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Know the purpose of your memo

Advocacy

Makes recommendations:

• advocates for a particular 

policy agenda or approach

Analytical

Summary and analysis of:

• Problem

• Objectives

• Stakeholders

• Possible approaches



Who is your audience?

Ask:

• Can they do anything about the problem?

• What constraints might they have?

• Are they resistant or likely allies?



Best Practices 

● Add your Bottom Line Up First (BLUF)

● Clear and concise style

● Concrete verbs

● Minimize passive voice or flowery language.

● Specific, informative headings and subheadings 

● Make it skimmable

● Background/Executive Summary that summarizes main points 

and recommendations

● Visuals – Ask: Is it helpful to understanding the memo?



Heading

Executive Summary/Problem

Background/Evidence/Recommendations

Conclusion

Exhibits (optional)

Basic 

Memo 
Structure 

*This will vary across 

concentrations



Text-based More graphics



Heading 

To: Timothy Geithner, Secretary of Treasury (WRITER’S AUDIENCE) 

From: Michelle (Min Eun) Jeon, Policy Advisor (WRITER’S NAME AND TITLE) 

Date: 2/20/2012 (DATE)

RE: Overcoming the Obstacle: House Speaker John Boehner (MAIN IDEA)

Should be informative



Executive Summary

• a short summary of the entire memo

• States the problem

• Explains why important

• Presents recommendations

• Includes the BLUF



BLUF for your audience

Bottom

Line

Up

Front

An effective BLUF distills the most 

important information for the reader 

(Sehgal, 2016).

Quickly answer the five Ws: who, what, where, when, 

and why. 

https://hbr.org/2016/11/how-to-write-email-with-military-precision


BLUF in the Executive Summary

1. Describe an issue

1. Narrow to a policy problem 

(why is it important?)

1. Advocate for a policy position

Example from Harvard Kennedy School Communications 

Program (www.hkscommprog.org), Harvard University

*Make sure to write about a focused policy 

problem and not just a broad issue!

What’s the difference?

Issue: The geopolitics of the Arctic are 

shifting.

Problem statement: The U.S. government 

lacks tools to protect its interests in the 

Arctic



Executive Summary Sample

RE: Increasing community engagement in climate hazard mitigation projects and policy

Executive Summary
Sea-level rise, which may top 12 inches by 2050 according to the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration, threatens Carteret County’s shorelines. An extra foot of 
water will flood critical infrastructure and homes during hurricanes and during sunny-day 
high tides. An equitable response to these climate hazards will require citizen 
participation, but the necessary level of meaningful engagement is challenging for any 
local government. To ensure citizen participation in climate hazard mitigation projects, I 
recommend: 1) establish a citizen-led climate adaptation commission, 2) promote 
transparency by hiring a risk communications specialist, and 3) partner with local groups 
to host community-education event and make use of their communications channels.

Source: India Mackinson, 2023



Executive Summary Sample 

Executive Summary
Sea-level rise, which may top 12 inches by 2050 according to the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration, threatens Carteret County’s shorelines. An extra foot of 
water will flood critical infrastructure and homes during hurricanes and during sunny-day 
high tides. An equitable response to these climate hazards will require citizen 
participation, but the necessary level of meaningful engagement is challenging for any 
local government. To ensure citizen participation in climate hazard mitigation projects, I 
recommend: 1) establish a citizen-led climate adaptation commission, 2) promote 
transparency by hiring a risk communications specialist, and 3) partner with local groups 
to host community-education event and make use of their communications channels.

Source: India Mackinson, 2023

States the 
problem

Why it’s 
important

Recommendations



Evidence/Recommendations

Informative, 
bolded 
subheadings!

Sentence-level 
organization:

• clear and concise
• 1 idea per sentence  
• concrete verbs



Conclusion 

● Restate key recommendations 

● Include big picture, overall goal, or need 

Sample conclusion:

Climate change is a complicated problem, but this part of the solution 

is simple: we need CCS to meet emissions goals; we need to lower 

technology costs to deploy more CCS; and we have a proven model 

for cost reduction in SunShot. With the facts before us, “SunShot for 

CCS becomes a rare no-brainer for climate policy.



Citations and References

● Cite all outside sources

● Keep in-text citations consistent

● might be parenthetical or footnoted 

(check with supervisor or instructor)

● Only use high-quality references



Reminder: Best Practices 

● Add your Bottom Line Up First (BLUF)

● Clear and concise style

● Concrete verbs

● Minimize passive voice or flowery language.

● Specific, informative headings and subheadings 

● Make it skimmable

● Background/Executive Summary that summarizes main points 

and recommendations

● Visuals – Ask: Is it helpful to understanding the memo?
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