
WHITE PAPER 

The Briefing Process 
in British Columbia

e B R I E F I N G S . C A
support  at  the  knowledge /  decis ion inter face

p o b  4 2 0 4 6 - 2 2 0 0  O a k  B a y  Av e n u e  •  t e l e p h o n e :  2 5 0  6 8 6  7 2 8 8  •  f a x :  8 6 6  3 7 8  2 4 5 0  •  i n f o @ e b r i e f i n g s . c a

eBriefings.ca White Paper #07-10-004

author: Colleen Cunningham

October 2007

mailto:info@ebriefings.ca
mailto:info@ebriefings.ca


This paper addresses the issue of how government can improve the use of science and analysis in decision making by 
improving the briefing process, specifically the briefing note.  This involves an examination of the briefing note tem-
plate in terms of structure, format, content and style, as well as a review of the process of generating, approving, 
tracking and retrieving briefing notes in the former British Columbia Ministry of Sustainable Resource Management 
and throughout the BC Government. Using historical records, the advice of academic and government guides, a 
comparative analysis of briefing note templates from across Canada, and the opinions of a selection of senior execu-
tives, this report found briefing notes and the briefing process as currently conducted in the BC Government has spe-
cific problems and inefficiencies. These include the mishandling of the document, a general lack of the necessary task-
specific skills in authors, and a procedure that complicates and delays the briefing process.  Correspondingly, I rec-
ommend concrete actions to move towards resolving these problems: formalised training and feedback for staff; an 
increase in decision maker involvement in template development and briefing note generation, to ensure needs are 
met in the most efficient, simplest way; and an investigation of the feasibility of automation of processes through 
online data entry and form generation.

The research for this report found the following specific points:
• Decision makers are often not getting what they want – either too much or not the right information – to inform 

an issue and/or make a decision
• The majority of selected senior executives interviewed preferred a briefing template and process that would be 

more flexible, efficient, and remove some of the unnecessary editing iterations through automation and online 
forms

• Along with an identified lack of staff skills in writing notes, there is currently no training in effective briefing note 
writing for staff or formal feedback mechanism in the process

• There is strong consistency in the format, structure, content and style of briefing notes and the briefing process 
across ministries in the BC Government

• Though the content, style and structure of briefing notes are similar across Canada, several provinces and at least 
one federal department use significantly different note formatting and/or a different means for editing, tracking, 
approving and storing briefing notes

• Academic and government guidelines, as well as a small sample of BC Government decision makers agree on the 
proper characteristics of effective briefing notes – concise, succinct, selectively informative documents that pro-
vide objective expert analysis

In response to these points, this paper contains the following recommendations:
• Formal training for staff that addresses both ineffective and unclear writing and incomplete, biased analysis in 

briefing notes
• Formalised feedback mechanisms that ensure input from executive both in the creation and execution of briefing 

notes
• Deeper research into the feasibility of an automated or “virtual briefing book,” building on the experience of 

provinces that are already using automated systems
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Effective and Efficient Briefing: Improving the Template 
and the Process in British Columbia

1 INTRODUCTION

This report centres on one aspect of the Knowledge / Decision making interface – communication within gov-
ernment. Specifically, it examines the formal, written briefing note, a fundamental element of the larger policy com-
munication process between analyst or advisor and decision maker. The Knowledge / Decision making or Science / 
Policy interface is concerned with, first, how knowledge is generated and shared in academia, in government and in 
the civil arena, and second, how that knowledge relates to policy decision making. Briefing notes fit into that interface 
in that they are the primary vessel via which expertise – both technical and analytical – is communicated to decision 
makers within government to inform policy decisions. 

The broader goal of this paper is to provide a way to better incorporate policy analysis into decisions, to help 
improve the briefing process and, in turn, facilitate better decisions, while making the decision making process more 
efficient and comprehensive. The suggestions contained in the paper are intended to be a starting point for discus-
sion, and to provide a direction for possible future action.

The three main components of the paper are: 1) an introduction to the background and history of briefing notes 
in general, and the foundations for common template of Government of BC briefing notes using a now-defunct de-
partment (the British Columbia Ministry of Sustainable Resource Management (MSRM)) as an example; 2) a sum-
mary and comparative analysis of briefing note templates received from various provincial governments, Environ-
ment Canada, and the New Zealand Ministry for the Environment against the standard BC Government notes; and 3) 
the results from a series of semi-structured research interviews with eleven Government of BC executives on ‘effec-
tive briefing notes and processes.’ 

Using the variety of briefing note templates received and the results of the research interviews as grounding, this 
paper concludes there are three main problems with current briefing notes and procedures: 

1) Errors in use of the template (or problems with content)

2) Ineffective communication and poor writing

3) Inefficiencies and inconsistency in the briefing process.  

In response to these issues, this paper recommends concrete steps be taken to improve the quality of briefing 
notes within this Ministry (or the Government as a whole) – further research into automating and refining the brief-
ing process and more effort into training staff in both writing and analysis. 

2 BACKGROUND

2.1 DEFINITIONS  

A briefing note is a document that provides information, analysis and advice to the Minister or senior executive 
in response to or in anticipation of a relevant issue. The note can provide information on a particular pressing issue, 
request a decision, or act as a preparatory briefing for a meeting. The situation and issues surrounding the generation 
of a briefing note are determined independent of the analyst – either by the Minister or senior executive, the public, 
or an interest group; the facts are determined exogenously to all interested parties, but selected and included by the 
analyst according to their direct relevance to the issue. The policy analyst contextualizes and analyses those facts and 
gives recommendations for next steps or key speaking points on the issue. Their analysis, selection of relevant facts 
and forward looking advice are compiled and focussed to meet the needs of their client, aligned with their own re-
search and expertise. A sound policy briefing process also includes (in addition to or external to the note): 

• Trust and confidence in the analysis and the process, primarily by the decision maker

• Open and understood procedural standards and documentation formatting

• Receptive, willing and able decision makers
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• Oral and less formal briefing processes as supplements

These elements feed back into each other. A well-written persuasive briefing note can establish decision maker’s 
trust in the analyst; a poorly written one can erode it. An open decision making procedure assists the analyst in de-
termining audience needs, which in turn helps the analyst to construct a more effective note; a closed process means 
the briefing note is often unfocused and consequently ineffective.

2.2 WRITING EFFECTIVE/SUPERIOR/PERSUASIVE BRIEFING NOTES

The structure, format and content of the majority of standard briefing notes in use today – both in BC and other 
provinces – closely resembles the guidelines and templates set out by academics and policy researchers: identify an 
issue, establish why it is relevant, outline possible courses of action, choose one, and defend it. Academic and profes-
sional policy guides identify a number of roles for the policy brief. It is an informational document; a succinct, de-
jargonized way to communicate an issue and recommended course of action to decision maker; and a method of per-
suasion. An effective briefing note needs to at once inform, translate and educate and ultimately be persuasive in its 
argument (see figure 1).

Figure 1: The necessary layers of effective briefing notes

 

At its core, and when done correctly, a briefing note is a very useful, powerful and flexible communication and 
decision-support tool.

Guides and advice for writing briefing notes (or more generally ‘policy briefs’ which can include oral briefings, 
presentations and informal briefing methods) vary in the subjects to which they advise, from the more generally ap-
plicable public policy literature to the concretely practical advice of instructional and government guidebooks. 

These practical guides are grounded in the broader themes of communications theory, which examines commu-
nication through psychological, sociological and philosophical analytical frameworks. The abstract themes of com-
munications theory, though relevant, are beyond the scope of this paper.

2.2.1 PRACTICAL GUIDES 

In the more generally practical literature, there exist arguments for content and style of notes – what a note 
should say (its general purpose) and how it should communicate its points (the style of writing). The written brief, in 
the professional writing tradition, is to follow a plain language style; using the active voice, each sentence should be 
succinct (though sentence length should vary) and make a clear point. Briefing notes also should include visual ele-
ments whenever possible, but only to clarify or simplify a point.  

In “How to Create Superior Briefings,” Quiney outlines three main parts of a written briefing note “no matter the 
formal structure”: 1) the purpose or issue which asks the question(s) the rest of the note should answer; 2) the sum-
mary, a selective but unbiased account of the facts presented in terms of the benefits or disadvantages to the relevant 
audience, and; 3) the recommendations or advice section featuring a balanced, intellectually rigorous, succinct argu-
ment that includes a response to any opposing positions, and will be defendable against any attack (12).

Quiney argues superior briefings are designed to be memorable – by means of simple, insightful, jargon-free text 
and/or pictures and charts – use the best available technology, and be delivered either on time or early (7). He views 
briefing as a particular type of customer service – the service of delivering information. “Effective service delivery 
means constantly working to meet the needs of the customer more closely and training everyone involved to always 
provide superior service” (2).

In their “Tradecraft” manual for public policy analysts, Musso, Biller and Myrtle argue that “good professional 
writing is relevant, client-oriented, action-oriented and analytic” (637). Like Quiney, they see the audience of the note 
as the ‘client’ for whom the briefing analysis should be tailored. Tradecraft also contends that the effective briefing 
provides not only strategic recommendations, but also practical advice for next steps, is honest, simple, and includes 
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the results of thorough, expert investigation by the author (see the authors’ Top ten tips for political policy writing in 
the attached sidebar).

In  “Educating the Client” Bardach explores and summarises the qualities of effective client education, including 
framing the message to your clients perspective and being honest and creative in your communication style – similar 
to the perspectives of Quinley and Musso, Biller and Myrtle. In addition to those common themes, Bardach concludes 
that the quality of the briefing is dependent on the scientific quality of the message – the soundness and completeness 
of the argument and the rebuking of opposing arguments – and the level of trust in the message, the analyst, and the 
medium by the client. 

Alternatively, RAND1 outlines what makes a briefing ineffective in their “Guidelines for Preparing Briefings,” 
which focuses on oral briefings and presentations. Translated to apply to written notes, they suggest the following as 
potential pitfalls: failure to motivate the issue and to set up a structure for the audience’s interested reading, inade-
quate structural signals, gaps in logic, excessive detail and poorly designed charts, bullets or paragraphs. These criti-
cisms are focused on style, format and content, and suggest a brief should be clear and logical as a document, concise 
and deliberate in its message, and focussed in on the client’s needs. The presentation of policy information and 
analysis, whether oral or written, also needs to be flexible and the author must “let the audience’s needs determine 
structure and content” (2).

These guides are concerned with defining what a briefing note should be and the style of writing generally. 
While informative, none of the above mentioned guides provide a comprehensive, concrete toolkit for effective writ-
ing and analysis. However, more practical guides suggest ways for the analyst to attack the writing through step-by-
step instructions, how to structure the document in terms of logical heading order and necessary section separation, 
and offer qualitative and quantitative guidelines and checklists for self-evaluation of the draft written brief. This ad-
vice comes from the textbooks of policy academia and government sources in the form of presentations and instruc-
tional documentation. 

In designing an action plan for the policy analyst, Stokey and Zeckhauser outline a five step framework for writ-
ing analysis for decision making: establish the context, lay out the alternatives, predict the consequences, evaluate 
the outcomes, and make a choice. Filling in this framework means answering the following sub questions:

Context • What is the underlying problem that must be dealt with?
• What objectives are we to pursue in confronting the problem?

Alternatives • What are the alternative courses of action?
• Can the alternatives be designed so as to take advantage of additional information as it 

becomes available? 
Consequences• What are the consequences of each of the alternative actions?

• What techniques are relevant for predicting the consequences?
• If outcomes are uncertain, what is the estimated likelihood of each? 

Outcomes • How should we measure success in pursuing each objective?
• Recognizing that an alternative will inevitably be superior with respect to certain objective 

and inferior with respect to others, how should different combinations of valued objectives 
be compared with one another?

Choice • When all aspects of the analysis are drawn together, what is the preferred course of action?

In designing this guide for analysts to use in doing priority analysis for decision making – often through briefing 
notes – Stokey and Zeckhauser remind the analyst “the purpose of all this work is to help make a better decision,” 
(328) and that should be the critical, overlying focus of the composition.  Their guide says nothing, though, about the 
structure or format of a note.
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Government guides – a presentation used in the Ministry of Transportation (MoT), a guidebook, workshop and 
checklist from the former Ministry of Environment, Land and Parks2, a presentation from retired Deputy Minister 
(and noted “briefing note guru”) Phillip Halkett to the Ministry of Energy and Mines, and a guide from the Govern-
ment of Newfoundland and Labrador – contain the basics of the strategic themes present in the theory guides and 
practical academic texts. However, in addition to emphasizing the need to identify and refine the general purpose of 
the brief, to focus on the audience, and the importance of using plain language in facilitating clear, effective commu-
nication, these guides provide specific instructions on the structure and corresponding section content to be followed 
in creating a briefing note.

Halkett’s tips and the instructions from MoT’s “Writing Effective Briefing Notes” provide a bare bones outline of 
sections to follow with pithy guidelines that flesh out what to say in each section.  Halkett advises the following 
structure:

• Prepared for: Name and Title

• Issue: Explain the problem/issue in 8-12 words

• Background: Outline the most relevant historical elements/facts that have gotten the Ministry to the current 
situation (issue)

• Discussion: Your perspective and views on the current issue, given what has been outlined in the Back-
ground

• For Decision:

• Options: Outline 3 or 4 options to deal will the issue. Usually Status quo is the first option. Outline the 
implications of each option (cost revenues if appropriate)

• Recommendation: Just put Option X, don’t repeat the details

• For Information:

• Conclusion or Key Messages: 20 word summary of the note (sometimes with Next Steps where appro-
priate)

Similarly, MoT’s “Writing Effective Briefing Notes” lists Issue, Background, Discussion, Options (only if seeking 
decision), and Recommendations/Summary. The Ministry of Transportation, however, also expressly includes a section 
for Consultations with various external groups – other Ministries, and interest groups. Both of these guidelines are 
presented informally for use and quick reference when completing the note.

The practical material presented by the ex-Ministry of Environment, Land and Parks (MELP) and the Govern-
ment of Newfoundland and Labrador in their respective guide books is more comprehensive and broadly educa-
tional than Halkett’s and MoT’s. MELP’s not only gives a fleshed out template to follow, but also details the hows 
and whys of the approval and tracking process, explains the proper timelines to be followed, outlines how to use 
bullets, footers and heading effectively, and relates the approved format for notes to use in case of a Freedom of In-
formation request. The approval and editing process (shown in Figure 2) includes screening at all levels to ensure all 
the aspects of the issue are considered, including linkages to other priorities and Ministries. The guide also relates 
email to the briefing process, as a tool that “is not a substitute for briefing notes,” (5) but can provide information 
informally when needed immediately. MELP’s “ABC’s of Briefing Note Preparation” supplements the guide and acts 
as a checklist to use before, during and after writing the note, to ensure it is focused, detailed, and correctly format-
ted.

Newfoundland’s guide – used province-wide – also includes templates with instructions, and focuses on the 
front end of the process. In order to ensure briefing notes are only used in the appropriate circumstances, the guide 
lists five situations when a note should be generated: to inform the Minister/Executive of new developments or new 
developments on an on-going issue; when a Ministerial or Executive decision is required on a client or project file; 
when an issue hasn’t been made public, but is one that Government should be prepared to take a position on if it 
does become public; when issues have been raised publicly; and when preparing the Minister for interviews or news 
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conferences (as part of a communications package). These situations are in addition to the request for a briefing note 
(usually an information note) from the Minister or Executive.

Many of the practical instructions also use examples to demonstrate how to implement their suggestions, either 
by including positive examples, or notes that show what not to do. 

2.3 MSRM TEMPLATE (JUNE, 2005)

2.3.1 BACKGROUND OF BC BRIEFING NOTES

The ‘standard3’ Government of BC briefing note – a 1 - 3 page document either for information or decision – is a 
common, time-tested template that incorporates the widespread themes of academic public policy and communica-
tions theory with the present and common priorities of government executives and the expertise of policy analysts. 

BC briefing notes are generally made up of the following4: 

• Topic (identifying the issue)

• Background (factual information and context)

• Discussion (factors to be considered and consultations required)

• Transmittal Information (contact for person submitting note and signage/initialling blocks) 

• A decision note will also include Options (possible courses of action) and Recommendations (the action that 
should be followed) 

• A note to prepare executive for a meeting or news conference on an issue may contain Key Messages or 
Speaking Points (statements that can be used publicly that respond to anticipated questions on the issue)

Whether for information, decision, or for a meeting, the briefing note template is a word document to be written 
in plain language. In terms of tracking, it is filed as a hard copy in the program area where it is generated and elec-
tronically in the divisional drives, at the Minister’s office and centrally at the Public Affairs Bureau. This standard is 
currently used throughout the BC Government.  Similar templates and tracking systems are also used in Ministries in 
Saskatchewan, Ontario, Alberta and Newfoundland.

Briefing notes in BC emerged in the 1970s as a formal means of tracking the decisions and approval of Deputy 
Ministers and Ministers, following the informal, highly centralised decision making of the WAC Bennett govern-
ments. Early versions were designed by Halkett and others including Douglas Hyndman, and spread through grape-
vine communication channels and the cross-pollination of ministries by transferring staff and executive.

2.3.3 MSRM TEMPLATES

Prior the dissolution of MSRM on June 16, the Corporate Land and Resource Governance Division had two stan-
dard templates for briefing notes: 1) Decision Notes – those requiring a new policy choice be approved; and 2) Infor-
mation Notes – those designed to inform decision makers of new issues that may require significant attention in the 
near future. Information notes differ from decision notes in that they don’t include headings for Options or Recom-
mended Option. 

MSRM also used a specific template for Intergovernmental Relations Information Notes for briefing binders for 
specific meetings. These notes contain the headings Prepared for, Issue, Background and Advice. Another function of 
information notes is to bring up-to-date a new senior executive or Minister on of all the current issues. These roles 
exemplify the range and necessary flexibility of the structure of briefing note templates.

MSRM process is detailed in Figure 2. A notable component of this process leading into the comparative analysis 
and interviews section of this report is the separation of the generation of the note from the tracking system, CLIFF. 
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Program Area Admins or the Executive Coordinator manually generates tracking numbers through relaying the de-
tails of each briefing note into the CLIFF system. This system doesn’t track the editing or approval process, as this is 
manually managed by the note author, the Admin and/or the Executive Coordinator. The Admin or the Executive 
Coordinator enters the details of the note into CLIFF once the note has been approved.

2.3.5 CURRENT BRIEFING NOTE PROCESS

Figure 2: Current Process Flow Chart

The previous flow chart displays the process from the independent generation of (CASE 1) or request for 
(CASE 2) a briefing note, until the note is completed and filed for archival purposes and for future information. The 
“Approval Process” box signifies the iterative component of the editing process in the current system, as the note 
moves from author (analyst) to decision maker.

2.4 SUMMARY OF BACKGROUND

In summary, this section highlights the following points: 1) what makes for an effective briefing and its purpose; 
and 2) the background of MSRM (and more generally BC) briefing notes.

An effective briefing note, according to academic and government guides:

• Communicates, educates, translates and is persuasive in its argument

• Is client focussed, action oriented and forward looking

• Is clear and concise in writing style and logical in structure

• Establishes a context, discusses alternatives, predicts consequences, evaluates outcomes and makes a rec-
ommendation

The purpose of a briefing note is, first, to flesh out an issue and inform a decision, and second, as a formal record 
of decisions and approvals. Past briefing notes are used to inform new ones, and are a record of the context of past 
decisions.

BC briefing notes and the briefing process developed organically from a combination of the preferences of vari-
ous past senior executives, the formal and legal requirements of briefing notes as policy documents, and the available 
technology of the time. The template and process has not substantially changed since inception in the 1970s.
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3 OTHER GOVERNMENTS’ CURRENT TEMPLATES 

The second section of the main report involves a comparative analysis of briefing notes gathered from across 
Canada, and one from New Zealand. The purpose of gathering these templates was to identify similarities and differ-
ences in both the document itself – in the format, structure, style and content – and in the generating, tracking, ap-
proval and filing processes. 

This section begins with outlining the methods used in the research process in sections 3.1 and 3.2. Section 3.3 
fleshes out a detailed account of each segment of the comparative analysis: structure, style, content, format and 
process. A summary of the main conclusions of this analysis is listed in 3.4, the summary section, and the conclusion 
(3.5) summarises the notable differences – those seemingly more efficient and/or suitable for BC – identified in the 
comparative analysis. For reference, all of the templates collected are in a supplementary binder.

3.1 PROCESS

The process of gathering templates included emailing policy advisors and analysts in other governments – all 
provinces except Quebec and Nova Scotia, a federal department, and government departments in the UK, USA, Aus-
tralia and New Zealand – and consequent reminder messages and follow up emails to clarify processes and software 
used. I received templates from Alberta, Saskatchewan, Ontario, New Brunswick, PEI, Newfoundland, Environment 
Canada and the Ministry for the Environment in New Zealand.  I sent requests but did not receive templates from the 
Ministry of Conservation of the Government of Manitoba, the Australian Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, 
the Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs in the UK and the US Department of Agriculture.  In order 
to attempt to control for differences in briefing note templates and guidelines that may be due to differences in Minis-
try business, I contacted policy analysts, advisors or managers within Ministries, divisions and branches similar to 
my own at the time, June 2 – 15, 2005 (MSRM, CLRG Division, Planning, Sustainability and Intergovernmental Rela-
tions Branch).  For a full list of the individuals contacted, please see the supplementary binder.  

3.2 TYPE OF NOTES USED

Similarly to the MSRM templates, the other templates examined in this paper are used either as informational or 
decision making tools.  Also similarly to MSRM, when there are separate notes for information and decision, the only 
difference between the two is the addition of headings – “options”, “recommended option” and “approval” – in deci-
sion notes that relate directly to a request for decision.  Some ministries combine the two purposes into one note, and 
analysts simply leave the unnecessary sections (for their purposes) blank or filled in as “n/a”.   To simplify discussion 
and analysis in this report, I refer to the ‘briefing note’ as serving both purposes, and take into account solely the de-
cision note when two templates – one for information, one for decision – exist.  

3.3 COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

The following comparative analysis uses the categories of structure, style, content, format and process to catego-
rise the notes collected for this report.  The categories are defined below in Figure 3.

3.3.1 STRUCTURE – HEADINGS AND SECTIONS 

The structure of a briefing note is the outline – the choice and ordering of sections that shape the note as a com-
munication tool.  The chart below outlines the sections used in the collected briefing notes and details for each section 
the number of notes that used them.  Where names are different, the headings were grouped in terms of implied con-
tent.  The headings for MSRM’s briefing note are listed in bold.

Main Section Heading # of 
BNs

Details

Prepared for 1 Who initiated the note and why? Note date deci-
sion is required or requested

Issue, Purpose 9 Brief description of issue
Key Points, Critical Issues 4 Further to ‘Issue’ -- surrounding factors
Background 9 Bullet point, strictly factual information
Status, Current Status, Update 6 Recent events or actions that have triggered the 

current situation
Discussion, Analysis, Implications, Rationale 4 Why this is important and why there is a need 

for a decision at this time
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Options, Next Steps 5 Viable options, with pros and cons, costs and 
benefits and stakeholder reactions for each

Recommended Option, Recommendations, De-
partmental Position, Action Required, Response, 
Key Messages

8 Recommendation on how to respond

Target Constituencies 1 Specific provincial locale(s), or province-wide

Target Groups 1 Range of impacted stakeholders and other 
groups affected

Transmittal Information  
Approval signage 5 Signage approving recommended option

Prepared By, Drafted By, Contact 5 name, area, phone
Alternate Contact, Approved By, ADM 5 Manger, Director, ADM or DM depending on 

who approves note 
Referral #, Tracking # 4  
Date, Date Prepared, Date Updated 7  
Date of previous note, Date revised, Date Origi-

nated
2

Figure 3: Categories for Comparative Analysis of Templates
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On first glance, there appears to be various differences in the structure of the notes.  However, these differences 
are due more to the splitting and repetition of main sections (Issue, Background) or a different naming for a similar 
section (Status vs. Discussion) than real deviation.  

An example of the splitting of main sections occurs in the templates that have a section for Key Points or Critical 
Issues and also have both an Issue statement and Background section.  The Key Points section is used as a summary box 
to highlight the main points of the Issue and Background on New Zealand’s template.  A Critical Points section on the 
PEI template elaborates on the most critical details of the Issue supplemented by the facts of the Background.  Neither 
of these sections presents new information; they summarize or expand on already present details.

Another example of the overlap and difference in naming of sections is the distinction between the sections for 
Status, Update or Current Status and those for Discussion or Analysis.  All of these sections contain analysis based on 
the facts of the Background (some overlap with the Background info) despite their contrasting labels.  For example, 
Newfoundland’s template suggests for the Status section to outline the most recent actions that have triggered the 
current situation.  Likewise, the Current Status section of the New Brunswick template presents an outline of what is 
being done to deal with the current issue.  The descriptions of these sections parallel that of the Discussion section on 
the MSRM template which asks the author to outline the importance, time frame and implications of the issue, and 
describe current actions to deal with the issue.  Current Status or Status sections may be closely tied to the information 
in the Background, but similarly to the more analytical sections, they contain time-relevant info and analysis.  

While the structure of the collected templates may seem notably different on first glance, deeper analysis reveals 
that, outside of the unique additions of a Prepared For label and minor sections linking the issue to Target Constituen-
cies or Target Groups, there is little significant difference in the structure of briefing notes.  These additional headings, 
splitting of main sections and repetitions highlight small details and do not significantly change the basic structure of 
the document, which is similar for all of the templates collected.

3.3.2 STYLE

Plain language writing, bullet point background, the use of visuals as tools for analysis – these are all elements of 
briefing note style.  The style of the note is the method or means used to communicate the message of the text.  

The evaluation and comparison of the style of the templates gathered is based on the guidelines used by authors 
and supplemented by the feedback of the respective analysts who sent the templates.  Without fail, all prescribed 
their standard writing style to be short, concise and action-oriented.  Those respondents that embed stylistic instruc-
tions into the templates have precise and similar rules for each section: Issue should be one sentence that, like a head-
line, identifies clearly what the briefing note is about; Background should be factual bullet points; Discussion/Response/
Status should contain clear, single-point sentences that logically flow from one to the next.  This instructional tech-
nique is common to MSRM, Ontario and Newfoundland.  For the other templates, stylistic instructions are part of 
separate guidelines or passed to the analyst through verbal instructions, examples, and feedback, but give much the 
same advice.

In order to maintain the briefing note as a clear and accessible document, the style of all of the templates is plain 
language.  All relevant technical information, graphs, charts, maps or data is to be included only in appendices.  This 
means the main document, for all the templates gathered, is to include just text – and only jargon free, clear and sim-
ple text.  As the respondent from Alberta put it, “basically keep it short and to the point.  Do not use flowery verbose 
language.” 

In summary, the standard style for all of the templates collected was the same – concise, client focused writing 
void of technical details and bureaucratise. 

3.3.3 FORMAT

Formatting includes the margins, the set length of the document and the set fonts, as well as the software used to 
house the template; the format is the basic template itself.  The templates gathered can be roughly divided into 3 for-
mat categories: 1) Basic Microsoft Word templates, 2) Overlay page Word templates and 3) Online forms with PDF 
print-outs.  Examples of the three types of format for briefing notes can be found in Appendix I.

The first category, Basic Word templates, contains the briefing notes from MSRM (and correspondingly all col-
lected BC briefing notes), Alberta, Saskatchewan, Ontario and Newfoundland.  Each of these has a standard and simi-
lar set of formatting rules, including font size and font type, text styles, set margins, heading order and rules that 
govern the spacing and layout of text.  Generating these documents involves using a blank template in Word, enter-
ing data under the proper headings, and ensuring the note fits specific page limits (e.g. less than 3 pages for a MSRM 
decision note).  The working document is the same in format as it will appear in its final form for the executive.   Se-
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quential changes and edits can be tracked electronically in the document itself using the track changes feature.   The 
document is simple in appearance – a bold, centred main heading, followed by each section in order with little white 
space, and with bolding used for text emphasis.

Both Environment Canada and the Environment Ministry in New Zealand use a standard Word template with 
an overlay page.  This standard is quite similar to the Basic Word template, except for the general look of the docu-
ment.  Each of these two templates has a front page meant to summarize the note, highlighting only the sections that 
are crucial to the Deputy or Minister.  The key information is displayed in a table, vertically and horizontally centred 
on the page surrounded by white space.  The second page then fills in the details of the note.  Other than the overlay, 
the format of this second type is the same as the Basic Word template. 

The third format type, automated Online data entry forms with formatted print outs, is used by both New 
Brunswick and Prince Edward Island.   This format consists of an intranet system through which analysts generate 
briefs, that includes drop down menus for transmittal and identification elements – relevant branches, and user 
names for example – an automatic date generator, data entry boxes under main sections, and menus that allow for 
appendix attachment.  Data entry boxes in this form often have word or space limits.  As evidenced in Appendix I, 
the online form in which the author generates and edits the note looks much different from the finished note as deliv-
ered to the executive.  In their final form, the automated templates take a form akin to a Word template – set margins, 
simple headings in a particular order, set fonts and font sizes. 

To sum-up, Basic Word templates and Word templates with overlay pages are similar in format in terms of the 
software used to generate the document, but vary in the look of the actual template, and while the Online forms and 
Basic Word templates differ in the software used, the final product looks almost exactly the same.

3.3.4 CONTENT

Content relates to style in that it is less concrete than format and structure.  The content of a note is the message 
and purpose of the note, and while style is how the note is expressed and structure outlines the order of sections, the 
content is what the text of each section actually says.

Guidelines for content are often not formally presented, but can be determined by examining the purpose de-
scribed for briefing notes along with the structure as suggested by the section headings.  

All of the examined notes were defined as holding the same purpose – as a way to communicate information 
about an issue to the executive either for a general purpose or for a particular meeting or event, or as the formal 
method of requesting a decision on a particular policy from the relevant decision maker. 

As the purpose and the structure of all of the briefing notes gathered is virtually the same, it follows that the con-
tent – shaped by the purpose – should be the same.  While, without examining in detail examples of briefing notes 
from each of the respondents to determine the actual content of notes it is difficult to make conclusions about the true 
content, for the purposes of this comparative analysis we can conclude that the proposed content is universally the 
same – a brief synopsis of the issue at hand, supplemented by background facts, succinct analysis, and either a 
forward-looking conclusion or options with implications and a recommendation.  

3.3.5 PROCESS 

The process is what ensures the information and analysis of the note is properly and effectively channelled from 
analyst through management to the decision maker.  This includes the tracking procedure, the editing process (and 
its iterations), the formal approval and the filing of completed briefing notes. 

The general routine of the briefing note processes (what steps are followed) is quite similar across the provinces.  
Also similar is the needs that motivate the process – tracking, ensuring approval steps are standard and followed, 
sharing of the document, and proper filing for future use.  However, the details of the process (how the document 
moves from one step to another) differ; while BC, Alberta, Ontario, Saskatchewan, Newfoundland have a very simi-
lar procedure and similar techniques, PEI and NB both use their automated electronic system for generating, enter-
ing, tracking, approving and filing.  The two are compared below.

The processes for Environment Canada and the Ministry for the Environment in New Zealand are a combination 
of automation and manual processing.  While the document is a Word template and is generated as such, both have 
an automated intranet tracking system, in which the author enters key data – including due date and a summary – 
and attaches the briefing note for future access.  The online tracking system is also used in New Zealand to generate 
briefing note tracking reports for the Minister and executive.
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MSRM, et al. New Brunswick, PEI

Generating Open new word template, enter data into 
sections

Open intranet system,  enter data into sec-
tions

Tracking Admin or Exec Coordinator generates CLIFF 
# 

Tracking # generated within intranet system 
by analyst

Approval Managed through paper and email, often by 
Admins

System automatically sends completed note 
through set process

Filing 
(soft copy)

Document saved in division files, also can be 
searched for through CLIFF

Document held in searchable online database, 
with access dictated by user/password 

3.4 SUMMARY

The comparative analysis of this selection of briefing notes found the following:

• Structure: The headings and sections of the examined notes, though they initially appear different, are basi-
cally the same.  The differences are due more label choices and grouping or splitting sections than major 
structural inconsistencies across the templates.

• Style: All templates follow a similar style: short, concise, client focused and action oriented.

• Format: There are 3 different formats used – a basic word template (like MSRM’s), a word template with an 
overlay page, and an electronic intranet form that generates a PDF file.  The differences between the first two 
are in the appearance of the documents, while they are both Word documents; the difference between the 
first one and the electronic version is the software used.  The finished documents of the two templates look 
the same.

• Content: While this study did not look at actual examples of issue notes, from examining the stated purpose 
and the details of each section (listed in the table in 3.3.1) we can conclude congruence of suggested content 
throughout the examined templates.

• Process: The approval, tracking and filing process in New Brunswick and PEI is integrated into the process 
for note generation, while the process in BC, Ontario, Saskatchewan, Alberta, and Newfoundland involves 
manual and separate entering, tracking and approval processes.  New Zealand and Environment Canada 
have partly automated processes.

3.5 CONCLUSIONS

This comparative analysis highlighted two main points.  First, there is little to no difference in the structure, style 
and content of the notes examined.  Where there is slight variation in the structure, it is not related to the main sec-
tions of the brief.

Second, the analysis indicates significant differences amongst the notes in format – the look and software used 
for the document – and processes.  These characteristics are closely related in that an automated format – an online 
database – facilitates automation of tracking processes because it uses an electronic system which can easily be cus-
tomised for tracking purposes.  In the following section, I will examine the feasibility and concerns regarding this 
automation, and regarding the preferred look of templates.

e B r i e f i n g s . c a W h i t e  P a p e r  # 0 7 - 1 0 - 0 0 4

11



4 INTERVIEWS

The goal of the interviews was to gain the perspective of decision makers – executives who are the clients of 
briefing notes – as to what makes the briefing note and briefing process effective.  This client-driven examination was 
used to attempt to identify current problems with the process and the templates, and to determine receptivity to-
wards changes in either.

This section begins by detailing the method and plan of interview, including the questions asked and the details 
of the templates used.  It then lists and describes the responses and opinions ascertained in the interview process, 
categorised into Current Strengths, Current Problems, Other Findings and Rankings and Evaluation of Templates and 
ends with a summary and analysis of the common issues raised throughout the 11 interviews.

4.1 METHODOLOGY

These interviews were conducted over a two week period with senior executives in the BC Government.  The 
interviewees included: one Associate Deputy Minister, four Assistant Deputy Ministers, three Executive Directors, 
two Directors and a Senior Manager.  In planning the interviews, I complied a list of 23 prospective interviewees, 
gathered from the suggestions of my Director based on their knowledge and perceived interest in the topic, and sup-
plemented by the results of my research into past briefing note guides and the history of the note in BC.  The inter-
viewees were emailed a request and selected based on their response and availability.  The goal was to conduct 10 to 
15 interviews; 11 were completed.

The interviews were semi-structured sessions, 25 to 30 minutes long including several questions and the presen-
tation and examination of three templates – MSRM, New Zealand, and New Brunswick – selected for their represen-
tation of the three different formats and processes found in the comparative analysis of Section 3. 

MSRM New Zealand New Brunswick

Format - appearance Basic Word template Word template with 
Overlay Page

Electronic form and PDF 
print out

Format - software MS Word MS Word Intranet, MS Access, 
Adobe Acrobat

Process Manual Manual w/ automated 
tracking system 

Automated 

The questions preceding the template discussion dealt with preferences, needs, wants, and current documents 
and procedures.  The questions were:

• What are the characteristics of an effective briefing note?

• What is your current preference for briefing note format?

• What is your current preference for briefing note style?

• What information is crucial to you on a briefing note?

• What don’t you want to see?

• What is the best feature of your current briefing notes?

• What would you change about the notes you receive?

• How do you currently receive briefing notes? Via email or paper or?

• What works about this process for you and what doesn’t?

• Can you characterise the importance of a written note in the context of the total policy briefing process, in-
cluding the oral briefing?

Following these general questions, the interviewee was presented with three templates one-by-one and asked 
about likes and dislikes for each, when they might use that format, and what institutional barriers there might be to 
using a template of that kind. The interviewees were then asked to rank the templates.

The last part of the interview involved the interviewee giving their reaction to a hypothetical suggestion of con-
version to automated briefing note generation and processes, as well as determining any other suggestions for im-
provement to the notes and process.
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4.2 CURRENT STRENGTHS

There were several common themes throughout the interviews of the characteristics of effective briefing notes 
and the parts of the current note template and current process that are effective. 

4.2.1 TEMPLATE

Universally the respondents preferred their own structure for briefing notes.  A few were somewhat curious 
about the different structures presented in the templates; however, most interviewees were adverse towards even 
slight wording changes in headings or section order changes.  Many presented preference-based arguments for their 
particular opinions on structure.

An example: MSRM has the Recommended Option duplicated on the front page, while most other ministries just 
list it with the signature block at the end of the note.  One respondent commented that having the Recommended Op-
tion before the Background and Discussion biases that information and leads the reader in only one direction – thus 
having an effect potentially contrary to the principles of object policy analysis.  Another respondent thought having 
the Recommended Option upfront was a good idea, for the same reason the other disliked it – because it focuses and 
frames the Background and Discussion.  Other respondents didn’t consider the impact this placement had on framing 
the explanatory sections, but thought the duplication was unnecessary based simply on its repetitiveness.  This seems 
to suggest familiarity-driven preferences dictate which structure is seen as the most effective (a hypothesis beyond 
the scope of these project).  The responses also warn that an attempt to strictly standardise the structure of briefing 
notes would be met primarily with resistance, and consensus in choosing one standard would be difficult at best.

Also related to note structure, respondents identified the need for the sections of briefing templates to be flexible 
to accommodate the preferences of the ever-changing clients – the Ministry executive – as briefing is ultimately a cli-
ent directed service.

Looking forward, these findings would mean any new system would need to leave template structure up to each 
of the different ministries and divisions to be customised to meet their specific wants and needs.

Related to the structure of the note, suggested content defines the briefing details, both the note in its entirety, 
and specific to each section.  Overall, respondents were pleased with how the design of current notes and current 
guidelines reflect the characteristics of an effective note.  One interviewee said the current note “gives the reader the 
ability to understand the issue… it lays out who is involved, what the focus of the issue is, the background, the next 
or upcoming discussion to consider, good options and a recommendation.” However, this is only when the “it is used 
appropriately,” when the actual content reflects the suggested content, which, as I will discuss in section 4.2.2, is often 
not the case. 

Respondents also preferred the current look of the briefing note, in terms of the formatting appearance.  All re-
spondents favoured either the electronic template – the final printed copy of which looks much like the standard 
MSRM document – or the MSRM template itself (see the chart in section 4.5 for more details). 

4.2.2 PROCESS

Several respondents also noted that the primary strength of the current briefing system is that it works – things 
get approved, decision making is formalised, briefing notes are held in a known spot for future use and policy ana-
lysts have a way to communicate policy analysis and technical knowledge to decision makers.  One respondent high-
lighted that tracking through the approval and editing process currently ensures that briefing notes move upwards 
through the hierarchy, and that notes are simple to access through departmental drives when complete.  However, 
respondents also noted that the process is misused, misunderstood, not always properly followed, and could be more 
efficient.  These process complaints are fully explained below in section 4.3.2.

4.3 CURRENT ISSUES

4.3.1 MISUSE OF TEMPLATE

The first and most common complaint about the briefing notes currently received by the respondents was in-
formation overload – too much background, too long of a discussion section, or repetition in the options section.  The 
overkill is caused by authors either: 1) including irrelevant information, or 2) providing overly verbose or technical 
explanations.  An effective analyst needs to “separate what is critical from what is not,” according to one respondent, 
and include only what is crucial in the background and other explanatory sections.  Many respondents said that note 
writing needs to be more tightly focussed on the specific issue and take a strategic view.  One interviewee stated that 
too much time and space is wasted on the Background and Discussion when the focus should be on the Issue and Rec-
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ommendation as those are the components that directly facilitate decision making.  A different respondent said the 
inclusion of extraneous info represented a lack of discipline in government writing, and that it unnecessarily con-
sumes decision makers’ time.  All agreed that technical information that is relevant – cost benefit analysis, financial 
charts, detailed scientific data or sections of relevant laws or acts – should be added in appendices, and only made 
reference to in the main note.

Most interviewees also complained about poor writing, including the use of jargon and bureaucratise, bad 
grammar, the misspelling of names of important people such as involved politicians, and acronyms that aren’t 
spelled out.  In the words of one Assistant Deputy Minister “I’ve received many notes where the author has signed it, 
the admin has looked it over, and the regional director has initialled it, and yet it is still full of sentence fragments and 
misspelling.  Where it’s obvious they haven’t even read it.  It’s a waste of my time.  It shouldn’t get up to me without 
having been edited.” A specific complaint focussed on key messages or speaking points for Ministers, which need to 
be written in a form conducive to being read aloud.  

Yet there needs to be some balance between poor editing and over editing, as the respondents also said they 
didn’t want staff wasting time fretting and fussing over “one word.” In summary, respondents want notes with 
proper grammar, devoid of technical language, presented in a logical manner, but aren’t overly concerned about the 
quality of the prose.  

Another major complaint dealt with the actual content and how it fell short of the instructions and expectations 
laid out in the suggested content.  Briefing notes often contain bias, unfeasible or unreasonable options, reference to 
political discussions or individuals, and directive (not objective) analysis, all of which distract from their power as 
decision support tools.  As one respondent said “the point of a briefing note is to support good decision making and 
to let the right people know what the facts are, not to tell them the decision to make.” Many interviewees complained 
that often it is obvious throughout the note – from the selective background and biased discussion and presentation 
of the options – what policy option is being recommended.  Writers also add options that are “not something a rea-
sonable person would ever want to do,” in order to make their recommendation seem like the only possible option.  
Decision makers recognise and don’t appreciate this pandering.5 Another cited issue is analysts including political 
considerations in detail or mentioning involved private individuals by name, because of the FOI-ability of formal 
written notes. 

These issues with the current template can be divided into two separate problems: poor communication encom-
passes information overload and poor writing, while the disconnection between suggested and actual content is a re-
sult of poor analysis.

Several interviewees highlighted the fact that there is currently no formal training relating the writing briefing 
notes for staff, and no formal feedback component in the process.  As one respondent noted, staff often learn from 
other staff that haven’t been properly trained and therefore bad habits are passed on in lieu of correct techniques.  
Many respondents said “there needs to be some kind of formal training for writing briefing notes.”

4.3.2 PROBLEMS WITH PROCESS 

Similarly to the above-mentioned issues they had with the templates and their use (or misuse), the interviewees 
mentioned several common problems and inefficiencies in the current process.

The comment of the Assistant Deputy Minister in 4.3.1 about poor editing and poor grammar highlights how the 
current process allows for process mismanagement – skipping steps and initialling of unedited or poorly edited 
notes – because it depends on manual transfers and on staff choosing to follow it.  Though tight deadlines mean a 
note may have to be prepared and processed in a short timeframe, this should not mean the proper procedure is ig-
nored.  In these cases the note should move up the chain with an accelerated pace in order that it can be looked at and 
proofread thoroughly; as one respondent said, “staff should not be sending notes straight to the Deputy.” 

A further resounding complaint about the process is that it is inflexible in that it is overly formal (and conse-
quently overly time consuming) for many routine decisions, and yet not regimented enough for special cases includ-
ing significant, yet necessarily quick decisions, and those requiring corresponding oral briefings.  Respondents said 
the process is too decentralised; control of the note and the process is fragmented throughout the whole program 
area.  According to one respondent, “the process seems extensively formal, with too many people involved – one 
writing the draft, the other coding it, etcetera.  This process isn’t needed for a lot of the decisions.” Routine decision 
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making documents spend “too much time going up and down the chain.” Both the inflexibility and decentralisation 
mean wasted time and energy of decision makers and staff. 

Several interviewees mentioned that the lines of communication and responsibility are often unclear in the cur-
rent process, leading to time wasted on procedural details such as figuring out where to file a completed request, and 
what and how the file should be titled.  Many notes are also either cross-divisional or even cross-ministry, and don’t 
neatly fit into a specific program area or under a specific file.  As well, respondents mentioned that often when the 
Minister’s Office requests a meeting for which the staff member needs to bring a briefing note, the purpose of the 
meeting often will be unclear, and the Minister’s Office staff either don’t know or can’t disclose who will be in atten-
dance.  This frequently means “when it comes time for the meeting, the purpose has been miscommunicated and the 
note is either redundant or off target.” 

In the last few years, more and more executives are using BlackBerry wireless devices for communicating with 
staff and accessing information when travelling.  However, Word documents as email attachments are difficult to 
read and edit using a BlackBerry.  The current process isn’t adaptable to current technologies; this is a problem of 
mobile access, editing and approval of briefing notes that means staff cannot effectively process notes on the road.

4.4 OTHER FINDINGS

As a part of the interview and template evaluation, respondents were also asked about the use of visual ele-
ments as explanatory and analytical tools.  “Visual elements” in this case refers to, for example, maps, charts, graphs 
and cause and effect diagrams, not to word charts.  The purpose of asking about visuals was to ascertain whether, 
when presented with another option, decision makers still preferred text as the primary method of communication.  
While many respondents suggested they could “do more with the use of visuals” within the constraints of their cur-
rent templates, all said that visuals should only be included in appendices where the client can choose whether or not 
to look at them.  Also, visuals need to be utilised only in circumstances where they will clarify and not complicate the 
discussion; respondents warned they should be used with caution

As the written brief is only a small part of policy briefing, respondents were asked to relate the written brief to 
the oral briefing in the context of the total briefing process.  The interviewees identified two purposes of the written 
brief: 1) as a record of the decision, and 2) as a clear, concise foundation for oral discussion.  Correspondingly, the oral 
brief has two purposes in the larger context: 1) to focus, clarify, and prioritise the issue, and 2) to provide more de-
tailed informal information that cannot be included in the written note due to space constraints or because of the sub-
jective or political nature of the information.  An example of the second purpose would be if the analyst knows that a 
particular recommendation will lead to a legal dispute, but is a necessary, precedent setting choice.  In that case the 
note might read simply “expect a legal challenge;” however, the oral briefing could identify and fully flesh out the 
details – who might mount the case, how and who to deal with in that group, what the likely outcomes will be – that 
the note cannot. 

Oral briefings are used because: 1) the issue and subsequent decision are significant, 2) because the executive is 
unfamiliar with the issue and needs a more thorough briefing or 3) because a discussion is necessary to develop a 
suitable solution.

4.5 RANKING AND EVALUATION OF TEMPLATES

In evaluating the templates, the respondents were shown blank copies of each in the order of: 1) the Electronic, 
automated form, 2) the Word document with Overlay Page, and 3) the Basic Word template.  For each template, I 
provided a short synopsis of format and process (the details of which are listed in Appendix I), as well as direction in 
what aspects to focus on in evaluating each document. 

The interviewees ranked the templates as follows:

Template 1
Electronic Form

Template 2
Overlay Page (Word)

Template 3
Basic Word 

1st Place 7 0 5
2nd Place 2 8 5
3rd Place 2 3 1

*note: there was one tie for 1st and 3 ties for second (didn’t like either equally)
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4.5.1 TEMPLATE 1 – ELECTRONIC FORM (NEW BRUNSWICK)

Respondents were shown both a print out of what the electronic data entry form looks like and a blank copy of 
the official, final template (see Appendix I).  The reaction to this form briefing note ranged from those who admitted 
the possible efficiency gains but didn’t like the look or the idea of it (“It seems as though it would be effective and 
efficient, but I would have concerns about possible problems”) to those who thought the format, process and even the 
simplicity of headings would all be an improvement on the status quo. 

Most had caveats to approving the use of electronic forms:

• Availability of various templates and customisable structures (headings and heading order)

• Word limits on each of the sections 

• Ability to print out hard copies for editing

• Security through user passwords and controlled access

• Version control and ability to track and save versions

• Automated deadline structure that forces deadlines

• Automated, yet flexible (for Intergovernmental purposes) approval process

• Locked formatting (margins, font, spacing) for final printed copy

Seven out of the 11 interviewees preferred this template and the automated process (one respondent ranked it 
equally with the MSRM template, preferring the format and process of this note, but the structure of MSRM’s), mak-
ing it the most popular of the examined briefing notes. 

4.5.2 TEMPLATE 2 – WORD DOCUMENT WITH OVERLAY (NEW ZEALAND)

For this note, respondents saw the blank briefing template, the data entry form for the automated tracking sys-
tem, and a filled in example of an auto-generated tracking report.  Two of the respondents said this template could be 
useful in particular circumstances: one thought it could be used for significant decisions to provide an initial sum-
mary of the issue for quick understanding; the other thought it could be used for an “Issues Alert” but that it didn’t 
fit for a briefing note.  In general, the interviewees thought this template was overkill.  “I don’t see why you would 
need the overlay … I don’t see what it would accomplish,” said one; “If the note is sufficiently brief, I’m not really 
sure you need another page,” commented another.  The consensus was that an overlay page would mean repetition 
and adding another page to the document, neither one a desired quality.  None of the interviewees preferred this 
template.

4.5.3 TEMPLATE 3 – BASIC WORD TEMPLATE (MSRM – GOVERNMENT OF BC)

Respondents were shown a copy of the MSRM template fleshed out with the guidelines, along with a print 
screen of the CLIFF system in evaluating this template.  Though five of the respondents preferred this template, most 
were still critical of at least one aspect of the structure, format or process.  Some had problems with a specific section 
– pros and cons (and the implied subjectivity therein) were troublesome for many – while others just thought there 
was in general “too many headlines” which create length.  Only one respondent offered no criticism, saying “there is 
nothing wrong with this template.”

4.6 INTERVIEW SUMMARY

The interviews highlighted the following:

• Current strengths of briefing templates are: the structure (every respondent preferring their own section 
naming and order) and the implied or suggested content that develops the structure.  The current strength 
of the process is its workability.

• Current problems with note templates include: information overload, poor writing (including misspelling 
and grammatical errors), and actual content that doesn’t follow content instructions.  The current problems 
with the process are misuse (including skipping steps or signing off without reading and editing), inflexibil-
ity (too formal for some cases, not formal enough for others), decentralisation of responsibility, and issues 
with mobile access for editing and approving.

• Visuals and technical data, including detailed financial information, should be included where relevant but 
only in appendices.
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• Oral briefings should (and do) compliment the written note for significant issues.  They can often fill in de-
tails which, because of their formal and publicly accessible nature, written notes cannot.

• Seven of 11 respondents preferred the format and automated process of an electronic briefing template, pro-
vided the structure of note – headings and layout – could be tailored to meet individual needs, and a selec-
tion of standard templates (for decision, information and meeting briefing notes) would be available.

5 REPORT CONCLUSIONS

This report concludes the following main points regarding the briefing note and process in BC, as gathered in the 
interviews and supplemented by the collection of templates and briefing note guidelines.  

Interviewees highlighted the following problems with the current notes and processes:

• There is a disconnect between suggested content – what the decision makers want and what the professional 
guides suggest – and actual content

• Despite guidelines and advice to the contrary, notes often contain:

• Poor grammar and sentence structure

• Too much and/or too technical information

• Unclear and unfocussed writing

• Unrealistic or unreasonable options

• There is no formal training for writing briefing notes, and often no formal feedback is provided to staff

• Decision makers complain the process is too complicated and bureaucratic for everyday decision making 
and not organised enough for significant decisions – it is inflexible and overly fragmented

• Necessary steps in the note creation and approval process are often skipped or ignored and consequently 
documents are sent up and down the chain for major editing, wasting time of staff and executive

• Briefing notes are difficult to access, edit and approve on the road

In summary, the background research and interviews identified the following:

• The suggested content, style and structure of briefing notes are the basically the same across BC ministries 
and comparative to the collected templates from various provinces, and a Canadian and New Zealand fed-
eral department.

• Where structure deviates – naming differences or headings that combine or separate groups of information – 
the discrepancy is slight.  However, executives are adamant about keeping their own structure.

• PEI and New Brunswick have an automated process and an electronic briefing note format.  The majority of 
interviewees preferred such a form and process to both a partially automated one and to the manual proce-
dure currently in use in BC, provided the benefits outweigh the costs, and the formats and structure could 
be individually customised.

• Briefing notes are part of a total briefing process, which includes oral briefings and discussions, larger ana-
lytical documents and research, and ad hoc issue emails and phone calls.  In order for the total process to 
work efficiently, there needs to be trust up and down the process, an understood and open process, and de-
cision makers who have the time and desire to manage the process and provide feedback to staff.

6 RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1 TEMPLATES

To deal with issues of content, poor editing and grammar, and information overload in briefing notes, I recommend:

1) Formal and regular training for staff anchored in input from experts and designed to combat the issues identi-
fied within this report.  This training needs to tackle two separate problems with currently produced notes: 1) 
incomplete or biased analysis, and 2) poor writing and ineffective communication.  Without quality analysis, the 
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best writing serves no purpose; conversely, without effective writing, even the best analysis cannot be properly 
communicated. 

This training needs to be supported and encouraged by executive and managers, and should be available on a 
year-round, permanent basis (through the BC Public Service Agency ‘Workplace Learning Skills’) in order that 
new staff can take the course(s) soon after appointment.  The format of the training would be general to all min-
istries, in order to involve a maximum number of staff, and to encourage sharing of best practices across Minis-
try or division lines.

2) Formal feedback from decision makers, the clients of briefing notes.  Complete feedback worked into the proc-
ess would involve both a downward communication of wants and expectations to staff in the initial develop-
ment stages and regular feedback automated into the process to provide an avenue of continual learning and 
development.  Procedurally, this would mean that a step would be added after a briefing note has been approved 
– a post-mortem of what worked and what didn’t for each cycle through the process. 

6.2 PROCESS

To deal with problems of inflexibility and fragmentation, and efficiency and time waste in the process, I recommend:

1) A further and more detailed investigation into the possibility of automating the generation, editing and ap-
proval process, modelled after the systems of Prince Edward Island and New Brunswick.  PEI and NB use an 
intranet system for entering, tracking and approving notes, from which information is held in a searchable data-
base for future use.  This feasibility report would specifically research and report on the possibility of the follow-
ing: 

• Ability to print out hard copies for editing

• Version control; tracking and saving of previous versions

• An approval process that automates the steps but is flexible for specific needs (such as intergovernmen-
tal issues)

• Automated deadline structure; set word or space limits for sections

• Email alerts when a brief is passed along the approval process

• Secure user log-in and password access

• Inline with the necessary current requirements for FOI 

This report should also look into the possibility of this system being used to track and enter requests for briefs or 
for other policy communications.  The report would detail how and why automation is used in PEI and NB, how 
BC can make a similar system work, and what innovative steps BC could use to make the automated system 
more efficient.  

Such report is needed before recommending automation of process to ensure the concrete benefits of adopting 
such a system outweigh any transitional hiccups and training costs, to find out the financial costs of such a sys-
tem, and to identify whether or not mobile reading, editing, and approval using BlackBerry devices is a possibil-
ity through this system.  Further, any attempt to automate should be first tested on a small scale within a willing 
Branch or division to identify and proactively solve any transitional issues.
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APPENDIX I – BRIEFING NOTE TEMPLATES

The following notes are the three used in the interview template evaluation process.  They are in the order they 
were presented to the interviewees:

1) New Brunswick –the final print out and the data entry form 

2) New Zealand – the template and the data entry form for the tracking system

3) MSRM – the template 

Each note was presented with the below introductory information:

New Brunswick – similar to PEI

• Policy analysts enter briefing note into online (intranet) forms

• All approval up to DM is done through online system

• As a part of online form, index card information for the use of Minister is entered and stored online with 
briefing note

• Official printouts are only done by Minister’s Office

New Zealand – similar to Environment Canada

• Briefing note is a word template, with a short “executive summary” type section up front and is at most two 
pages

• Visuals are preferred to words, and are used in NZ “at least 50%” of the time

• Policy analyst enters data into Ministerials Tracking system, which includes key points and date decision 
needed

MSRM – similar to all of BC Government, Ontario, Alberta, Newfoundland, Saskatchewan

• Word template with standardised headings, 3 pages max

• Tracking system is separate and updated by Admins – they need to generate tracking number/CLIFF num-
ber

• Briefing notes are held in files stored on ministry drives
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NEW BRUNSWICK TEMPLATE
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NEW ZEALAND TEMPLATE

05-B-XXXX

15 June 2005

Purpose

Key points

Deadline

MfE 

Contact

, Phone: 

, Phone: 

Seen / Approved / Declined / Referred Date:  _____/_____/_____

Minister’s office comments

Purpose

1.

Background

2.

Analysis

3.

Next steps

4.

Recommendations

I recommend that you:

(a)
(b)
(c) Decline the

(d)
(e)
(f)
(g)

General Manager, 
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Ministerial: Type B - Briefing Notes / Speeches / Media Releases 

Year MfE no.

Category
General 
Manager

Type
SUM-
MARY

Minister
Lead de-
partment
Subject

Why does 
Minister 
need 
briefing / 
speech / 
media 
release?
Team
Adviser File ref.

Date to 
manager

Date re-
ceived by 
BA

Team 
comments
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MSRM TEMPLATE

MINISTRY OF SUSTAINABLE RESOURCE MANAGEMENT

DECISION NOTE 

Arial 12 maximum length 3 pages (1” margins all round)

Date:

Date of previous note:  

File: 

CLIFF/tracking #:

I. PREPARED FOR DECISION:

Briefly identify who initiated the note and why (for example is it for direction on a key policy issue?  Is it for 
a spending decision?) 

 Note the date when a decision is required (must have) or requested (please have) and explain the rationale for the 
due date. 

 Also note if the decision note is being presented again and highlight any changes in bold.

 This information is critical in order to prioritize briefing notes and fast-track time-sensitive or critical issues for 
the Minister or Deputy.

II. ISSUE:

State issue in bold, keep it short and informative (like a headline or a label)

III. RECOMMENDED OPTION: This section may be copied directly from 

the recommended options section of the decision note.  (Bold)

IV. BACKGROUND(what was):

This section is strictly factual to allow easier severing under Freedom Of Information. It uses bullet point 
format.  This section:

• briefly provides the historical context essential to understanding the current issue.  It is concise, but 
complete enough that facts can be grasped quickly (who, what, where, when);

• gives numbers and facts that support the analysis in the discussion section and assists the Minister or 
Deputy in understanding the issue (note: critical supporting material can be placed in appendices);

• outlines any related decisions already taken by the Minister, Deputy, ministry, government or any of its 
agencies.

V. DISCUSSION(what could be):

This is the key section of the briefing note and the emphasis is on critical analysis.  Without duplicating 
facts in the background, it: 

• outlines why it is important, presents professional judgement, policy and program implications;

• identifies who is affected by the issue and their positions;

• identifies the time frame; 

• outlines what is being done to deal with the issue;
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• discusses the need for a ministry decision at this time. 

VI. OPTIONS:

Provide viable options in this section.  Each option must include pros and cons.  As well the relevant 
stakeholder reactions for each option should be summarized.

• include the status quo as an option;

• provide realistic options with consistent analysis of all options including those not being recommended;

• examine the environmental costs and benefits;

• financial, economic and employment implications must be clearly identified.  If there are none, this 
must be stated.

Option 1

Example of a recommended option, for example, status quo

Pro:  

• does not require additional resources;

• develops partnerships with key stakeholder groups.

Con:

• ministry will not be responding to an emerging issue;

• is a deferral, not a resolution, of the issue.

VII. RECOMMENDED OPTION(State which of the options is being recommended for approval):

example of signing block:  Please ensure that the signature block and the recommended option are on the 
same page – do not have the signature block as a stand alone page

              

Approved/Not Approved     Date   

   or (if for Minister use 

Deputy Minister   Minister’s signature Block)

Additional information is attached:  e.g. previous briefing note; appendices; website address.

Contact: Alternate Contact: Prepared by:
ADM: Name: Name:
Div: Div/Region/Branch: Branch/Region:
Phone: Phone: Phone:
must be initialed by ADM or 
designate

Approved:  Initials & Date
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