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Step 1: Define the Problem.

A policy memo begins with a problem statement.
▶ Short statement (1-3 sentences) summarizing the issue to be

considered.

What do we want to accomplish with the problem statement?
▶ Grab attention and spark interest
▶ Convey the importance of the problem
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Bardach Step 1 - Define the Problem

It helps to think in terms of deficit and excess.

▶ “The demand for agricultural water is growing faster than our ability to
supply it at an acceptable financial and environmental cost.”

Can you frame the problem as a market failure?
▶ Externality, information asymmetry, travel cost, etc.

Avoid “issue rhetoric”.
▶ Partisan, ideological, or personal language.

Quantify if possible.
▶ “Too many relatively well-off people are taking advantage of low-rent

public housing.”
▶ “Too many people with annual incomes over $60,000 are living in

subsidized housing.”

Avoid defining the solution into the problem.
▶ “There is too little shelter for families experiencing homelessness.”
▶ “There are too many families experiencing homelessness.”
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ITERATE!!!

Examples:

▶ “A lack of price transparency is responsible for stalling competition
among health care providers and increasing insurance costs.”

▶ “Ten percent of public high school students in Boston smoke.”

▶ “The quality of care in the U.S. is spotty, despite costs vastly greater
than those of any other nation. And almost 50 million Americans are
uninsured.”

▶ “The 1993 Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA) provides up to twelve
weeks of unpaid, job-protected leave for specified family and medical
reasons. However, nearly 40% of workers are not covered by FMLA, or
do not use it because of the financial implications of unpaid leave.

▶ “Motor vehicle crashes are the leading cause of death for U.S. teens.
According to the CDC, every day, six teens ages 16-19 die from motor
vehicle injuries.”
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How do we know if something has worked? (More to come when we
discuss research designs.)
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▶ “How would you solve a problem if cost were no object?”
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▶ Efficiency
▶ Cost
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Bardach Step 7 - Decide

Recommend the policy proposal (or proposals) that would solve or
mitigate the problem.
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Apply the grandparent test

Gauge your audience

Consider your medium
▶ Policy memo
▶ Infographic
▶ Leave-behind document
▶ Give your story a logical narrative flow
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