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Key Elements of Any Policy Paper

• What is the research question?

• What is the policy issue?

• Why is the issue interesting and important?

• How will you answer the research question?

• Accessible writing!!!



Before writing… be clear 

• Why are you writing? (your purpose)

• Who are you writing for? (your reader)

• What do your readers most need to know?

• What points will you cover?

• How will you structure your information?



Research Question

• Why is the question interesting?

• How does it help advance policy?

• Is the idea novel?

• Is your question feasible to address in the space you have?

• Think carefully about scope
• Define your scope!
• What are limitations? Are they avoidable?
• Is anything missing?



Analysis & Recommendations

• Synthesis versus analysis

• Provide evidence – statements without are conjecture and opinion

• Be objective
• What are policy options for addressing a given policy issue?
• All policies have winners and losers
• What are the costs and benefits?
• What are potential unintended consequences?
• What constraints on policy-makers should be considered?

• Draw on the literature to make your points, and use multiple sources



Considering the literature

• “Literature” can be very broad – think carefully about what is relevant

• Ensure your research is balanced – include pro and con sides

• Distinguish more credible and less credible work – outlets matter!
• Is the methodology sound?

• Is their argument convincing? Why or why not?

• How would you have answered the question?



Pitfalls to Avoid

• Advocacy

• Confusing correlation with causation

• Partisanship and politics

• Cherry-picking information

• Rhetoric and bluster

• Platitudes

• Faulty reasoning
• Ad hominem
• Unsubstantiated opinion



Potential Structures

• Depends on the audience

• “Direct” structure: oriented to busy decision-makers
• Issue is introduced
• Recommendation
• Analysis and discussion

• “Indirect” structure: traditional academic approach
• Issue is introduced
• Analysis
• Recommendation



Examples of Good Policy Papers

• Andrew Leach and Trevor Tombe (2016), “Power Play: The 
Termination of Alberta’s PPAs.”
• Explain the consequences of policy changes

• Provide data to correct misunderstandings

• Ecofiscal Commission (2016), “The Way Forward: A Practical 
Approach to Reducing Canada’s Greenhouse Gas Emissions.”
• Advocacy on behalf of a policy, but not partisan

• Provides evidence and considers costs and benefits

• Makes recommendations



Examples of Less-Good Policy Papers

• Ben Eisen, Steve Lafleur and Milagros Palacios (2017), The End of the 
Alberta Tax Advantage.
• Only consider one metric
• Overstate magnitude and significance of difference
• Partisan

• Scott Sinclair, Hadrian Mertins-Kirkwood and Stuart Trew (2016), 
Making Sense of CETA (2016).
• Hyperbole and false statements
• No academic rigor
• Partisan



Publishers of policy papers

• Canadian Public Policy 

• Energy Journal

• Energy Policy 

• Climate Policy 

• Regulation and Governance 

• Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 

• Resources Policy

• School of Public Policy Publications 

• think-tanks
• Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives
• C. D. Howe Institute
• Fraser Institute
• Institute for Research on Public Policy
• Pembina Institute
• Resources for the Future
• … many, many more



A checklist for your first (and second and 
third) draft
• Is the issue in question clearly stated?

• Is the recommendation logical, given the analysis?

• Does the rationale present a coherent argument?

• Does the background concisely cover the necessary history and context of the 
issue?

• Is the analysis of the options thorough and balanced?

• Overall, is the document concise?

• Is the writing clear?



Editing Guide

• Is the purpose clear?

• Is the language simple, economical and clear?

• Is everything there that needs to be there?

• Is anything there that isn't essential to the purpose?

• Is your paper easy to read, understand and remember?

• Do the sections lead logically from one to another?

• Is the paper designed so that it is inviting to the reader?

• Is there a good balance between white spaces and text?

• Has the paper been carefully edited and proofread?



Next Week

• We will workshop your policy paper ideas
• 15 minutes per team

• Come prepared to discuss:
• What is the research question?

• What is the policy issue?

• Why is the issue interesting and important?

• How is it related to your scientific poster?

• How will you answer the research question?
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