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How to Write a Two-Page SSN Brief 
 
SSN Briefs are tools for scholars to introduce ourselves and share the highlights of our research 
with fellow citizens, members of the media, and policymakers in ways they can immediately 
understand and use. Briefs do not “dumb things down,” but they are never written in abstract or 
insider language. Instead they use clear, everyday language, free from jargon.  
 
There are two main types of SSN briefs: Key Findings and Basic Facts. Both are no more than 
two pages long. Key Findings briefs present the core ideas and findings of a book or article, a 
doctoral dissertation, or a paper presented at a professional conference. Basic Facts briefs draw 
on a scholar’s own work plus the work of others to highlight the most important things outside 
stakeholders should know. Oftentimes, they include specific policy recommendations.  
 
The first step is to submit a rough draft of up to two and a half single-spaced pages to Elizabeth 
Ghedi-Ehrlich at eghediehrlich@fas.harvard.edueghediehrlich@fas.harvard.edu. A typical 
finished brief usually has around 950 words; for a first draft, we request 1000 to 1200 words. If 
you have a particularly important chart or illustration, a smaller word count may be appropriate. 
 
Here are steps you can take to make your draft effective and speed the editorial process: 
 

1. Start with SSN’s website, where you can look at briefs that cover topics or publications 
similar to yours. Check out titles, language, subheads and bullets. Imitation of good 
examples is the best way to learn any new format. 

 
2. If you work from an academic publication, realize that you will be writing in a different 

language. Insider jargon or abstract concepts will not work. Think instead how you would 
talk with a neighbor or your aunt at Thanksgiving. You have say why the subject matters, 
and spell things out step by step. You can indicate how you did your research, but briefly. 

 
3. Each brief needs an opening paragraph to draw in readers and signal where you are 

headed. Beyond that, you have two or three subsections, each with a clear title. You can 
use bullets to list examples or give specifics, but don’t over-do it. 
 

4. Include specific policy suggestions related to your argument, if appropriate. Now that the 
reader understands your argument, what can he/she do about it? 
 

5. If necessary, write the argument in scholarly terms and then spend time translating each 
part into everyday language. Use active, short sentences, short paragraphs, specific 
examples, and common-sense ways of saying things. 
 

6. Prune excessive out wordiness.  
 

7. Come up with a title, perhaps a question or a simple declaration, that vividly captures the 
essence of your argument. Like a headline, a good title fits on one line. 
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