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The Issue Brief8
I ssue briefs are a common policy-writing genre, particularly in the advo-

cacy field. For our purposes, we will define an issue brief as a 1–2 page 
document used to quickly inform policy makers about the basics of an 
issue or a program.1 Ideally, they provide basic information on an issue in a 
nonpartisan fashion so that policy makers can quickly come up to speed on 
issues about which they know little. You may also hear the term issue brief 
applied to longer documents (4–6 pages), but anything longer probably 
shouldn’t be described as “brief.”

Issue briefs are used by advocates at every level of government who 
are trying to raise the profile of an issue to policy makers. In legislative 
bodies throughout the country, advocates for causes as diverse as children’s 
rights, chemical manufacturing, and government agencies tour legislative 
offices with these two-sided, sharply designed briefs in hand. Each advo-
cate is hoping that their brief will help educate legislators and aides about 
the importance of their issue.2 After all, if legislators don’t know why they 
should care about the issue and the basic facts about it, how can they begin 
to make policy about it?

Problematically for advocates, perhaps no other setting in policy mak-
ing is as busy as a legislative session. To educate in this context, even some 
of the standard rules previously covered in this book are up for grabs: 
Figures and tables can be included without being described in the text, 
bibliographies can be consigned to a URL, photographs and quotes can 
be included as evidence. Scandalous? Perhaps in other genres. But in issue 
briefs, if it is honest and effective, then it is fair game.

1 You may also hear the term policy brief used interchangeably with issue brief. There is no firm 
rule that distinguishes between the two. In contrast to an objectively focused issue brief, policy 
briefs often take a stand and advocate for it (Martin, 2014). Sometimes policy brief is used as an 
umbrella term for both advocacy and objective briefs (Food and Agriculture Organization of  
the United Nations, 2011). In this chapter, we will stick with objective policy briefs, but you can 
use almost all of the same rules and the formatting tools to write an advocacy brief when the 
need arises.

2 As well as being hand-delivered by the advocates themselves, issue briefs are typically  
posted on organizations’ websites, distributed to members, and mailed to relevant decision  
makers.
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138  Part 3 | Policy Genres and Their Purposes

Distinctive Aspects of Issue Briefs

The audience for an issue brief is distinctive because they are insanely busy 
at any given moment and they are being given a document they did not 
request. Instead, the issue brief is a part of a sales pitch about the issue. 
Given these constraints, the metric by which your issue brief should be 
judged is whether or not a reader with no basic knowledge of the issue is 
able to look at the brief and understand its purpose and the basic facts of 
the issue in 30 seconds (Ruderman, 2012). That’s the first test: to guaran-
tee that the audience can take in the basics and then decide if they want to 
learn more. Let’s look at some of the aspects of how issue briefs accomplish 
this task given their constraints.

Narrowly Focused on  
Communicating One Important Message

The short time your audience will spend with your issue brief means it 
should be fairly narrowly focused. An issue brief should focus squarely on 
one particular problem or program. Once you have decided what you want 
your reader to understand, then you can begin deciding what to include 
and at what level of detail.

Remember that there is a direct trade-off between focus on the par-
ticulars and establishing the context. Rather than making a sweeping over-
view of child poverty—its history, its causes, its variation across time and 
place—focus on the program the audience needs to know about in order 
to make a dent in the problem.

Very Brief

Issue briefs are often distributed at the start of a meeting with a legisla-
tor and entered into a large pile of papers on a decision maker’s desk to be 
picked up later, so length matters. The shorter it is, the more likely it is to 
be read. Issue briefs in this context are almost always 1–2 pages long.3

Once you have selected an issue, then you must create a document that 
enables policy makers to go from knowing very little about the topic to under-
standing the relevant background, current trends, etc., in 1–2 pages. This is 

3 In some contexts, you will see the term issue brief used to describe a report that is 6–8 pages long. 
These briefs are usually produced by think tanks and written for someone who is already interested 
in the issue and wants more detail than a 1–2 page paper. The briefs look more like minireports 
than the issue briefs discussed in this chapter. They may still use some of the tools of a 1–2 page 
issue brief but are usually more formal. But even in this setting, an issue brief is short—no longer 
than 8 pages—as anything longer should really be referred to as a report, not a brief.
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Chapter 8 | The Issue Brief  139

challenging, but it can also be a helpful exercise for you as a writer. Since you 
can’t include everything you know about the problem, you have to be audi-
ence centered and write about what they need to know about the problem.

No Specific Audience

The advocates working the halls of a legislature use the same brief for 
Republicans and Democrats, rookie legislators and long-serving commit-
tee chairs. As such, issue briefs are rarely addressed to a particular person. 
Instead, they are designed to educate a general audience about the topic. 
To bring a wide variety of people up to speed on the issue, they need to 
be written using general language and broadly stated enough to educate 
newcomers to the topic while providing facts that will interest old hands.

Focus on Communicating the Facts

In contrast to many other policy-writing genres, in an issue brief you 
do not need to explain every statistic you include and how you arrived at 
it. Issue briefs should focus on a central message and use facts that sup-
port that message. You should understand all of the context, methods, and 
nuances of the data in case you are lucky enough to have your audience 
ask about them, but you should not put these elements in your issue brief. 
Write simply and directly about the facts. Those are enough here.

Heavy Use of Visual Aids

Issue briefs are the most visually engaging of all of the policy genres. Your 
reader will likely spend very little time with your document, so you should 
use all of the visual aids at your disposal to effectively grab their attention. 
You should think about using figures, tables, and bulleted lists, which com-
municate large amounts of information quickly. And, in an unusual twist, 
you do not need to write about the figures and tables in your main text. In 
an issue brief, they can stand alone, so make sure to employ the best prac-
tices from Chapters 5 and 6 to make sure they can do so successfully.

In addition to figures, you have other tools at your disposal to grab the 
attention of your audience. You can include callout boxes (see examples 
below) to highlight important points. You can include pictures or maps 
that help your audience connect with the issue. Whatever visual aids you 
use, you should always take a step back to make sure the overall visual 
design draws them immediately to the key points.4

4 If you have the resources, a graphic designer can help you think about how the layout of the issue 
brief focuses a reader’s eye and how to take advantage of the natural way we look at pieces of paper.
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140  Part 3 | Policy Genres and Their Purposes

One simple way to enhance the design of your issue brief is to use the 
rule of thirds. If you have taken photography classes you know how to 
use the rule of thirds to compose a photograph that is visually pleasing (if 
not, search the web for an example or two). The same rules apply here. 
Envision dividing the page into nine boxes by drawing a tick-tack-toe 
board across your issue brief. Arrange callout boxes, tables, figures, and 
headers so they fit neatly within one or more of these boxes and your issue 
brief will look sharper.

Neutral Tone

Finally, issue briefs should be written in a neutral tone. This is because 
at their heart, issue briefs are about conveying a set of facts, and the facts 
are nonpartisan (despite recent reports to the contrary!). For example, 
industry groups and environmental groups should basically agree with the 
facts contained within each other’s issue briefs. Their issue briefs may have 
a different focus or a different take on the issue, but even if they vehe-
mently disagree on how the issues themselves should be addressed, the 
facts should be the same.

Example Issue Briefs

Generally speaking, issue briefs include an overview of the issue, identify 
and discuss prominent stakeholders, and discuss current policy and com-
monly suggested solutions to the problem. The exact format of any issue 
brief depends on the issue itself and what must be conveyed in order to 
meet the objectives.

As a result, no two issue briefs are alike, and it is difficult to know 
whether or not a brief will be successful without knowing the context in 
which it is written. This lack of a firm format can feel paralyzing or freeing, 
depending on your temperament. But before you make a decision about 
which camp you fall in, let’s take a look at a couple of examples so you can 
get a sense of the genre.

Issue Brief Example 1: Voluntary Home  
Visiting in California (an Excellent Example)

The first issue brief comes from Children Now, an interest group in 
California that is “pro-kid” (Rothermel, n.d.). It lobbies the California leg-
islature on a wide variety of pro-kid issues ranging from foster care to early 
childhood education to children’s health. The following brief, “Voluntary 
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Chapter 8 | The Issue Brief  141

Home Visiting in California,” was a part of its campaign in 20XX to educate 
legislators on the value of home visits so that legislators would consider 
expanding funding for the programs.

Take a minute or two to look over the example and my annotations 
on the side.

Now that you’re back, were you able to understand the main point in 
less than 30 seconds? Were you able to understand the issue cleanly and 
clearly after a single read through?

Let’s talk a bit about what this issue brief does to enable it to succeed as 
well as it does. The first thing you probably noticed is how sharp it looks. 
It’s visually inviting to your eye and you intuitively are drawn to it. How did 
the author accomplish this?

First, notice that both pages clearly employ the rule of thirds. The 
header on the first page occupies the top third and the callout box fits 
neatly in the right-hand third. On the second page, the table takes up the 
top two-thirds and the recommendations take up the final third.

Second, notice how the author altered the font to draw your attention 
to different elements. The large numbers in the callout box draw your 
attention to the magnitude of the problem. The limited bolding (just two 
phrases) cues you into the key terms that are helpful in understanding 
the issue.

Finally, notice how focused the issue brief is. The text in the header 
and the first body paragraph work together to provide a clear and clean 
introduction to home visiting and why it is important. The remainder of 
the content fills in the details. So while this issue brief looks flashy, with 
lots of visual bells and whistles, the solid, focused content is also crucial 
to making it effective. The author did a lot of clear-headed thinking as she 
considered and executed the design elements.

Now think a bit about what didn’t work for you. What could be 
done better? For starters, there is no date on this issue brief, so it’s hard 
to know if it was written in 2008 or 2018. Second, there are a couple of 
small omissions that would have improved it. The table on page 2 would 
have benefited from a title, as well as from a URL that could have pro-
vided the sources.

In addition to the design choices, there are lots of editorial choices 
about the content in this issue brief. The author featured a white or 
Hispanic baby in the photo instead of an Asian or black baby. Most of 
the language is about helping families, but while moms are mentioned 
on several occasions, dads never are. These choices aren’t wrong, per 
se; in fact, they probably helped make the issue brief more effective. 
But it is still worth noting that they are choices. Hopefully, the author 
actively considered them and their trade-offs while designing this 
issue brief.
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142  Part 3 | Policy Genres and Their Purposes

Figure 8.1  A Strong Start for Families: Voluntary Home Visiting in 
California

Bulleted 
list is 
bracketed 
by two 
bolded 
terms that 
emphasize 
key aspects 
of the 
program.

Clearly 
explains 
the 
problem.

Clearly 
explains how 
the program 
addresses 
the problem.

Picture provides visual 
space and the cute kid 
is memorable!

Title immediately tells 
you what you are about 
to read about.

Footer provides context for 
the reader by identifying the 
organization.

Call out 
box is eye 
catching 
and the 
larger font 
size of the 
number 
draws your 
eye to 
important 
facts.

Provides 
a URL for 
references 
instead of 
spending 
space on a 
bibliography.

Source: Children Now, https://www.childrennow.org/.
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Chapter 8 | The Issue Brief  143

Unusual 
choice in 
an issue 
brief but it 
works here 
because 
the author 
clearly 
switches 
from 
providing 
facts above 
to offering 
opinions 
below.

Table 
clearly 
gives an 
overview 
of relevant 
programs 
and their 
reach.

Table would benefit from a title to tell you 
what to expect when you read it.

Footer identifies who 
to contact if readers 
want to learn more.

Source: Children Now, https://www.childrennow.org/.
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144  Part 3 | Policy Genres and Their Purposes

Issue Brief Example 2: Connecting  
CalWorks With Home Visiting (an  
Issue Brief That Could Be Improved)

Now let’s look at another issue brief, again on the topic of home visit-
ing in California (Maternal, Child and Adolescent Health Division, 2017). 
Take a minute or two to look it over and then flip back to this page.

Now that you’re back, were you able to understand the main point in 
less than 30 seconds? Were you able to understand the issue cleanly and 
clearly after a single read through?

If you’re like me, you found this issue brief much harder to under-
stand, even though you actually knew more about home visiting when 
you started to read this issue brief than you did the first one. Why? This 
issue brief has many of the same components as the previous brief, and 
even some that the previous one didn’t (a date, for example). The headings 
draw your attention well and the bolding is appropriate. What happened?

There are some easy and obvious ways to criticize this issue brief. The 
header is overly crowded and confusing (what is “Maternal, Child and 
Adolescent Health”?). There is lots of wasted space on the first page. The 
font choice makes it hard to read.5 When you flip to page 2, you don’t know 
where you should look first, and there’s a spot that naturally draws your eye.

But really, all of these are minor details compared to the main prob-
lem: The thinking fell down here. The author lays out a clear purpose for 
the issue brief in the title, “Connecting CalWORKs with Home Visiting,” 
and then fails to do just that. Instead, the issue brief provides a lot of facts, 
all of which are presumably correct. But the issue brief doesn’t do a consis-
tent job of making the case for how CalWORKs and home visiting are con-
nected. It needs to provide a story that connects those facts to the overall 
purpose. Without the story, the brief comes across as a list of loosely con-
nected facts. That is why this issue brief is so much harder to understand.

The lesson? Writing is both communicating and thinking, even in an 
issue brief. Make sure you don’t forget the thinking!

Example 3: Economic Well-Being of  
Rhode Island Families: The Promise and  
Practice of Two-Generation Approaches  
(a Longer, Plainer Issue Brief That Is Well Written)

The previous two examples might feel overwhelming because of the 
extensive graphic design elements involved, but you can create an excellent 

5 There are two kinds of fonts: serif and sans serif. Serif fonts, like this one, have small strokes at 
the ends of the letters. Sans serif fonts, like the one in this sentence, do not. The small 
strokes in serif fonts make them easier to read, and I suggest using one in your documents.
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Chapter 8 | The Issue Brief  145

Figure 8.2 Connecting CalWORKS With Home Visiting

issue brief simply by using the graphic design elements available in basic 
word-processing programs. To illustrate, let’s look at a final example also 
focusing on family policy (Cooley, 2015).

This longer brief is longer than the previous two because it was writ-
ten in a different context. It was distributed at a legislative advocacy event 
that the author’s organization sponsored. Legislators, legislative aides, and 
agency personnel had requested a briefing on this topic. Their sustained 
interest allowed the author to write a longer issue brief and succeed with-
out the flash of the other examples.

(Continued)

The side bar and the picture take up a lot of space on this first page. 
It might have been more effective to make the rest of the page less 
dense, either in the header section or in the main text itself.

This graphic 
is too small to 
read, even when 
printed at full 
scale

This brief is 
missing an 
overview section. 
The opening 
section provides 
an overview of 
CalWORKs but 
no connections 
to home visiting.

The heading 
is helpful but 
the text doesn’t 
answer basic 
questions like 
“What is home 
visiting?” or 
“Why does 
it help make 
CalWORKs more 
effective?”

The bolding 
naturally 
draws your 
eye but the 
list does 
not have a 
title so it 
is hard to 
understand 
what it is 
about!

Informative title This issue brief is actually written by the Maternal, Child, 
and Adolescent Health Division. Leaving this out means 
that readers may not know who wrote this.

Source: California Department of Public Health, https://www.cdph.ca.gov/Programs/CFH/
DMCAH/Pages/default.aspx.
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146  Part 3 | Policy Genres and Their Purposes

Figure 8.2 (Continued)

Now take a minute or two to look over the third example and then flip 
back to this page.

Now that you’re back, were you able to understand the main point in 
less than 30 seconds? Were you able to understand the issue cleanly and 
clearly after a single read through?

After reading the last one, this one should feel much easier to compre-
hend even though it is longer. How did the author accomplish this? She 
doesn’t do much that is fancy: just one figure and two callout boxes. The two 
pages employ lists and bolding effectively but nothing out of the ordinary.

A title for this 
box would help 
clarify what 
purpose it 
serves, both to 
the writer and 
to the audience. 
As it stands, it 
is confusing. 
Why are these 
four sections in 
one box? Two of 
them are about 
eligibility, one 
about guidance 
and one about 
how to follow up.

This box works. The helpful title is bolded 
and in larger font to make sure you read it 
first. The title is informative and sets you 
up to learn what is inside.

Once you have 
read the boxes, 
you naturally 
start reading 

here.
Unfortunately, 

you have 
forgotten what 

the list is 
about because 
it spans the 
front and the 

back.

Footer identifies provides context for the organization and 
how to get more information about the programs. It would 
have been helpful to state what MCAH stands for.

Source: California Department of Public Health, https://www.cdph.ca.gov/Programs/CFH/
DMCAH/Pages/default.aspx.
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Chapter 8 | The Issue Brief  147

So why is this brief successful? The author uses straightforward head-
ings that allow you to easily skim the document and know what is inside it. 
The headings are clear and naturally follow from the previous one (“What 
are two-generation approaches?”  “Why use two-generation approaches?” 
 “Do two-generation approaches work?”).

Nothing fancy, straightforward, solid thinking, well written, and there-
fore very effective.

(Continued)

Source: Dr. Valerie Cooley and Dr. Kenneth Wong, Co-Directors of the Rhode Island Family 
Impact Seminars.
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(Continued)

Source: Dr. Valerie Cooley and Dr. Kenneth Wong, Co-Directors of the Rhode Island Family 
Impact Seminars.
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Chapter 8 | The Issue Brief  149

(Continued)

Source: Dr. Valerie Cooley and Dr. Kenneth Wong, Co-Directors of the Rhode Island Family 
Impact Seminars.
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(Continued)

Source: Dr. Valerie Cooley and Dr. Kenneth Wong, Co-Directors of the Rhode Island Family 
Impact Seminars.
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Chapter 8 | The Issue Brief  151

Conclusion

The three examples above will have given you a flavor of the issue brief 
genre. You’ve seen a stylish and effective issue brief, a stylish and ineffec-
tive issue brief, and a plain and effective issue brief. Each one comes from 
its own context and was used for a specific purpose. Now that you have 
seen a few examples and know the basic principles of issue briefs, it might 
be helpful for you to search for other example issue briefs in your area. 
After looking at a few of them, you’ll have a sense for what works and what 
doesn’t work in your topic area.

As you begin to write your own issue brief, make sure to keep the 
thinking front and center by employing your audience-centered writing 
principles. Always be thinking, Why is it that I am writing this? What does 
my audience need to know? How can I best use this particular format and its 
particular rules to communicate with them?

Once you have the thinking down, enjoy communicating in this 
unique policy genre. It’s not often that public policy writers get to create 
something that is so visually centered. It’s not quite as artistic as being a 
photographer, but it can be fun to design something that is both beautiful 
and effective.

CHECKLIST 

Content and Analysis

• Demonstrates thorough understanding of the topic and its implications.

• Includes background, legislative issues, public concerns, and other 
aspects of the topic.

• Correctly identifies every important issue.

• Virtually all included information is relevant.

• Provides correct amount of information.

Document Formatting and Presentation

• Writes to an intelligent reader unfamiliar with specifics of topic.

• Discussion flows logically.

• Well formatted to enhance clarity by breaking content into sections with 
clear foci.
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152  Part 3 | Policy Genres and Their Purposes

• Section headings preview text that follows.

• Appropriate emphasis added.

• Helpfully titled.

• Visual cues help draw the reader’s eye to the relevant points quickly.

• Provides date, contact information, organization name.

Writing

• Short, precise, readable sentences that are actor centered.

• Paragraphs are cohesive, coherent, and properly emphasize important 
ideas.

• No grammar or spelling errors.

• No jargon.

• Passes Washington Post test.

EXERCISES 

1. What is the purpose of your issue brief? Why are you creating it?

2. Who are the various audiences you will be targeting with your issue brief? 
What do they need to know about your problem?

3. Think about the content of your policy brief. What do you need to 
include?

4. Sketch the design elements of your policy brief on a piece of paper. What 
figures, tables, lists, callout boxes, etc., will you be using?

5. Create an effective 1–2 page issue brief by employing the elements of an 
issue brief to communicate with your audience on a core issue or program 
in your problem area.
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