
What is a
Policy Brief?

• A short document that 
presents the findings and 
recommendations of a 
research project

• A medium for exploring an 
issue and identifying lessons 
learned from research

• Advice for how to solve a 
social issue 



What is in
Policy Brief?

• A concise summary of a 
particular issue

• Background information so 
that the reader understands 
the issue

• Policy options and 
alternatives to address the 
issue at hand

• Recommendations for 
which policies are best



Example:
Policy Brief

• A concise summary of a 
particular issue

• Background information so 
that the reader understands 
the issue

• Policy options and 
alternatives to address the 
issue at hand

• Recommendations for 
which policies are best
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Explore!
Policy Brief

• Take 2 minutes to explore the 
policy brief titled “Rising Food 
Prices: A Global Crisis”

• Find ALL the following:

• Summary
Background Info
Policy Options
Recommendations

• Be ready to discuss where 
these pieces are

Briefing Paper    
Overseas Development 

Institute

Overseas Development Institute

ODI is the UK’s leading independent 
think tank on international develop-
ment and humanitarian issues.

ODI Briefing Papers present informa-
tion, analysis and key policy recom-
mendations on important develop-
ment and humanitarian topics. 

This and other ODI Briefing Papers 
are available from www.odi.org.uk

Key points
 Food prices have been 
rising since 2000, spiked 
in early 2008, and may 
remain high for another 
ten years

 Prompt action is needed 
to protect the poorest 
and support low-income 
countries faced by surging 
import bills

 In the medium term, 
economic and agricultural 
growth can offset the 
damage, but this will 
require more determined 
efforts to boost food 
production

Soaring food prices pose problems for 
three groups. First, the poor whose 
ability to buy food is undermined. 
Second, governments of low-income 

countries facing higher import bills, soaring 
costs for safety net programmes and political 
unrest. Third, aid agencies juggling increased 
demands for food, cash and technical advice. 
High food prices threaten the gains made since 
the 1960s and highlight the long-term need for 
investment in, and better management of, the 
global food supply. 

This Paper examines the causes of rising 
food prices, expected trends, the likely impact, 
and possible policy responses.

What is happening and why?
Before recent price hikes, the real price of food 
had been falling since the 1950s. The ‘green 
revolution’ that began in the mid-1960s saw 
developing world farmers planting improved 
varieties of cereals, prompting extraordinary 
increases in yields, falling food prices and 
reductions in poverty. 

But food prices have risen since the early 
2000s, and particularly since 2006. The price 
of a tonne of wheat climbed from $105 in 
January 2000, to $167 in January 2006, to $481 
in March 2008 (IMF Primary Commodity Prices, 
2008). Forecasts for the next ten years predict 
continuing high prices because of structural 
changes in supply and demand. 

On the supply side, rising oil prices mean 
increased costs for fertilisers, machine opera-
tions and transport. As Figure 1 shows, oil prices 
have risen faster than food prices and the price 
of nitrogen fertilisers has risen with them. In the 
US the price index for nitrogen fertiliser stood 
at 118 in 2000 but reached 204 by 2006 (US 
Department of Agriculture, 2008). USDA expects 

unit costs of production of cereals to rise by up 
to 15% between 2006-7 and 2016-17.

Short-term supply shocks include poor har-
vests in some exporting countries – particularly 
Australia where drought has hit wheat produc-
tion – at a time of dwindling world cereal stocks. 
Speculation in commodity prices by inves-
tors may have contributed to price rises, and 
the falling value of the dollar has not helped. 
Some exporting countries have imposed taxes, 
minimum prices, quotas and outright bans on 
exports of rice and wheat.

On the demand side, growing incomes in 
countries such as China and India mean rising 
demand for meat. OECD and FAO forecast that 
in non-OECD countries consumption of meat 
and dairy produce will rise by up to 2.4% a year 
between 2007 and 2016 (von Braun, 2007). Much 
of the additional meat, and some of the dairy, 
will be produced by feeding grains to livestock. 

Once oil prices top $60 a barrel, biofuels 
become more competitive and grains may be 
diverted to biofuel production (Schmidhuber, 
2006). With oil now costing over $100 per bar-
rel – and the US and EU trying to reach biofuel 

Rising food prices:  
A global crisis
Action needed now to avert poverty and hunger

Briefing Paper    37
April 2008

The rising price of corn poses a threat to the 
world’s poor.



Things to consider...



WHAT should a
Policy Brief be like?

• Short and to the point!
Think quality, not quantity

• Based on firm evidence!
Look at various examples, 
organizations, experiences, 
etc.

• Focus on meanings, not 
methods
Be as clear about what 
should be done as why

• Relate to the big picture



HOW should a
Policy Brief be like?

• Your objective is to 
persuade:
Use Ethos, Pathos, & 
Logos

• Make it look attractive
Using images and diagrams 
is crucial

• Make it interesting
People are more likely to 
read things they care about



Brainstorm!
Policy Brief



Explore!
Policy Brief

• In a moment, get with your 
product design group

• Take 10 minutes to find a 
policy brief that pertains to 
your issue
Example: search “domestic 
violence policy brief”

• Look for:

• Summary
Background Info
Policy Options
Recommendations
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ment and humanitarian issues.
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ment and humanitarian topics. 

This and other ODI Briefing Papers 
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What’s in a
Policy Brief

• A concise summary of a 
particular issue

• Background information so 
that the reader understands 
the issue

• Policy options and 
alternatives to address the 
issue at hand

• Recommendations for 
which policies are best

Existing Policy Options:
What other options

currently exist?

New or Better Policies:
What other options

SHOULD exist?

Briefing Paper    
Overseas Development 

Institute

Overseas Development Institute

ODI is the UK’s leading independent 
think tank on international develop-
ment and humanitarian issues.

ODI Briefing Papers present informa-
tion, analysis and key policy recom-
mendations on important develop-
ment and humanitarian topics. 

This and other ODI Briefing Papers 
are available from www.odi.org.uk

Key points
 Food prices have been 
rising since 2000, spiked 
in early 2008, and may 
remain high for another 
ten years

 Prompt action is needed 
to protect the poorest 
and support low-income 
countries faced by surging 
import bills

 In the medium term, 
economic and agricultural 
growth can offset the 
damage, but this will 
require more determined 
efforts to boost food 
production

Soaring food prices pose problems for 
three groups. First, the poor whose 
ability to buy food is undermined. 
Second, governments of low-income 

countries facing higher import bills, soaring 
costs for safety net programmes and political 
unrest. Third, aid agencies juggling increased 
demands for food, cash and technical advice. 
High food prices threaten the gains made since 
the 1960s and highlight the long-term need for 
investment in, and better management of, the 
global food supply. 

This Paper examines the causes of rising 
food prices, expected trends, the likely impact, 
and possible policy responses.

What is happening and why?
Before recent price hikes, the real price of food 
had been falling since the 1950s. The ‘green 
revolution’ that began in the mid-1960s saw 
developing world farmers planting improved 
varieties of cereals, prompting extraordinary 
increases in yields, falling food prices and 
reductions in poverty. 

But food prices have risen since the early 
2000s, and particularly since 2006. The price 
of a tonne of wheat climbed from $105 in 
January 2000, to $167 in January 2006, to $481 
in March 2008 (IMF Primary Commodity Prices, 
2008). Forecasts for the next ten years predict 
continuing high prices because of structural 
changes in supply and demand. 

On the supply side, rising oil prices mean 
increased costs for fertilisers, machine opera-
tions and transport. As Figure 1 shows, oil prices 
have risen faster than food prices and the price 
of nitrogen fertilisers has risen with them. In the 
US the price index for nitrogen fertiliser stood 
at 118 in 2000 but reached 204 by 2006 (US 
Department of Agriculture, 2008). USDA expects 

unit costs of production of cereals to rise by up 
to 15% between 2006-7 and 2016-17.

Short-term supply shocks include poor har-
vests in some exporting countries – particularly 
Australia where drought has hit wheat produc-
tion – at a time of dwindling world cereal stocks. 
Speculation in commodity prices by inves-
tors may have contributed to price rises, and 
the falling value of the dollar has not helped. 
Some exporting countries have imposed taxes, 
minimum prices, quotas and outright bans on 
exports of rice and wheat.

On the demand side, growing incomes in 
countries such as China and India mean rising 
demand for meat. OECD and FAO forecast that 
in non-OECD countries consumption of meat 
and dairy produce will rise by up to 2.4% a year 
between 2007 and 2016 (von Braun, 2007). Much 
of the additional meat, and some of the dairy, 
will be produced by feeding grains to livestock. 

Once oil prices top $60 a barrel, biofuels 
become more competitive and grains may be 
diverted to biofuel production (Schmidhuber, 
2006). With oil now costing over $100 per bar-
rel – and the US and EU trying to reach biofuel 

Rising food prices:  
A global crisis
Action needed now to avert poverty and hunger

Briefing Paper    37
April 2008

The rising price of corn poses a threat to the 
world’s poor.


