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Translating Data for Action

Surveillance and research help inform national and local tobacco 

prevention and control strategies and public health priorities

Moving tobacco control forward: 



• Monitor tobacco use and prevention policies

• Protect people from tobacco smoke

• Offer help to quit tobacco use

• Warn about the dangers of tobacco

• Enforce bans on tobacco advertising, promotion and sponsorship

• Raise taxes on tobacco

http://www.who.int/tobacco/mpower/en/
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MPOWER: Demand Reduction Strategies



Data and Themes

Monitor

Raise Enforce

Warn

OfferProtect
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Primary and Secondary
Sources of Data

(GATS, GYTS, TQS)

Tobacco 
Control Briefs

Translating Data for Action



https://www.cdc.gov/policy/polaris/policy-cdc-policy-process.html

Translating Data for Action

Information Briefs



Before You Write a Brief



• Around 1-4 pages

• THE PROBLEM: A short and concise, summary of what is known about a 

particular issue or problem

• THE EVIDENCE: Evaluates options regarding the issue or problem

o Typically for non-specialized audience 

• OPTIONS: Provides recommendations based on available evidence

http://www.jhsph.edu/research/centers-and-
institutes/womens-and-childrens-health-policy-
center/de/policy_brief/index.html, https://prd-
idrc.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/idrcpolicybrieftoolkit_0.
pdf

A Definition of a Brief

A succinct presentation of a problem, its 
context, and options to address a problem 



A Brief is NOT

• A technical or scientific review

• A detailed, peer-reviewed publication

• A restatement of what the target audience already knows

• A document advocating for particular action support without 

evidence

• A one-size fits all document
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A Brief Should…

• Educate the reader on evidence-based strategies and options

• Clearly and briefly describe the options

• Analyze the impact(s) of each option

• May or may not include the selection of a particular option



Steps for Writing Briefs



Steps For Writing Briefs

1. Identify your audience

2. Conduct audience research

3. Determine your objective 

4. Choose your template

5. Develop content

6. Include visuals that convey or support the main message

https://www.cdc.gov/policy/polaris/policy-resources-writing-briefs.html



1. Identify your Key Audience

• Define your audience

o Potential audiences: health ministry leadership; government and 

nongovernment policy makers; or other stakeholders

o General vs. Specific audience

https://www.cdc.gov/policy/polaris/policy-resources-writing-briefs.html



GENERAL AUDIENCE

•Brief, non-technical, focus is 

primarily on the problem

• Indicate that the problem actually 

has policy options that are relevant 

or that previous policy interventions 

have not worked

SPECIFIC AUDIENCE

• Focused description of why the problem is 

relevant to the specific audience

• Brief, focus on the problem, but also more 

detail about why it is relevant to the audience

• Discount options that have not worked for 

this audience and focus on the recommended 

option in general terms

http://intranet.cdc.gov/od/adp/prado/briefingdocs
/steps-for-writing-briefing-documents.pdf

1. Identify your Key Audience



2. Conduct Audience Research

• Get to know your audience

o What do they know?  What do they need to learn?  

o What is important to them?

• Address gaps in knowledge

• If possible, test the brief with people who are similar to your target 

audience

https://www.cdc.gov/policy/polaris/policy-resources-writing-briefs.html



3. Determine your Objective

• Make your material contain one obvious main message

o What you need to know

o The main message should reflect the key takeaway from the evidence 

and the purpose of the brief.

• Emphasize the main message with visual cues

o Examples: boldface, color,  shapes, lines and         arrows, font and size, 

alignment,      spacing   , and HEADINGS

https://www.cdc.gov/policy/polaris/policy-
resources-writing-briefs.html



4. Choose the Type of Brief

https://www.cdc.gov/policy/polaris/policy-resources-writing-briefs.html

Informational Persuasive

Definition A summary of the evidence on a policy method, 

approach, or other related topic. Describes how 

the topic applies to policy and provides examples 

from the evidence if possible. 

A summary of evidence-‐based best practices or policy 

options for a public health problem. Also includes 

background and significance of the issue and may include 

current status and potential next steps as relevant to the 

audience. 

What is your objective? To provide a research or policy audience with a 

summary of a policy method, approach, or other 

related topic. 

To provide decision makers with a summary of evidence-

‐based best practices or policy options for a public health 

problem. 

How much do you know?

What is the level of evidence 

on the topic?

Use to present any level of evidence on the topic. Use when strong evidence exists on the issue’s burden and 

significance, as well as best practices or policy options. 

There may be emerging evidence on the impact of policy 

options and the pros and cons of intervention. 

How do you structure your 

brief?

4-6 pages (including graphs and tables) 2-4 pages (including graphs and tables)



5. Develop Content

• Develop content for the type of brief you want to create 

• Things to remember:
o Write clearly and impactful

o Use active verbs 

o Avoid using jargon or technical terms

• Remember your audience
o Define and explain terms that may be unfamiliar to audience

o Use graphs, maps, charts, and lists strategically 

o Be thoughtful about the layout and length

https://www.cdc.gov/policy/polaris/policy-resources-writing-briefs.html



6. Include visuals that convey or 
support the main message

• Make your brief visually appealing when appropriate and critical

o Will depend on your audience

• Use simple, well-designed visuals to help people grasp information 

quickly

o Examples: photographs, graphs, and infographics

https://www.cdc.gov/policy/polaris/policy-resources-writing-briefs.html



Developing Content
Elements of a 
Brief



Title Brief 
Type

Define the 
Issue

Identify 
Evidence-based 

Strategies

Present 
Options to 
Address 

Issue 

Reference
s

Elements of a Brief

Steps for Writing Briefing Documents on file 
with the CDC Office of Associate Director 
of Policy



• Sets the agenda

• An overview of the brief that entices readers
o State the audience and purpose

• Examples: 
o “The state of tobacco use prevention and cessation in Ohio: Environmental scan and 

policy implications”

o “Smoke-free Policies — Clean Indoor Air Changes Social Norms and Leads to Healthier 
People” 

Title

Elements of a Brief

Steps for Writing Briefing Documents on file 
with the CDC Office of Associate Director of 
Policy



• Informational

• Persuasive
Informational Persuasive

Definition A summary of the evidence on a policy method, 

approach, or other related topic. Describes how the topic 

applies to policy and provides examples from the 

evidence if possible. 

A summary of evidence-‐based best practices or policy options for a public 

health problem. Also includes background and significance of the issue 

and may include current status and potential next steps as relevant to the 

audience. 

What is your objective? To provide a research or policy audience with a summary 

of a policy method, approach, or other related topic. 

To provide decision makers with a summary of evidence-‐based best 

practices or policy options for a public health problem. 

How much do you know?

What is the level of evidence on the topic?

Use to present any level of evidence on the topic. Use when strong evidence exists on the issue’s burden and significance, as 

well as best practices or policy options. There may be emerging evidence 

on the impact of policy options and the pros and cons of intervention. 

How do you structure your brief? 4-6 pages (including graphs and tables) 2-4 pages (including graphs and tables)

Brief Type

Elements of a Brief

Steps for Writing Briefing 
Documents on file with the CDC 
Office of Associate Director of 
Policy



Steps for Writing Briefing 
Documents on file with the CDC 
Office of Associate Director of 
Policy

• The problem of issue

• Provide background information on the importance of issue
o Use data or statistics to assess the burden

o (i.e. prevalence of tobacco use, extent of death, disease, disabilities, and 
morbidities attributable to tobacco use) 

• State how the issue is relevant to audience 

Define the 
Issue

Elements of a Brief



• Your Evidence-based option to address identified pubic health 
problem 

• After thorough research, analysis, expert inputs, and feasibility 
analysis

• Consider: 
o Infrastructure

o Personnel

o Resources

o Acceptability 

Identify 
Evidence-based 

Strategies

Elements of a Brief

Steps for Writing Briefing Documents on file with 
the CDC Office of Associate Director of Policy



•Your Evidence-based options to address the defined public health 
problem

•Highlight benefits and opportunities 

Present 
Options to 

Address Issue

Elements of a Brief

Steps for Writing Briefing Documents on file 
with the CDC Office of Associate Director of 
Policy



• Examples: 

o Strong education and proper signage improves compliance

o Smoke-free laws can be designed to also prohibit all forms of tobacco use or expand 

to the buildings and grounds of certain venues (e.g. colleges, hospitals, etc.)

o Permitting smoking in designated areas undermines the benefit of smoke-free 

environments 

Implications of option 

presented is clearly 

described

Present 
Options to 

Address Issue

Elements of a Brief

Steps for Writing Briefing Documents on file 
with the CDC Office of Associate Director of 
Policy



•List all your sources

o Use peer-reviewed sources

o Use documents and reports from government and nongovernment organizations

o Text references may be used

•Around 5-15 references

References

Elements of a Brief

Steps for Writing Briefing Documents on 
file with the CDC Office of Associate 
Director of Policy



Examples of Briefs



Example 1

Source: 
http://www.who.int/tobacco/mpower/pub
lications/en_tfi_mpower_brochure_p.pdf?u
a=1



Example 1

Source: 
http://www.who.int/tobacco/mpower/pub
lications/en_tfi_mpower_brochure_p.pdf?u
a=1



One page policy brief

Example 2

Source: 
https://melindaklewis.files.wordpress.com/
2009/06/brokenleg_policy_brief.pdf



Two-page policy brief

Example 3

Source: https://www.cdc.gov/dhdsp/pubs/docs/sib_feb2011.pdf



Four-page policy brief

Example 4

Source: 
http://www.fctc.org/images/stories/NCDs_tobac
co_brief_June11.pdf



Source: 
http://www.fctc.org/images/st
ories/NCDs_tobacco_brief_June
11.pdf

Four-page policy brief

Example 4



Activity
Identifying the Elements of a 
Brief



Activity: Identifying the Elements of a Brief

The elements of a brief:
• Title

o Set the agenda

• Brief Type

o Is the brief Informational or persuasive?

• Define the Issue

o What issue is being addressed? What is 
their main message?

• Identify Evidence-based Strategies

o What evidence is provided to support the policy 
option? 

• Present Options to Address Issue

o What is the recommendation / option being 
offered? 

• References

DIRECTIONS: Identify each element within the brief example, “Cleaner Air and Healthier Lives in Starland
— Extinguishing the tobacco epidemic with smoke-free policies” 



Hypothetical example: 
No not quote or distribute 

Title

Define the Issue

Lead with a 
short 
statement

Problem or 
issue clearly 
identified

Provides 
background 
information



Identify Evidence-
based Strategies

Identify Evidence-
based Strategies

Evidence for 
best practices 

Evidence for 
best practices 

Hypothetical example: 
No not quote or distribute 



Identify Evidence-
based Strategies

Present Options to 
Address the Issue

Evidence from 
best practices

Implication 
clearly 
described

Hypothetical example: 
No not quote or distribute 



References

Hypothetical example: 
No not quote or distribute 



For more information, contact CDC
1-800-CDC-INFO (232-4636)
TTY:  1-888-232-6348    www.cdc.gov

The findings and conclusions in this report are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the 
official position of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.


