A paper that exceeds its assigned length is rarely better for the additional pages.  The paper that runs too long often fails to establish priorities clearly.  Finally, because it sometimes requires more work to keep things short than to leave them long and loose, it may be unfair to others who strive to stay within assigned lengths if your paper exceeds the limits.

· If you are given a word limit as part of your assignment, be sure to run a word count on your final draft memo before completing it. Include the word count on the title page.

�A revised version of guidelines originally developed at Harvard University by Jane Kinney, Sharon Gravett, and Noah Applebaum.
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