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• Policy and the Grand Challenges

• Reaching various audiences

• Policy communications fundamentals

Where we’re going
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Poll Time!
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Ensure healthy development for all 
youth 

Close the health gap 

Build healthy relationships to end 
violence

Advance long and productive lives 

Eradicate social isolation 

End homelessness 

Create social responses to a changing 
environment 

Harness technology for social good   

Promote smart decarceration 

Reduce extreme economic 
inequality 

Build financial capability for all 

Achieve equal opportunity and 
justice   

13 Grand Challenges 

Eliminate racism





• What is in your pocket?

20 second pitch
Policy brief
Policy action statement
Fact sheet
Congressional testimony/briefing

• Who is in your pocket?
Collaborators (e.g. AASWSW, CSWE, CRISP)
Influentials

Be Ready!



 Issue
 Recommended 

actions
 Evidence and 

benefits

LegitimacyContent
 Brief means brief 

(2 to 3 pages)
 Meta data to help 

search engines find it
 Use logos judiciously
 Authors, 

organizations, 
contact (usually at 
end of brief)

Readability
 Use scientific 

references
 Cite influentials
 Include 

collaborators

Policy Brief



GCSW Policy Brief

https://grandchallengesforsocialwork.org/
resources-landing/policy-resources/

https://grandchallengesforsocialwork.org/resources-landing/policy-resources/


 Issue
 Actions
 Evidence and 

benefits

LegitimacyContent
 One page
 Simple chart/graphic, 

if relevant
 Authors, 

organizations, 
contact info

Readability

 Use scientific 
references*

 Cite influentials*
 Include 

collaborators*

*on side two 

Policy Action Statement



GCSW Policy Action Statement



Policy Product Comparison

Characteristics Brief Action Statement Fact sheet

Content

Scientific references √ √ √

Issue 2 paragraphs 1 paragraph √

Action Summary Detailed

Evidence More citations Fewer citations √

Format

Length 2 to 3 pages 1 page 1 page

Authors, organization, contact √ √ √

Primary use

Raising awareness/educating √ √

Building partners/coalition √

Meeting with legislator/staffer √ √ √



Advocacy: 
Reaching Various 

Audiences



Advocacy in Context

• The Grand Challenges cannot be solved 
without changes to public policy.

• This public policy is formulated at the national, 
state, and county/city levels.

• Advocacy and training are essential for 
changes in public policy.

Advocacy is a learned skill

Advocacy has several phases

Advocacy depends upon coalition building 



Learning to Advocate

• The best way to learn how to do advocacy is to work with people who 
already are doing it.

• Learning the culture of advocacy is as important as learning the process 
of advocacy.

• Most attention is devoted to the content of advocacy; very little is 
devoted to the culture or process. This is a problem.



Culture of Advocacy

• Use appropriate tools – business 
cards, one-page solution summaries

• Be mindful of time – advocacy does 
not operate on academic time

• Be mindful of talking directly and 
using simple terminology



Key Features of Advocacy 

 Very clear identification and specification of the issue, as well as its 
causes

 Specification of the range of potential policy options and their 
protagonists

 Building consensus around one or more solutions

 Advocating that solution before key legislators and public decision 
makers



Setting Up a Meeting

• Identify key legislators/staff

• Request a meeting by phone and 
follow-up with an e-mail

• Conduct the meeting and assume that 
only 15 minutes will be available for it

• Follow-up with a thank you, 
irrespective of the position taken by 
the legislator/staff in the meeting

• Repeat with others



Conducting a Briefing

• Arrange a 1-hour briefing and invite 
key legislators/staff to the briefing

• If appropriate, combine the briefing 
with a breakfast/lunch/reception

• Conduct the briefing using a clear 
format:

• Have people sign in

• State the issue/problem

• Include a first-person account

• Include expert analysis of 
solutions



Key Take-Aways

New policy is essential to address the Grand Challenges

Advocacy is essential for policy formulation

Being very practical is essential for good advocacy



Why Messaging?



Advocacy: What you CAN do

• Nonpartisan voter registration or education

• Issue-based advocacy as long as it is nonpartisan 
and does not target a candidate or political party

• Educate an elected official about the effects of a 
policy on your community or state

• Prepare objective analysis (including for bills and 
ballot measures) that fairly presents the facts 
and uses objective language

• Not sure? Check with Gov’t Relations



Good, (multi-
faceted) 

things come 
in small 

packages
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Condensed time frames, 
changing ground
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Distillation
If you don’t 
boil it down, 

someone 
else will.
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Messaging 101



A message is a clear, concise 
statement or set of statements 

that describes a position, 
opinion or point of view.



Just a few words…



Think like 
a beginner



Distilling/Translating Research

From the research:

“This research suggests that the FTT triadic intervention is 
efficacious in delaying sexual debut and reducing sexual risk 
behavior among adolescents.”

A Triadic Intervention for Adolescent Sexual Health: A Randomized Clinical Trial
Vincent Guilamo-Ramos, Adam Benzekri, Marco Thimm-Kaiser, Patricia Dittus, Yumary Ruiz, Charles M. Cleland 

and Wanda McCoy. Pediatrics May 2020, 145 (5) e20192808; DOI: https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2019-2808 



Distilling/Translating Research

An alternative:

“A new study shows that sexual education for teenagers is 
more effective in reducing sexual activity and risky behaviors 
when the discussions involve teenagers’ parents and 
healthcare providers.”



Distilling/Translating Research

From the research:

“These findings provide longitudinal evidence that changes within 
substance-using social networks are associated with subsequent 
changes in individual use and underscore the importance of 
interventions aimed at promoting positive social relationships for 
formerly homeless persons and improving PSH's social 
environments.”

Social networks and substance use after transitioning into permanent supportive housing. 
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6224132/



An alternative: 

People who were formerly homeless are more successful at 
reducing substance use when they live and socialize with others 
also limiting their substance use.

Distilling/Translating Research



The Fundamentals
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Building Your 
Message*

• Issue

• Action

• Evidence & Benefits



Building Your Message: 
The Issue

• What is the broad value that supports your argument?

• Why is this important? Why should we care?

• What is the problem?

• What is the cause?

• Who is affected?



Building Your Message: 
The Action(s)

• What is the ask/action(s)?

• How much will it cost?

• Who is supporting/opposing?



Building Your Message: 
The Evidence & Benefits

• What is the evidence for the proposed action?

• What is the net benefit?

• What are the pros/cons?



My target audience is:  Federal legislators

The Issue:
All of us need and deserve a sense of economic security as we age.

During the next 30 years despite their best efforts to prepare, many middle-class families 
will be bankrupted by the unpredictable and often staggering costs of long-term care.

The private market for LTC insurance has failed, Medicare doesn’t cover these costs, and 
Medicaid only covers LTC costs for the poorest among us.

The Action
We need an innovative program that combines short-term, private pay insurance and/or 
personal responsibility for initial disability costs with federal catastrophic coverage that 
protects families from sustained and shocking long-term care costs that can run into the 
hundreds of thousands of dollars.

The Evidence & Benefits
This program would restore a vigorous private, LTC insurance market; dramatically reduce 
Medicaid spending by reducing need for LTC support; and helps family and older adults 
meet their LTC needs and maintain control over their finances.

Messaging in Practice: An Example



Your
Turn



Why is this important? Why should we care?

What is the problem? (start here)

What is the solution?

Messaging Exercise: 
Framing Your Issue



Why should we care?
We all want safe, peaceful, and just communities. Inappropriate police responses to 
situations caused by social problems inflict unnecessary violence and death, lead to 
overlong jail and prison terms, generate legitimate community outrage, and delegitimize 
necessary policing that preserves our safety and security. 

What is the problem?
First responders involve police more often than necessary. Up to 80% of police work 
addresses social problems, such as homelessness and mental health issues (Patterson, 
Congressional briefing, 2020). Police do not typically have the training to deal with these 
issues, leading to harassment, violence and/or death.

What is the solution?
Innovative public safety funding should:
• Enable communities to develop and test strategies to redirect 911 calls towards 

appropriate social service programs and interventions;
• Support non-law enforcement organizations that employ alternative first responders 

including social workers and public health professionals;
• Provide training to all first responders in human behavior, substance use, systemic 

racism, helping skills, empathic listening, and compassion fatigue.

Messaging Exercise: 
Framing Your Issue



Translating Messages 
into Policy 

Communications



• Being brief

• Getting quickly to the bottom
line (minimal background)

• Distilling the issue

• Making it memorable

Policy 
Communications 
Challenges
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Identify your audience/context



• Simple sentences

• Concrete, jargon-free

• Active voice

• Memorable, sticky phrases

Language Matters



• Headings/sub-headings

• Bullets

• Font

• Use of white space

• Table of Contents (for 
longer reports)

• Tables, graphs, 
infographics

Looks Matter



• Know your audience

• Prepare

 Gather your info

 Craft a tight, memorable message

• Practice

• Go!

In Summary



Questions



Kira Silk, Director
GCSocialWork@ssw.umaryland.edu

Lissa Johnson, Director of Policy Initiatives
ejohnson@wustl.edu

www.GrandChallengesforSocialWork.org

#Up4theChallenge


