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We will start
at 2 p.m.

Teleconference:

1-866-827-6872
Code: 2566408 #



Can you hear us?
We are talking right now... If you cannot hear us:

We will only use the phone teleconference system for the audio
communication between participants and presenters.

• Please dial:

The teleconference toll-free number 1-866-827-6872. 

Enter the teleconference code 2566408 followed by #. 

Talk to you soon!
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Presenter

Florence Morestin

Scientific Advisor 
NCCHPP

With the assistance of Mylène Maguire (NCCHPP): 
organization and technical support
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To ask questions during the presentation

Please use the chatbox at any time.
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National Collaborating Centre for Healthy 
Public Policy (NCCHPP)

Our mandate
– Support public health actors in their efforts to promote healthy 

public policies.

Our areas of expertise
– The effects of public policies on health

– Methods for contextualizing evidence on policies

– Actors and mechanisms for intersectoral collaboration

– Strategies for influencing policy making
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Declaration of real or potential conflicts of interest
Presenter: Florence Morestin

I have no real or potential conflict of interest 
related to the material that is being presented 

today

7



Why policy briefs?

Popular as a way to share knowledge with 
policy makers

Effectiveness?
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Evidence
drawn from research



Criteria for writing 
effective policy briefs?

46 documents identified

Relevant guides to 
support writing?

26 resources identified
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Literature review by Caroline Tessier (INSPQ)

Why policy briefs?

This webinar: 
• Overview of the literature review
• And other tips on how to produce a PB



Objectives of the webinar

After the webinar, you will be able to:

• Understand the potential and the limits of 
policy briefs for sharing knowledge

• Plan the production of a policy brief in a way 
that maximizes its relevance for the intended 
audience

• Make an informed choice from among possible 
content elements and formats for a policy brief
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What exactly is our focus here?

11

Internal PB = 
working document 



What exactly is our focus here?
Some names for this kind of document

"A rose is a rose is a rose" 
(Gertrude Stein)
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What exactly is our focus here?
The characteristics

(Tessier, in press)

Diversity of content and format

Revisiting the term:
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FormatPurpose
Audience

policy brief



Purpose of the policy brief

Common: its purpose
Concretely orient policy action
 Inform decision making related to the 

selection, development, adoption or 
implementation of a public policy

Variable: its content
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FormatPurpose
Audience

policy brief



Internal

Ministerial 
departments
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Intended audience of 
your policy briefsFormatPurpose

Audience

policy brief

Other

Internal

Municipal 
government

Gov’t, 
policy makers, 

politicians

MPs, 
parliamentary 
committees

Public health 
organizations

Indigenous 
leaders



Format

Poll
In your opinion, what is 
the ideal length of a 
policy brief? 
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Format
Lack of time = major barrier 

Suggested norms depending on target audience: 

The PB does not contain everything; 
it is intended to spark a dialogue
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Subject matter or 
information processing 

specialists
Non-specialists

< 6 pages 2 to 4 pages

FormatPurpose
Audience

policy brief



What do we mean by "effective"? 

Are policy briefs effective?
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Influence 
on public 
policies

Intention to 
use

Use

Reflection

Consideration



• Frequently used, rarely evaluated
• Tessier (in press), studies found:

Are policy briefs effective?
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Influence 
on public 
policies

Intention to 
use

Use

Reflection

Policy makers’ 
preferences

PBs

Evidence in general

Consideration

• Real-life situation 
or experimentation

• Stated or perceived 
preferences



Are these data generalizable? 

• Influence of context and subject (Moat et al., 

2013)

• PB = a tool within a knowledge-sharing 
strategy
⇒ Effectiveness of the strategy?
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Are policy briefs effective?



Mainly YES according to the evidence,
which also indicates trends
in policy makers’ preferences 

BUT: 
• Realistic expectations about outcomes
• Essential to analyze your context

Should we produce policy briefs?
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Questions?

Please use the chatbox
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Next: 
Producing 
a PB



Producing a policy brief
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Targeting 
too many 
audiences

Planning

Not 
considering 
whether it is 

the 
appropriate 

tool

Focusing 
solely on the 

aesthetics
Writing

Writing 
without 

keeping the 
target 

audience in 
mind

Viewing the 
PB as an 

end in itself

Dissemination 
(and more)

While 
avoiding 
common 
mistakes:



Planning

Consider how the PB fits into the overall 
context of your knowledge-sharing strategy

Who is your intended audience? 
Internal /external audience / multiple audiences
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Mapping of actors



Identify the relevant policy makers
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Ministerial 
department

• Minister

• Partisan advisors 
(Minister’s office)  
• Public servants

Legislative 
assembly / 
Parliament

• Elected members
• Senators

• Partisan advisors

Municipal 
government 

• Mayor
• Councillors

• Public servants

Levels of government:
Federal
Provincial - territorial 



Identify the relevant policy makers
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Ministerial 
department

• Minister

• Partisan advisors 
(Minister’s office)  
• Public servants

Legislative 
assembly / 
Parliament

• Elected members
• Senators

• Partisan advisors

Municipal 
government 

• Mayor
• Councillors

• Public servants

Government 
sectors

Levels of government:
Federal
Provincial - territorial 



Complete the mapping
See the NCCHPP’s Guide for developing a knowledge-sharing plan 
(Morestin & working group, 2013)

• Checklist for categories of actors
• Interest /power matrix (adapted from Start & Hovland, 2004)
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Power to 
support

Power to 
oppose

Interest in 
the subject High

High

High



Planning – Choose the target audience(s)

• From among all the actors
• Distinguish between primary and 

secondary audiences 
• Criteria: 

Relevance, power, accessibility…
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Including: to 
your objective



• Analyze their information needs / preferences 
(see Morestin & working group, 2013)

• Is a PB the right tool?
Different tools 
for different 
audiences?

• Different versions of the PB for different 
audiences?
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“I need a short summary so that I can understand 
the gist of the report and explain it to my boss. I 
need the long version so that I can fully understand 
the research and verify its accuracy based on my 
own knowledge.” 

Legislative advisor, United States 
(Sorian & Baugh, 2002, p. 267)

Planning – Identify the best way to 
address your primary audience(s)



Planning - With whom?

A collective process is more efficient 
• Your team
• Consult the 
primary audiences
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Questions?

Please use the chatbox
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Next: 
Writing 
choices



“Writing” – The visual aspect
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Communication 
professionals?

Numerous 
subtitles

Tables and/or 
graphics

Bulleted lists

Text 
boxes

Illustrations

Uncluttered 
layout



Writing – The main components
(Tessier, in press)

The written content is what matters most

• Title
• Highlights or summary
• Context
• Results and implications

– Summary of the evidence
– Policy options or recommendations 

• References
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Writing – Summary of the evidence

Not just a short version of your report

• Focus on one aspect of the subject under 
study? 

• Adopt the reader’s perspective: 
What does the evidence mean for someone 
in that position? 
⇒ Analysis of the intended audience

34

Reminder: the PB does not
contain everything; it is 
intended to spark a dialogue



Should we describe research methods?

Poll  
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Writing – Summary of the evidence
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Should we describe research methods? 

• It depends on the intended audience
• on how much they trust you
• on the subject

• Limit details
• Focus on implications for the evidence 

presented: +/- certainty, contradictory evidence, 
etc. 

• Facilitate interpretation
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(Moat et al., 2013)

Writing – Summary of the evidence



Writing – Policy options / recommendations

• Based on the evidence
• Specific and concrete
• Formulated with the context and the reader in 

mind

• Ideally, summarize the advantages and 
disadvantages of the policy options: 
– Known / potential effects
– Applicability: costs, acceptability (divergences?)…
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Complementary data?



Writing – The debates

• Should we put forward one favoured policy option?

• How far to go to persuade?
– Stories
– Framing (Cairney, 2019)
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Neutral 
PBs Interventionist PBs

(Dagenais & Ridde, 2018) 



Debate
Interventionist PBs: 
arguments for and against
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Writing – The debates

Neutral 
PBs Interventionist PBs

One policy option
More persuasive content 



Writing – Ways to move beyond the debates
The policy makers’ perspective

• Trust in the producers of the PB increases the 
desire to receive explicit recommendations (Moat et 
al., 2013) 

40

Areas of consensus (Tessier, in press):

Draw attention to a specific problem
Provide a clear interpretation of the results
Describe the actions to be taken
Do not make recommendations based on mixed results 
Limit the number of policy options proposed



Your perspective

• Case by case: 
– Strength of the evidence
– The situation within your context; 

expectations of your target audience
• Are you comfortable with your choice and its 

potential consequences?
• Generally: organizational decision 
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Writing – Ways to move beyond the debates



• For broad dissemination or a limited readership?

• Starting point for dialogue

• If the evidence is taken up: 
transformation by political circles 
into a brief according to their definition 
(format, language, etc.) of one (Morestin, 2017)
– Participate in this process? 

• Long term: re-disseminate PB when windows of 
opportunity occur, when the actors change, etc.
(Tessier, in press)

Life after the policy brief
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Selected resources
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28 pages

• (Planning)
• Writing
• (Dissemination)

Young & Quinn 
(2017)

29 pages (Chapter 4.1)

• Writing

FAO (2011)

32 pages

• Planning
• Writing
• Dissemination

Injury Prevention 
Research Center 

(2017)



Questions?

Please use the chatbox
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Links to the PBs presented
• Climate change: 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (2015). Policy paths for tackling climate 
change – Stronger action needed to meet mitigation goals. Retrieved from: 
https://www.oecd.org/policy-briefs/policy-paths-for-tackling-climate-change.pdf

• Ragweed:
Direction de santé publique de la Montérégie, Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada and the Ministère de 
la santé et des services sociaux du Québec (2011). Réduire le pollen de l'herbe à poux : mission 
réaliste - Le succès d'une communauté mobilisée. Retrieved from: 
http://publications.msss.gouv.qc.ca/msss/fichiers/2011/11-244-01.pdf

• Opioids:
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (n. d.). Preventing opioid overdoses in rural America. 
Retrieved from: 
https://www.cdc.gov/ruralhealth/drug-overdose/pdf/Policy-Brief_Opioiod-Overdoses-H.pdf

• Mammography: 
See the Supplementary data section of the article below
Brownson, R. C., Dodson, E. A., Stamatakis, K. A., Casey, C. M., Elliott, M. B. & Luke, D. A. (2011). 
Communicating evidence-based information on cancer prevention to state-level policymakers. Journal 
of the National Cancer Institute, 103(4), 306-316. https://doi.org/10.1093/jnci/djq529
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References
• Cairney , P. (2019). Fostering evidence-informed policymaking: uncertainty versus ambiguity. Montréal, Québec: 

National Collaborating Centre for Healthy Public Policy. Retrieved from: 
http://www.ncchpp.ca/docs/2019_ProcessPP_PCairney_EN.pdf

• Dagenais, C. & Ridde, V. (2018). Les notes de politiques : retour sur notre expérience autour d’un outil de transfert 
des connaissances pour les décideurs et intervenants. Retrieved from: https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-
01681939

• Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations [FAO]. (2011). 4.1 Preparing policy briefs. In Food 
security communications toolkit (pp. 139–170). Rome, Italy: FAO and the European Union. Retrieved 
from: http://www.fao.org/3/i2195e/i2195e03.pdf

• Injury Prevention Research Center. (2017). Writing & disseminating policy briefs. A communications guide for 
injury and violence researchers and practitioners. The University of Iowa. Retrieved from: https://iprc.public-
health.uiowa.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Writing-and-Disseminating-Policy-Briefs.pdf

• Moat, K. A., Lavis, J. N. & Abelson, J. (2013). How contexts and issues influence the use of policy-relevant 
research syntheses: A critical interpretive synthesis. The Milbank Quarterly, 91(3), 604-648. 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3790526/

• Morestin, F. (2017). The advisors of policy makers: Who are they, how do they handle scientific knowledge and 
what can we learn about how to share such knowledge with them? Knowledge sharing and public policy series. 
Montréal, Québec: National Collaborating Centre for Healthy Public Policy. Retrieved from: 
http://www.ncchpp.ca/181/publications.ccnpps?id_article=1670

46

http://www.ncchpp.ca/docs/2019_ProcessPP_PCairney_EN.pdf
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01681939
http://www.fao.org/3/i2195e/i2195e03.pdf
https://iprc.public-health.uiowa.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Writing-and-Disseminating-Policy-Briefs.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3790526/
http://www.ncchpp.ca/181/publications.ccnpps?id_article=1670


References (cont.)
• Morestin, F. & NCCHPP working group on knowledge sharing (2013). Guide for Developing a Knowledge-Sharing 

Plan – NCCHPP Internal Tool. Montréal, Québec: National Collaborating Centre for Healthy Public Policy. 
Retrieved from: http://www.ncchpp.ca/181/publications.ccnpps?id_article=958

• Sorian, R. & Baugh, T. (2002). Power of information: Closing the gap between research and policy. Health Affairs, 
21(2), 264–273. https://doi.org/10.1377/hlthaff.21.2.264

• Start, D. & Hovland, I. (2004). Tools for policy impact. A handbook for researchers. London, United Kingdom: 
Overseas Development Institute, Research and Policy in Development Programme. Retrieved from: 
http://www.odi.org.uk/resources/download/156.pdf

• Tessier, C. (in press). The policy brief: a knowledge transfer tool. Knowledge sharing and public policy series. 
Montréal, Québec: National Collaborating Centre for Healthy Public Policy

• Young, E. & Quinn, L. (2017). An essential guide to writing policy briefs. Berlin, Germany: International Center for 
Policy Advocacy. Retrieved from: 
http://www.icpolicyadvocacy.org/sites/icpa/files/downloads/icpa_policy_briefs_essential_guide.pdf

47

http://www.ncchpp.ca/181/publications.ccnpps?id_article=958
https://doi.org/10.1377/hlthaff.21.2.264
http://www.odi.org.uk/resources/download/156.pdf
http://www.icpolicyadvocacy.org/sites/icpa/files/downloads/icpa_policy_briefs_essential_guide.pdf


You’re interested in this topic? 
Visit us at www.ncchpp.ca for more resources

Production of this webinar has been made possible through a financial contribution from the Public 
Health Agency of Canada through funding for the National Collaborating Centre for Healthy Public 
Policy (NCCHPP). The views expressed herein do not necessarily represent the views of the Public 
Health Agency of Canada.

Florence Morestin
National Collaborating Centre for Healthy Public Policy
florence.morestin@inspq.qc.ca

mailto:florence.morestin@inspq.qc.ca
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