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GUIDE TO WRITING A POLICY MEMO 

A policy memo is a document that provides analysis and/or recommendations for a particular 

audience regarding a particular situation or problem. A well-written policy memo reflects 

attention to purpose; it is well organized; and it has a clear, concise style.  

Your prose should be simple, clear, and easy to read; you will confuse, not impress, your 

readers with sophisticated vocabulary. Your reader should be able to describe your conclusions 

and the general arguments you used to reach them after only one reading of your memo.  

 

Some tips on achieving an effective writing style: 

(1) Choose the simplest words available to express your ideas. When discussing technical 

information, avoid the use of jargon--or at least define your terms clearly. 

(2) Make your sentences “active”; avoid phrases such as “there are” or “it is.”  

(3) Use one paragraph to develop one idea or argument. Make that idea or argument explicit 

within the first one or two sentences of the paragraph. 

 

A Policy Memo should include (in this order):  

Summary  

What is the issue? • Why is a decision needed? • What key information is contained in this 

memorandum? • What course of action is recommended?  

Background  

Brief, essential points that explain how this issue has evolved or become a concern • What are 

the key issues to be addressed—one to three at most • What position(s) have others taken on 

these issues?  

Options 

What are the plausible courses of action, along with the pros and cons of each? • What are the 

approximate financial costs of each option? • What are the political risks and potential 

opposition that might result from choosing an option?  

Recommendation 

Your recommended course of action and why  

 

The format of the memo should be as follows:  
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(1) Memos must be formatted at Times 11-12 inch font, with one inch on all sides.  

(2) Paragraphs should be single-spaced and should be separated by a double space.  

(3) You may use any standard conventions for the layout of your memo, including numbering, 

bullets, indentation, etc. Do address the memo to your audience at the top of the page.  

(4) Your memo should not exceed 4 pages. 

See EXAMPLE on following pages. 
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