A practical guide to
writing think-pieces,

discussion papers, policy
briefs, and submissions

Introduction

When writing about policy, legal, or social issues, choosing the right format is crucial. Think-pieces,
discussion papers, policy briefs, and submissions serve different purposes, use different tones

and voices, and are structured differently. This guide will help practitioners, policy officers, and
students determine which format best suits their goals and provide practical tips for crafting each
type effectively.

These formats all aim to contribute to discourse and policymaking, but understanding their
differences is essential for crafting impactful documents. While discussion papers are designed

to provide a balanced, evidence-based exploration of a topic, think-pieces are persuasive and
opinion-driven, aiming to provoke thought and inspire action. Policy briefs focus on presenting clear
recommendations, while submissions provide a structured argument or evidence-based response to
inform inquiries, consultations, or government reviews.

How to choose the right format

Before writing, ask yourself:

@ WHAT IS THE GOAL OF THE PAPER?

Do you want to explore different perspectives, persuade your audience, or
provide concrete recommmendations?

WHO IS THE AUDIENCE"

Are you addressing policymakers, the public, or a specialist group?

HOW SHOULD THE CONTENT BE PRESENTED?

Do you need an objective, structured analysis, an engaging, persuasive
[ RR narrative, or a concise policy recommendation?
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Decision matrix

CONSIDERATION THINK-PIECE DISCUSSION POLICY BRIEF SUBMISSION
PAPER
Audience General Policymakers, Government Government
public, media, researchers, officials, agencies, legislative
policymakers, stakeholders, policymakers, bodies, public
advocacy groups decision-makers advocacy groups inquiries

Voice First-person, Third-person, Neutral, policy- Analytical, formal,
conversational, neutral, analytical focused, sometimes research-backed,
sometimes directive often first-person

provocative

Evidence use Uses some Heavily evidence- Selective, high- Detailed citations,
evidence but based, using impact statistics legal references,
focuses on references and and case studies stakeholder
argument and citations insights, and policy
perspective analysis
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Understanding the purpose of your paper

The purpose of your paper determines whether a think-piece, discussion paper, policy brief, or
submission is more appropriate:

A think-piece is ideal if you want to A policy brief is best if you aim to inform
advocate for a specific viewpoint, policymakers and provide concise, evidence-
highlight a pressing issue, or challenge based recommendations for action.

existing narratives. L )
A submission is appropriate when you are

A discussion paper is more suitable if you an individual, or represent an organisation,
need to present a balanced examination responding to a formal inquiry, consultation,
of a complex issue, outlining multiple or government review, requiring a structured,
perspectives and implications. evidence-backed argument.

If you are unsure, consider the desired outcome - do you want to spark a debate and inspire action
(think-piece), inform and provide a foundation for decision-making (discussion paper), recommend
a policy course (policy brief), or formally respond to a policy or legal inquiry (submission)?
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Tone and voice

THINK-PIECE

Uses an engaging and persuasive tone.

Can be bold and direct, sometimes emotional
or provocative.

Often written in first-person (e.g. “l argue
that...” or “We need to...").

DISCUSSION PAPER

Maintains an objective and neutral tone.

Focuses on analysis and evidence, avoiding
strong personal opinions.

Typically written in third-person (e.g. “This
paper examines...”).

-| POLICY BRIEF

Uses a clear and solution-oriented tone.
Focuses on concise, action-driven language.

Written in a neutral and directive voice.

SUBMISSION

Uses a formal and structured tone.

Focuses on legal, research-based, and policy-
driven arguments.

Structure and formatting

THINK-PIECE STRUCTURE

1.

2. Argument: Clearly state your position and why

3.

Hook: Start with a compelling statement,
anecdote, or question.

it matters.

Evidence and perspective: Use select
evidence to support your point but keep it
engaging.

. Call to action: Conclude with a strong

statement urging change or reflection.

DISCUSSION PAPER STRUCTURE

1.

Introduction: Define the issue and why it
is important.

Background: Provide necessary context,
historical information, or key statistics.

Analysis: Present different perspectives and
evidence without taking sides.

Conclusion: Summarise findings and
highlight implications, often leaving room for
further discussion.

POLICY BRIEF STRUCTURE

1.

Executive summary: Summarise the key
issue and findings in one page or less.

Key findings: Present high-impact statistics
or research outcomes.

Recommendations: Provide clear,
actionable steps.

Implications: Highlight expected outcomes
and why action is necessary.

SUBMISSION STRUCTURE

1.

Introduction: Define the issue and the
purpose of the submission.

Background: Provide context and explain
the relevance to the inquiry or consultation,
addressing the terms of reference specifically.

Key arguments: Present evidence-based
arguments, supporting your position.

Supporting evidence: Include citations, case
studies, legal references, or expert opinions.

Conclusion and recommendations:
Summarise findings and provide
specific recommmendations.
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Final thoughts

Each format — think-piece, discussion paper, policy brief, and submissions — serves a unique
role in policy, advocacy, and research. Choosing the right format depends on your objectives,
audience, and how you want to engage readers. By understanding these differences and
following these practical guidelines, you can create impactful, well-structured papers that

effectively coommunicate your message.

Regardless of which format you choose, your writing should always strive for clarity, precision,
and engagement. Whether informing decision-makers through a structured discussion
paper, challenging assumptions with a compelling think-piece, guiding policy through a
brief, or presenting in-depth solutions via a submission, the power of language remains a tool

for change.
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