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Observations on Writing Policy Papers

MS&E 290
by Michael Helms

Writing policy papers is a seemingly simple, yet tremendously challenging task, as you have by now discovered with your first paper. It is difficult to write a useful policy paper and satisfy the many different requirements.

Your first policy paper assignment required reading the class web site instructions, listening for instructions in lecture, and asking questions by e-mail and in office hours. The goal was to synthesize all of these requirements into a coherent, imaginative, and tightly written policy paper that met all of the explicit and implicit rules that were presented to you.

Your assignment was a simulation of a real life scenario in which you were asked to write a policy paper. It is unlikely that you will be given as much material, background or structure in real life, yet your “real life” clients will expect professional results. Teaching you how to do this is one of the class goals.

You are now asked to rewrite your original paper. You may incorporate the written suggestions and/or feedback given to you by the grader and the professor. Your paper probably has many pencil marks, notes and comments. These do not necessarily represent errors or points deducted from your overall score. When a phrase or word seemed inappropriate or weak, or an abbreviation, misspelling or other perceived problem was found, it was marked in pencil. These marks point out something for you to review, and possibly change.

Remember to consult the original problem statement, and focus tightly on the scenario presented to you. Please attach a photocopy of your graded original paper with comments to each of the two copies you are submitting. Your revised paper will be graded by the same person who graded the original.

Some people have asked about the course structure and content, and how it relates to the writing of policy papers. One suggestion that may help is to view this class as a synthesis of two complementary classes. The first class is an in-class seminar covering topics in technology and national security. The second class is an off-line course in writing policy papers. There is considerable overlap between the two classes.

The following pages contain a few suggestions for writing policy papers, along with examples of common errors that were seen in the first policy papers.

Policy Papers, Opinion Papers, Tutorial Papers and Memos

You were asked to write a policy brief for your first assignment. The policy brief, also known as a policy paper, is an objective presentation of a problem with a discussion of alternatives, logical analysis, which ends with a conclusion and/or recommendation. The outcome of a policy brief is not predetermined, and the conclusions reached by the analyst should be defensible. Your analyses should correspond to explicitly stated policy goals. Whenever possible, information should be presented within your analysis as support for your arguments. The analysis may take whatever form is appropriate to the problem under consideration, provided it uses a rigorous, defensible and apparent methodology.

A policy brief can be flexible in its design and content. The structure of the policy brief will reflect both the problem at hand and the needs of your client. An executive summary may be used on the opening page to summarize the problem statement and the recommendation by the analyst. A policy paper contains little or no background, or historical material. There is no personal sentiment or opinion in a correctly written policy paper. A policy paper is an objective presentation of a problem solving analysis with a specific recommendation supported by hard facts and calculations.

The opinion brief, also known as an op-ed or opinion piece, is a one-sided argument that presents one view in the most favorable manner. It seeks to influence popular opinion with a minimum of facts and a maximum of emotion. It is sometimes referred to as a “lawyer’s brief” due to its one-sided nature. It is not objective and is biased toward the outcome desired by the writer. An example of this is an editorial page op-ed piece by a retired politician who advocates an increased US budget for an industry he favors.

The tutorial brief, also known as a background paper, is a short course in a particular topic or subject. It is designed with a specific person or persons in mind, and seeks to quickly increase the reader’s knowledge of a subject. An example of this is a discussion of the military capabilities of a new weapons system that is prepared for government officials responsible for managing its implementation.

The memorandum, also known as a memo, is a very brief paper. A memo is best used for a short (one to two page) written communication that cannot be handled by phone or other methods. They are often used to answer specific questions in writing, for handling routine administrative communications, or for delegating specific tasks. For these purposes the headers of: TO, FROM, SUBJECT, and DATE facilitate the quick processing of the information. A memo does not have a cover page. A memo format is rarely used for writing a policy paper.

Goals for the Policy Paper

Appropriateness: Does the paper precisely address the issue(s) that were posed in the hypothetical scenario?

Clarity: The goal is for overall clarity of thought and expression. Does the paper flow and is the argument easy to follow?

Assertion vs. Proof: Avoid assertions, or unsupported statements; ones that are made without providing a source. An example of this is: “Turkey is reluctant to see Saddam Hussein removed because the Kurds plan to declare their independence from Iraq.” This statement requires a source so the reader can review the origin of the information. An example of a generally accepted statement is: “Enriched uranium can be used to build nuclear devices.” This statement does not require a source.

Grammar, spelling – Use your spell checker to catch the simple errors, and give yourself time to review your paper. There were misspellings of many words and names in the papers, including the name of the National Security Advisor, Dr. Condoleezza Rice. Check all proper names, and add them to the custom dictionary in your word processor. Using a grammar checker may be helpful, but grammar checkers should be used as a guide only. Make your own decisions on any revisions.

You may use a reader to proofread your work and note possible errors for you to review and correct. This is what often occurs in the workplace, as your coworkers may check your work and vice versa. You may mention them on your title page e.g. “Reviewed by John Smith.” Do not confuse this with having someone editing or writing your paper, and remember that the Honor Code is in effect.

Did you follow the paper requirements? A word count of 250-300 words per page for five pages implies a 1500 word limit. Aim for 1450 to 1500 words for a five page paper, not 1300 or 1600. Do not count the cover page, appendix (if used) or endnotes in your word count. Use the word count feature on your word processing software.

All three of the MS&E 290 papers are five pages. If you wrote more than 1500 words in your first paper, revise your second paper until the word count is no more than 1500 words. 

Use a separate title page/cover sheet. You may add a title and/or other information on this page. Place the following information in the upper right corner:

Name

SUID XXXXXXX

MS&E 290
XXXX words

Double spacing of the paper is required, as is Times New Roman size 12 font with at least one-inch margins on all edges. Page numbering is optional, and recommended.

Quality of information and sources: Did you find a number of quality information sources to support your argument? Every paper should have strong, original source material. Citations should be provided when authorities are quoted. The purpose of the citations is to establish the credibility of your arguments. Provide a reference your information, using the original source whenever possible.

The citations you provide will correspond to references in your endnotes. Endnotes are preferable to footnotes for papers up to 10-15 pages, and using them helps you to stay within the five or ten page limits. Endnotes may be single spaced, but maintain the font size and pitch used in the text of the paper. Use numbers for citations (1, 2, 3, 4…) instead of Roman numerals (i, ii, iii, iv…) or letters (a, b, c, d…).

Structure: This is where many of the papers lost their focus. The sample paper on the course web site used a memo format, which was copied by many students. This is not an optimal choice of format for a policy paper.

Let the problem statement and your analysis direct the structure of your paper. Any structure is fine, as long as it clearly communicates your analysis and conclusion(s) to the client. Use headers or subtitles if they increase the clarity of your paper.

Start your paper with a discussion of the problem you are addressing. Set up the problem with background if needed, and then proceed to your analysis. This may involve generating alternatives, then evaluating them, or simply evaluating the given alternatives. The analysis can take any form that supports your argument, as long as it is logical and clear. The analysis should clearly explain your thoughts while avoiding excessive detail. Make the pros and cons known for each alternative, and then proceed to your recommendation, which is the alternative that best addresses the problem.

The start of your paper is extremely important because it is the reader’s first impression of your credibility. If the beginning is disorganized, the reader is less inclined to follow the arguments in your analysis.

Know your audience. If you are writing for the President of the USA you will not want or need to explain every acronym and word if it is in common use. If you discuss mustard gas, sarin or anthrax, rest assured the President will know what they are. If you mention Stryker (the US Army’s new brigade combat teams built around quickly deployable, wheeled armored vehicles that could spearhead an urban assault) you may want to provide a reference for the reader. You will not want to spend one page of your five page paper explaining the history of Iraq to Condoleezza Rice. If you believe you must include a history lesson in a policy paper, make sure that it is relevant to your argument, is something that the client probably don’t know, and provide a source for it.

Do a little role-playing when visualizing how your paper will be used. Assume that you are a staff analyst working for Condoleezza Rice, and you have been given the task of writing a five page paper. What will she want to see, and what can be left out? Review every line, every word and ask yourself if your “client” cares about that particular item.

Delivering information in context is important. The paper that you give to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff may communicate something completely different to another reader. The facts you assume and the facts you provide will differ according to the audience that will read your paper. Anticipate your readership.

Opinion vs. bias vs. recommendation: Write as objectively as possible, and present all sides of the argument fairly. There may be many stakeholders (people and/or agencies with vested interests) involved your scenario and your job is to argue for everyone. Omit your opinion. The goal of a conclusion and/or recommendation is to summarize where your argument logically leads, so a neutral reader can read your paper, follow your argument, check your facts and arrive at the same conclusion.

More thoughts on writing and editing policy papers: Are you consistent in your use of “voice” and verb tenses? The preferred writing style is in the third person with a consistent tense. Avoid using the first person voice in policy papers. Another problem is mixing present and past tenses. Review your writing for consistent voice and verb tenses.

Using common sense in writing your paper, and remember that overall clarity of communication is important. Avoid format gimmicks, italics and bolding. Many papers are transferred on-line, and if your paper relies on formatting to communicate, your message may lose value with each transfer.

Figures and visual materials can be placed in an appendix, if needed. They do not count against your word total, but they are allowed if needed. Use them only if they are essential to communicate your point. Using visuals in your “real world” applications may be helpful, but remember that they do not take the place of a well-written paper.

Numbers can be tricky. Generally, when the numbers go over ten, use numbers, and under ten, use words (zero, one, two, three…) to make your point.

Avoid clichés (expressions that were once novel but have become tedious and ordinary through repetition) e.g. “If you can’t beat them, join them.” or “That’s the way the cookie crumbles.” or “It’s not rocket science.”

Write in American English for this class, so use color (not colour), truck (not lorry), flashlight (not torch), theater (not theatre), program (not programme), etc.

Avoid obscure references, jokes, puns, figures of speech and other devices as they won’t translate well and may be unknown to your reader.

Aim to write clearly and explicitly. Use the simplest words possible, and avoid long or complicated sentences. As a general rule, shorter sentences are preferred over long ones. Avoid combining too many points into one sentence. Your paper may be translated, so you might consider how your paper will read in other languages.

Be explicit wherever possible so your points are not missed. Inferred messages or meta-messages (“read between the lines” types of communication) are less desirable.

Writing is actually rewriting. Start with an outline or your raw material and get your first draft written. Then rewrite and rearrange your material. Everyone uses a different method, so don’t be afraid to experiment until you find a working style that works for you. Rewrite with the ultimate goals of brevity, clarity and flow.

Minimize the use of parentheses, asterisks, hyphens, and similar unless they add clarity.

A five page paper is more difficult to write than a ten page paper. A good ten page paper is exponentially more difficult to write than a good five page paper.

Many sentences began with adverbs and similar phrases that did not contribute to the clarity or flow of the paper. Examples include: however, furthermore, moreover, clearly, further, most likely, on the other hand, as noted before, besides, most importantly, obviously, unfortunately, currently, to this end, in conclusion, at the least, in the long run, similarly, in addition, likewise, also, thus, on the whole, etc. Use these with caution.

Be careful when using Latin phrases, as in “tempus fugit”, “cogito, ergo sum” or “casus belli” unless you are convinced that the phrase will improve your paper.

One technique is to start with 2500 words, then rewrite until the paper has less than 1500 words. Your paper will have a higher information density as a result of this distillation.

Acronyms: Acronyms can simplify your paper, yet it is best to minimize their use. Spell out the first use in your paper if it is unknown to your client. For example, USA, UN, CIA, FBI are well known acronyms. Examples of acronyms that are less well known include: WMD, DIA, NRO, JCS, SECDEF, POTUS, IAEA, CIC, UNSCOM, CDC, PLF, MKO, DPRK, UAV, HEU, NPT, UNMOVIC, IRBM, USCENTCOM, IISS.

Some acronyms have multiple meanings, so if confusion is likely (e.g. NSA, NBC) spell them out. Some acronyms with apocryphal origins may be offensive, so their use should be avoided. Examples include POS, FUBAR, SNAFU, BFD, and CF.

Finally, watch for these frequent problems

Capitalization errors are widespread; check for proper use of upper or lower case letters.

The punctuation problem with its or it’s is easily prevented.

A common error is to write 1990’s instead of 1990s or ‘90s.

Avoid using the passive voice in your papers.

Avoid word repetition in the same paragraph or sentence.

Beware of sentence fragments and run-on sentences.

Avoid rhetorical questions and hyperbole.

Use of words like “clearly” and “obviously” at the start of sentences are signs that what follows is not clear or is an assertion.

One rule of thumb suggests that analysis should take up two-thirds of the paper and everything else should fit into the other third.

Consult writing guides, handbooks, thesauruses and dictionaries.

Make sure your paper closes with a strong finish – how you do this is up to you!

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

My thanks to the Stanford MS&E 193/293 teaching team for their contributions, comments and corrections, and a special acknowledgment to Laura Cook, Kin Leung, and Mike Zappert.

Any and all errors, omissions and misstatements are the responsibility of the author.

In the spirit of continuous improvement your comments and suggestions are welcomed. Please send them by e-mail to michael.helms@stanford.edu
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