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About NZIER 

NZIER is a specialist consulting firm that uses applied economic research and analysis to 

provide a wide range of strategic advice to clients in the public and private sectors, 

throughout New Zealand and Australia, and further afield.  

NZIER has been reviewing the quality of policy advice for central and local government for 

more than 15 years, using an evolving framework. This year we’ve moved completely to the 

new Policy Quality Framework for those reviews. 

These reviews are the basis of NZIER’s wider offerings supporting central and local 

government agencies seeking to improve the quality of their advice. Our capability extends 

from deep dives reviewing individual projects, to group or individual training and 

mentoring. 

Our aim is to be the premier centre of applied economic research in New Zealand. We pride 

ourselves on our reputation for independence and delivering quality analysis in the right 

form, and at the right time, for our clients. We ensure quality through teamwork on 

individual projects, critical review at internal seminars, and by peer review at various stages 

through a project by a senior staff member otherwise not involved in the project. 

Each year NZIER devotes resources to undertake and make freely available economic 

research and thinking aimed at promoting a better understanding of New Zealand’s 

important economic challenges. 

NZIER was established in 1958.  
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2 We recommend that you 

We know it’s been a difficult year. With COVID-19 continuing, you’ve had to put 

significant resources into this area of business. Remote working has also made things 

harder. No doubt this has impacted on your ability to implement quality improvement 

initiatives. 

But your results show that you can produce excellent pieces of work – even under 

pressure. The challenge is now to improve consistency – so you meet these high 

standards much more often. This is about embedding quality into your practice: 

• Make sure that it is front and centre for authors, peer reviewers and managers. 

• Spread simple best practice tips and tricks more widely, so they are incorporated 

into your advice as a matter of course. 

• Innovate to find new ways of undertaking, then presenting information and 

analysis. 

Earlier in the year, we produced a Masterclass on this. It is attached to this report in 

Appendix E. 

2.1 Keep working on improving consistency 

Last year we suggested a number of simple, practical ways of improving quality. These 

were: 

• Setting some clear agency expectations consistent with the standards in the Policy 

Quality Framework. These might be the use of plain English (although this will no 

doubt be covered in your own style guides), active headings/subheadings, always 

having a clear Treaty and te ao Māori analysis, gender analysis and disability 

analysis; including a risk analysis etc. 

• Sharing examples of best practice – in particular, those papers which scored a 5 in 

this sample. This is best done in an active way – so that these papers are analysed, 

best practices identified and thought given to how to apply some of these to other 

work. See our Masterclass on ‘Learning from things that go well’.2 

• Strengthening cross organisation peer review – getting people from outside your 

team/group to peer review papers, or as some agencies have done – set up a peer 

review panel which all papers should go through. A fresh set of eyes can make a 

real difference. 

• Increasing coaching of new or more junior staff by Principals and Seniors in writing 

papers. 

Renew your efforts on these things. 

 

 
2  Masterclass no 30 Learning from things that go well: capturing good practice 

https://nzier.org.nz/static/media/filer_public/ff/28/ff28ab80-0130-440f-acf6-
6e8c1d5c0c51/brief_30_learning_from_things_that_go_well.pdf  
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2.2 Make the first-page count 

One quick and easy win you could take to significantly improve the quality and impact of 

your papers is to streamline and tighten the front end of your papers. By this, we mean 

the Executive Summary (or better still Key Points) and the recommendations. 

Not only is this the first part decision-makers read (first impressions count), but if 

pushed, it may be the only part of your paper they read. This particular applies to papers 

going to a range of Ministers for whom your paper might only be a side issue. 

A handful of your papers did this well. 

But all too many fell into the old traps of: 

• Using the recommendations (lots of noting recommendations) to give a summary – 

this doesn’t work well. The drafting tends to be stilted and more difficult to read 

due to the form it has to be in. Also, Ministers skip over noting recommendations. 

• Repeating the summary in lots of noting recommendations – don’t do it! It makes 

the front end longer than necessary (as well as the overall paper), and differences 

in language become confusing. As well, the actual decision-making 

recommendations can be hidden. 

• Executive summaries which are long and poorly structured – try to keep them tight 

and use active subheadings if they are getting longer than about half a page. 

Summaries of any kind need to be tightly written, clear and hit all the major issues. They 

shouldn’t be structured in the same way as the paper; they should focus first on the 

Minister's decision and then explain why. 

You might want to consider moving to Key Points rather than a traditional Executive 

Summary. We’ve seen this used to great effect by a number of other agencies in recent 

years. Actually, some have based this technique on your highly structured short aides-

mémoires to Ministers ahead of Cabinet or other meetings. So we know you have this in 

your repertoire. Now use this technique on your standard briefings. 

Writing in key points allows for shorter sentences and paragraphs and a more ‘effective’ 

writing style. This makes them easier to read and absorb at pace. Something that any 

busy Minister should appreciate. We’ve recently produced a Masterclass on Key Points. 

This is attached in Appendix E. 
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3.2 Historical comparisons 

2020 established a new baseline, so, as noted, we have limited context for these results.  

Figure 4 Proportion of papers which scored 3 and over5 

 

Source: NZIER 

Figure 5 Proportion of papers which scored 4 and over6 

 

Source: NZIER 

These graphs show you have maintained the high proportion of papers scoring over 3, 
and meeting the PQF standard, and maintained the levels of higher scoring papers. 

 
5  Under the new system this is papers scoring a 3 or more, and under the previous NZIER system papers scoring a 7 and above. 

Note the comments in Section 1 that these aren’t directly comparable. 

6  Under the new system this is papers scoring a 4 or more, and under the previous NZIER system papers scoring an 8 and above. 
Note the comments in Section 1 that these aren’t directly comparable. 
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3.3 Further advice 

We are continuing with the series of Policy Advice Masterclasses in 2021 focused on tips 

and tricks to help you improve the quality of your advice. You will have no doubt 

received some of these Masterclasses by now.  

Our earlier Masterclasses, developed over the past four years, are published on our 

website7 so that you can access them easily. 

In November/December, we will be holding our annual event to discuss emerging 

trends, plusses and minuses of papers overall, performance against the new criteria, and 

other issues we see in the reviews. We will also award prizes for the best papers. 

 
7  https://nzier.org.nz/quality-of-policy-advice/central-government-masterclasses/  
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Action 

• How is it working? – monitoring and evaluation 

strategy was set out in Paper 11. Do this more often; 

it’s a key requirement of the PQF framework. 
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Action 

• How is this going to be implemented? – you are an 

implementation agency (as well as a provider of policy 

advice) and have plenty of expertise at your fingertips. 

Explain what is going to be done and when, and 

whether there are any major issues, e.g. staff training, 

IT, communications etc. 
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Appendix A The Policy Quality Framework 

Figure 6 Policy Quality Framework: standards for quality policy advice 

 

Source: Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet 

The full framework can be found at https://dpmc.govt.nz/sites/default/files/2019-

06/policy-quality-framework-full.pdf  
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Appendix B Policy Quality Framework scoring definitions 
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Appendix E Masterclasses 

E.1 Masterclass 40:The long march to quality  

It’s all about keeping on keeping on. 

Different shops follow different tracks 

At NZIER we have been assessing the quality of 
policy advice and assisting agencies to raise their 
games for many years now. Looking back over the 
experience we are struck by the diverse course of 
the quality improvement process in different 
outfits. Many have striven to permanently improve 
their quality; but few have managed it.  

Experience shows building a quality policy 
shop is a long job 

What have we seen? 

While the process of improvement has been 
different for each organisation, none have been 
able to create a lasting quality output quickly. Even 
those who have achieved high scores have typically 
found it challenging to maintain this over time. 

Nevertheless, we have seen a few examples of 
agencies where the policy team have been able to 
achieve sustained quality improvements over the 
years. It has always been a long slog. 

It’s a unique problem 

Advising Ministers is demanding. Each piece of 
advice has its own needs and its own story and 
each Minister their preferred presentation. The 
underlying demand to present a complex issue and 
its potential treatment in limited space and easily 
absorbed language is tough. In the main, each 
example is effectively a new specific problem 
requiring a specific solution. Attempts to use 
normal systemisation methods – like 
standardisation – have so far made limited 
headway except for regularly repeated tasks.11 
Obviously previous work can be helpful with 

 
11  For example, regulatory annual fee adjustments; regular 

reporting on delivery; decisions under certain regulations (e.g. 
drought declarations) and some aspects of Crown entity 
monitoring. 

12 
 https://nzier.org.nz/static/media/filer_public/4e/00/4e

frameworks and in providing history. Other 
jurisdictions similarly can suggest useful 
approaches. This is not surprising: good advice is 
handmade, tailored to the issue and the audience. 

In addition, there is often little available to give 
drafters a head start. Training and experience in 
other types of work do not generally set people up 
for this. Skills tend to be learnt on the job, with the 
guidance of senior experienced advisors. 

So, for many issues, normal office practice of 
looking to minimally modify previous work is not 
the individual approach required. On the other 
hand, best practice examples can be extremely 
useful – either from you own agency or from 
others. The background in Masterclass 1012 on how 
to approach various types of advice distils this good 
practice.  

We consider the challenge of quality advising is 
frequently unique. No wonder sustained improved 
output is hard to manage and even harder to build 
into a shop. 

The setting – the New Zealand Public 
Service 

Despite the common elements like the legal 
and organisational backdrops to the various policy 
groups in Wellington, there is always a distinct feel 
to each unit. Clearly it reflects the agency 
surrounding it with its history and functions. But it 
goes further to have a degree of individuality, 
which has lasted through attempts to standardise 
policy advising. We call it their culture. It seems 
long lasting, and beyond the control of any one 
person. It is the background that shapes the unit’s 
attitudes, actions and outputs.  

We have long believed such ‘cultural’ effects can 
be deliberately influenced to give an advice group 

00983c-a9f7-4934-8715-
6cb9d3d2219a/brief_10_masterclass_thinking_through_the_1
1_key_papers.pdf 
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a quality production bias. This comes from 
examining the history of many agencies we have 
worked with over the last fifteen years or so. 

The successful policy groups have improved the 
quality of their advice and typically modified the 
culture. When this happens key features of classy 
advice become part of the surrounding wallpaper: 
‘the way things are done around here’. In these 
groups old hands relentlessly turn out good work, 
and new recruits absorb good habits quickly 
without realising there are options. These groups 
also attract great policy advisors, as they are seen 
as a good career experience. Their scores hover at 
high levels. 

Other units struggle to create such a platform. 
Their assessments move up and down with no real 
pattern. The quality of individual papers seems 
random; the pieces are detached from one another 
rather than being products of the same team. 

Policy advising is a craft… 

You might have heard this before.  

But ‘craft’ here has a specific meaning. It is a 
collection of practical skills that can be deployed to 
solve professional problems. And the key is that 
these skills are learnt on the job – they come from 
experience. A degree of what might loosely be 
called theory exists (see earlier Masterclasses13), 
but the key elements of the high-level policy 
advisor’s kitbag are based on personal experience. 

...so skills need to be supplemented by 
suitable experience... 

There are courses in public policy, of course, and 
these can be very helpful. So, acquiring advising 
‘tools’ and knowing when and how they can be put 
into practice is about using as much learning as 
possible.  

 
13  See for instance, Masterclass No 1 Communication with Aliens 

https://nzier.org.nz/static/media/filer_public/a9/28/a928cb35
-5fdd-469b-8432-
0130b2fa951f/brief_no_1_communication_with_aliens.pdf, or 
Masterclass No 9 Introducing the 11 Key papers 
https://nzier.org.nz/static/media/filer_public/c4/02/c402cac2-
1846-43ad-9f49-
cc3ab2f5338e/brief_9_introducing_the_11_key_papers.pdf . 

Luckily, that experience can be second-hand – 
based on others’ work, including their stories.  

Good policy groups make this happen by using a 
range of methods. They will: celebrate the best 
papers and processes; create a library of best 
practice; use formal workshops, seminars and 
debriefs; and hold informal chats over morning 
coffee to build a strong culture. It will have ways to 
examine recent group experience and identify 
what went well14 and what went badly.  

Moreover, it will look outside the agency: 
discussing techniques with other successful 
groups; and borrowing good ideas from 
everywhere. 

...and great advising is a team game – 
drawing on wider strengths 

Individuals can on occasion knock out high calibre 
work. But we have never seen a paper that could 
not be improved by further input. Extra eyes often 
see possibilities the originator doesn’t. 

Good organisations make ways for team members 
to contribute to the improvement of all their 
output. After all, a typical policy group has a range 
of skills and backgrounds. These can be put to work 
to shed new light on challenging questions. 

There is no one way to do this. It might be an open 
type of QA, a reference to selected colleagues or 
be part of a quality meeting. Wider consultations 
can be fruitful. So, for demanding issues it may be 
apt to look at other types of view within the agency 
– say an operations/delivery focus – or to discuss 
things with selected users. Again, for some 
problems, experts are useful and typically bring 
their own point of view. 

What matters is that the opportunity to push the 
advice to another level by bringing in more 

horsepower is recognised as a vital and natural 
part of the system. 

14  See Masterclass 30: learning from things that go well 
https://nzier.org.nz/static/media/filer_public/ff/28/ff28ab80-
0130-440f-acf6-
6e8c1d5c0c51/brief_30_learning_from_things_that_go_well.p
df . 
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It is not easy to set up and keep going. It involves 
public comments on people’s work. To be 
acceptable this must be totally accepted as the way 
things happen. Establishing that is time consuming 
and needs a supportive setting. 

And the atmosphere most conducive to 
quality work is consistency… 

All groups of policy advisors take their style to 
greater or lesser extent from the standards used to 
approve the papers for sign out. This process 
creates the tone as all advisors are keen to have 
their workflow through the system to its goal. 

When the whole shop is well informed about the 
way a good paper looks (or doesn’t) it becomes 
easier and more regular for quality work to flow. 

DPMC Policy Project 

A source for useful guidance is the Policy Project 
website.15 This has valuable material on standards 
and capability in a quality improvement setting.  

Building long term 

Elements supporting success16 of policy units 
include: 

• Chief Executive (CE) commitment – CE 
understands policy role and provides 
resources including active support for the 
policy manager. 

• Strategic Direction and Priority Setting – 
Unit knows where it is going and has 
explicit priorities. 

• Policy Unit Leadership – Strong 
leadership/’champion’ drives strategy and 
support systems. 

• Strategic Alignment Within Organisation – 
Policy unit directions aim at organisational 
goals. 

• Key People – Quality analysts, (plus ‘stars’) 
build capability, score policy ‘wins’ and 
create reputation. 

 
15  See dpmc.govt.nz then Home>Our programmes>The Policy 

Project>Policy improvement frameworks. 

16  The points in this section and the one that follows (including the 

diagram) draw on a useful (and still relevant) piece from 1999, the 

• …sustained and reinforced over time 

• It is a long job building a self-sustaining 
quality culture. But the good news is 
there are aspects of success that can 
create an upward spiral: 

• Trust and Confidence of Ministers – 
Ministers look to the agency for advice so 
the unit has ‘influence’. 

• Reputation for Excellence – A reputation 
for excellence leads to conference 
presentations, publications and so on, 
further polishing the image. 

• Motivated and Confident Staff – Staff stay 
on as part of a ‘quality outfit’ and others 
want to join. 

• Positive Organisational Culture – Staff 
‘know what it takes’, embrace quality 
ideas and need less oversight. 

Figure 1 The virtuous circle 

 

 

Source: NZIER Based on SSC 1999 

Reinforcement – these are not natural 
behaviours 

The aim of high quality work every time, is a 
stretch. Many of the actions that produce quality 
work are not regular practices (like having others 
publicly critique your work) or require individuals 
and groups to undertake stressful functions.  

SSC Occasional Paper No 22 High Fliers: Developing High Performing 
Policy Units. It is a stages development model and we are using 
stage 1 and stage 3. 
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For this ‘culture’ to last it must be beyond self-
consciousness – analysts should not have to 
prompt themselves by asking what a quality 
approach would require. The correct action should 
just be the way things are done. 

There are probably as many ways of getting to the 
desired outcome as there are agencies. But the 
route we have seen succeed is the “relentless 
reinforcement” one. The whole of management is 
on the case at all times. They not only model the 
desired actions but seize opportunities to praise 
good work and suggest ways of improving poorer 
papers. 

Constant reminders show that good work is a 
priority. It’s vital to show that it is the bedrock – 
not today’s management idea to be dropped if 
there is a ‘panic.’ Quality outputs are important in 
fair weather or foul. 

Making it happen – practical ideas 

We have offered general advice here as it allows 
each policy group to evolve according to its own 
background and environment. Turning to the more 
particular ‘how to do it’ side some organisations 
have used a policy committee or panel to polish all 
outputs. These have often been built on the NZIER 
assessment reports, or internal standards,17 which 
diagnose systemic weaknesses and highlight areas 
for improvement. A complementary diagnostic 
tool NZIER can provide is the ‘deep dive’ technique 
which examines the process as well as the outputs.  

Another tack is to build a programme using 
Masterclasses on relevant topics perhaps in 
workshops (see suggestions below18). These both 
hone individual and team skills and keep up a focus 
on improvement. 

The important thing is to work on the business of 
providing policy advice, as well as the actual 
provision of policy advice. Managers, and other key 
leaders, need to carve out time from their busy 
schedules to commit to this. 

 
17  The new PQF includes a number of tools to assist. 

18  These have all been sent around our regular clients and are 
available on the NZIER website at nzier.org.nz/quality-of-
policy-advice/central-government-masterclasses/. 

This can be supported by utilising ways of 
measuring the quality of policy advice by team, and 
across the group as a whole. 

Other practical ideas we have seen that can be 
used to support a sustained push on quality: 

• Having standards – including 
templates, a style guide, standard 
requirements on what expected in 
different types of briefings,19 etc. (these 
should be developed or launched as 
group exercises to engage analysts) as 
well as using the PQF, and other relevant 
tools. 

• Good commissioning… as far as it can be 
used, given oft changing environments 
(see Masterclass 17). 

• Robust peer review systems. 

• Rigorous use of data and evidence – 
including monitoring and evaluation 
results, views of important stakeholders, 
other experts and international 
practices.   

• Being future focused – thinking about 
the future, being strategic, and getting 
issues researched and thought about 
that will need to be advised about in 
future. 

• Capturing and celebrating good practice 
– See Masterclass 30 on learning from 
things that go well. 

• A network of policy champions – set 
this up to help others on particularly 
tricky issues. These could be the 
principal advisors, or other experts. This 
role needs to be explicitly recognised in 
those people’s work programmes, so 
they have the time to commitment to 
supporting others. 

• Policy review panels – to assess critical 
pieces of advice ex-ante; or ex-post as a 
general assessment of quality and 
identification of areas for improvement. 

19  See Masterclass 10 
https://nzier.org.nz/static/media/filer_public/4e/00/4e00983c
-a9f7-4934-8715-
6cb9d3d2219a/brief_10_masterclass_thinking_through_the_1
1_key_papers.pdf  
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E.2 Masterclass 41 Effective Key points 

 

A few years ago we produced a Masterclass on 
writing great Executive Summaries.20 We’re now 
seeing more of a trend to producing what is 
effectively an Executive Summary, in the form of 
Key points. So, we thought it was a good time to 
cover off some of the dos and don’ts of writing 
effective Key points. 

Key points are effectively an Executive 
Summary  

They are just written in a different form. But all the 
usual principles should apply. These are: 

• Make sure the Key points get the paper 
off to a good start – it colours the 
readers’ impression of the paper overall. 

• Make sure they have impact – the 
problem or opportunity definition must 
be clear, and give some indication of 
size, scale and impact. 

• Remember, sometimes it can be the 
only part of the paper that a Minister 
pushed for time might read. It also 
serves as a refresher to the paper as a 
whole, either just ahead of the meeting, 
or the item being considered. 

• Focus on the essentials. 

• Don’t repeat blocks of text from other 
parts of the paper – summarise any 
critical points. 

Writing style is critical  

Using dot points means that a less formal writing 
style is required. But should still promote crisp 
clear drafting. 

But, you need to work at it to keep it succinct and 
clear. It needs to be easy to read and understand 
at pace. 

Use: 

 
20 

 https://nzier.org.nz/static/media/filer_public/13/70/13
7010dc-b2ab-44e8-a9ee-
05843bc01507/brief_no_3_masterclass_executive_summaries
.pdff  

• Plain English. 

• Short sentences. 

• Short paragraphs. It’s fine to have more 
than one sentence per dot point – but 
don’t let them become more than a few 
lines. 

• Limit the number of dot points. If anything, 
it should be shorter than a standard 
Executive Summary. Also remember, 
without paragraph numbering (which they 
shouldn’t usually need), they can be hard 
to navigate in a meeting setting. 

• Use subheadings if it is getting a bit long, 
or on multiple, but connected, topics. 

Writing great Key points can be harder to do than 
‘normal’ drafting. So, give yourself some time to 
draft and then polish your Key points. Afterall, they 
are one of the most critical parts of any paper, 
alongside the recommendations. 

Think of the Key points as an elevator pitch or a 
short verbal introduction to the paper (for 
example, at the beginning of the discussion of the 
paper). This will help you further refine them, boil 
down the essentials of the paper, and yet not miss 
critical matters. 

Avoid repetition 

Don’t repeat things at the beginning of the paper. 
It gets boring, wastes space and can turn off the 
reader. It can also be confusing if things are 
worded differently. Rules of thumb to consider are: 

• If it’s a really short paper don’t bother 
with Key points – use the Purpose 
statement to provide a super-summary 
instead. This should cover what the 
Minister or Government must decide or 
do, why, and when.21  

21  For example: “You need to sign the attached letters by 10 June 
to encourage these Board members to renew their terms.”   
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• Avoid noting recommendations that just 
repeat the content of the Key points, 
unless they are formally required, e.g. in 
some statutory decision-making 
processes they remain important. 

Look at the Purpose statement, Key points and 
recommendations together – they should be a 
package. Make sure they aren’t repetitive, yet 
cover what’s needed.  

At times we see advice papers where these three 
parts aren’t clearly a package, e.g. the purpose of 
the paper might not be played out in the 
recommendations or recommendations appear 
that aren’t covered in the Key points. This seriously 
detracts from the quality of the paper, and can 
worry the decision-makers. It can look like the 
advice hasn’t been well thought through. 

If it’s a longer complex set of decisions – then use 
subheadings in the recommendations – and make 
them the same as any subheadings used in the Key 
points section. 

Try this as a structure for your Key points 
section 

As with a traditional Executive Summary, we 
suggest you focus on what you are recommending 
and why – rather than following the traditional 
structure of an advice paper (e.g. beginning with 
the background, problem definition and traversing 
your thinking before the recommendations come). 

 

 

Make sure that the Key points are a focus 
of peer review 

Peer review should give significant focus to the Key 
points section as it is one of the most important 
parts of the paper. Extra time spent will make a 
difference. 

Things to focus on are: 

• Is it easy to read and understand quickly? 

• Does it cover the critical issues in the 
paper? 

• Does it lead into the recommendations? 

• Does it fit the purpose of the paper?  

• Could it be shorter or tighter? 

Try having a different peer reviewer look at the Key 
points once the paper is complete to ensure it 
stands alone and meets the needs of a time-

pressured decision-maker.  

Key points only papers 

We’re also seeing short briefings written in Key 
points only (alongside some recommendations). 
Done well these are highly effective and efficient 
ways of communicating information and getting 
simple decisions. They can and should be done 
more often! A busy Minister will always appreciate 
this sort of advice. 

They should follow all of the general points above 
– related to keeping things crisp, well structured, 
and leading into recommendations. 

But choose this device carefully. This sort of paper 
shouldn’t be used for complex issues or matters 
where there are many small issues to sort through.   

Keep it short. A single page, or page and a half with 
subheadings is about the maximum that can be 
read easily using dot points. Reading lots of dot 
points is harder to do than reading a similar sized 
piece of normal drafting. 

 

Action

We recommend that 
you…

Goal

…in order to address…

Logic

This approach balances 
the gains to X and the 

costs to Y; the key trade-
offs are…

Sales pitch

This aligns with your 
priority of…

Risks

Stakeholder/financial/ 
media risks are…

Close

Next steps are…






