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1. Tips for rapidly improving your writing

1. Use verbs instead of nouns. Avoid nominalizations. 

Example:

Nominalization Better Alternative 

We had a discussion about the new policy. We discussed the new policy.

The introduction of new farming techniques was a 
success.

We successfully introduced new farming techniques.

2. Use the active, not passive voice. 

Passive voice Better Alternative 

The contract was signed by the manager. The manager signed the contract.

The project was set up in 2011 by FAO. FAO set up the project in 2011.

3.  Keep the subject, verb and its object close together. Use the Subject+Verb+ 
Object sentence construction often.

Original Better Alternative 

The publication of the report for use by decision 
makers will enable better food security policy making.

Decision makers will use the report to make better 
food security polices.

The area of communication that the focal points are 
interested in learning more about is along the line of 
technical reports used in agriculture and government.

The focal points would like to learn more about 
technical reports used in agriculture and government.
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4. Keep your sentences short - not more than 15 to 20 words.

Too long! Better Alternative 

As in the case of Latin America, it has been shown 
that on average rural women have more children 
during their lifetime fertility age 15-49 than urban 
women.

In Latin America, rural women have more children 
than urban women.

5. Use short, rather than long words. Use simple, not fancy, words.

Original sentence Better Alternative 

The road will facilitate the transportation of goods to 
the village.

The road will make it easier to bring goods to the 
village.

He was compensated opportunely. He was paid on time.

6. Remove all jargon and acronyms that have not been previously explained

7. Break gender stereotypes

Original sentence Better Alternative 

The doctor told his patient to eat more vegetables. The doctor told her patient to eat more vegetables.

8.  Use words that are appropriate for your audience. Tip: use non-technical 
language when writing for policy makers.

9.  Do not provide more information than is necessary for your purpose. You are 
writing to communicate something clearly to your audience – not to impress 
them with how much you know about a certain topic. Try to understand what 
information is really of value to your audience before starting to write.

10.  Write a first draft and always go back and edit your work for content and then for 
language. Remove as many words as possible. Unnecessary content weakens, not 
strengthens, your writing and is a waste of time for your reader. 
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Useful resources:

Writing guides from the Plain English Campaign

http://www.plainenglish.co.uk/free-guides.html

The Elements of Style by Strunk and White

Available in various editions and online at http://www.bartleby.com/141/ 
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2. Writing for the Web
People don’t read on the web, they scan. You should therefore:

  break the text into short paragraphs and use bullet lists

  use sub-headings and sub titles to break up the text into short sections

  highlight key words in bold

  put the most important information at the beginning - most people decide in the first 
few seconds whether they will read the rest of the page.

  use a lot of white space to make the text easy to scan.

Web writing is “visual writing.” If something is important make it big, bold or colorful. 

But don’t overdo it or you will confuse your readers. If a link is very important, make it 

into a button.

Remember that people come to your website to do something specific. Make it very 

easy for them to find the information they need. More than any other type of writing, 

writing for the web means eliminating every unnecessary word.

Give people only a little information at first and then link to more information. If your 

text is very long, consider writing a short summary for the web and put the rest into a 

printable pdf format. 

Tip

The best way of testing if your website is designed well and the writing is clear, is to observe how people use it. 
Gather some volunteers who are not familiar with your website, and ask them to perform specific tasks or look 
for a specific piece of information. If they have trouble doing this, you know you need to redesign the way you 
present information.

Further reading:

Designing Web Usability: The Practice of Simplicity by Jakob Nielsen. See Nielsen’s 

website: http://www.useit.com/papers/webwriting/ 

Information Architecture for the World Wide Web by Louis Rosenfeld.
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3. Using the Web to Publicize your Work
“If you want to catch a fish, go fishing where the fish are.” 

Don’t wait for your readers to find your information among millions of pages on the web 

- post it on sites that already get a lot of traffic. 

Social and professional networking sites are useful for reaching specific target audiences. 

Many specialised web portals allow users to post content. The web also allows you to 

cheaply distribute video, audio, and other multimedia formats. These formats can help 

you get your key messages across in a memorable way.

Be sure to get web usage statistics so that you can keep track of how well your publicity 

campaign is doing. Google analytics is a good source for free statistics: http://www.

google.com/analytics/ 

Here are some suggested websites for posting links to your work and website:

Portals 

General

Wikipedia - contribute to articles covering your field of expertise and link to relevant 

work

http://en.wikipedia.org

Development Portals

Eldis

http://www.eldis.org/about/contribute.htm

Relief Web

http://www.reliefweb.int

Zunia Knowledge Exchange Platform

http://zunia.org/ 

Portals with a Regional Focus

South African Regional Poverty Network

http://www.sarpn.org/contribute/contribute.php 
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Networks and Communities

General

Linked In - Professional Networking 

www.linkedin.com

Facebook – Social Networking

www.facebook.com 

Food Security, Humanitarian and Development Networks

FAO’s Food Security and Nutrition (FSN) Forum

http://km.fao.org/fsn/ 

Aid Workers Network

http://www.aidworkers.net/

Eldis Community

http://community.eldis.org/ 

Publish and Share Your Work

Videos

You Tube

http://www.youtube.com/ 

Vimeo

http://vimeo.com/ 

Blip

http://blip.tv/ 

Photos

Flickr

http://www.flickr.com/

Picasa

http://picasa.google.com/ 

Audio

iTunes

http://www.apple.com/itunes/ 
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Press releases

PRlog – publish your press releases for free on the web

http://www.prlog.org/ 

PowerPoint slides

Slide share

http://www.slideshare.net/

Tip

Publish your work on any of these sites and link to it from your website or blog.
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4. Communication Strategy Plan of Action Template

Communication Plan Template (use bullet points)

Overall Communication Objectives

Audiences and Stakeholders

Key Target 
Audience

Info they 
need

Key 
Messages Channels Who will 

follow up?

Timing 
(how 

often) & 
deadlines 

Budget
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QUICK TIPS 

Define your target audience and what sort of information they need

 Begin by defining broad groups and then refining them (ex. “Mothers” becomes “Breastfeeding mothers 
in district XYZ”)

 For your priority audience, consider their educational background, age, information needs, and time 
constraints

 Understand the benefit that they would gain from your communication.

 Define what action you want them to take as a result of your communication. Do you provide them with 
the right kind of information to take that action?

Choosing channels

Make sure the channel you choose is actually one that reaches your audience. Do busy policy makers read 
unsolicited emails and long reports? Probably not. Consider using intermediaries for hard to reach audiences.

Timing

 Relate press releases to important events locally, nationally, and internationally; Develop a calendar of 
important events.

 Make sure the information arrives in time to be of use. Consider the frequency as well.

The only way to get it right

 The only way to know if your strategy has been successful is to contact the people you are trying to 
reach. Conduct occasional surveys or interviews.

 Set priorities in terms of time and budget. Give first priority to reaching your key target audience. 

Note for projects funded by the European Union

 The European Union has detailed guidelines which should be respected when planning a 
communications campaign. Logos and templates for various information products are also available. 
Please see the link below for more information:

http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/work/visibility/index_en.htm



Food Security Communications Toolkit

206

5. Press Release Template
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Further Reading

General
Free food security e-learning courses and training materials from the EC-FAO Food 

Security Programme. The series includes a “Communicating Food Security” e-learning 

Course: http://www.foodsec.org/dl 

Writing a Communication Strategy
European Commission. Guide to successful communications: http://ec.europa.eu/

research/science-society/science-communication/index_en.htm 

Gauthier, J. 2005. Putting information to work for research projects: Popularize, produce, 

disseminate! Reference sheets for field researchers. http://www.idrc.ca/en/ev-104545-

201-1-DO_TOPIC.html 

IDRC. Toolkit for researchers. How to become a strategic communicator. http://www.idrc.

ca/uploads/user-S/12246845001Final_Strategy_E.ppt 

MEASURE Evaluation. 2009. Making research findings actionable: A quick reference to 

communicating health information for decision-making. University of North Carolina at 

Chapel Hill. http://www.cpc.unc.edu/measure/publications/pdf/ms-09-39.pdf 

Mozammel, M. and G. Schechter. 2005. Strategic communication for community-driven 

development: A practical guide for project managers and communication practitioners. 

World Bank Development Communication Division. http://tinyurl.com/323kx5s 

Research matters. 2008. Knowledge translation toolkit. Bridging the know-do gap: A 

resource for researchers. Chapter 6: Designing a communications strategy. http://www.

idrc.ca/research-matters/ev-128908-201-1-DO_TOPIC.html 

Working with the Media
Colorado Nonprofit Association. Undated. Working with the media: Nonprofit toolkit. 

http://www.coloradononprofits.org/media%20toolkit.pdf

Federal Communicators Network. 2000. Communicators guide for federal, state, regional, 

and local communicators. http://www.publicforuminstitute.org/activities/2002/fcn/

commguid.pdf 

IDRC. Toolkit for researchers. How to work with the media. http://www.idrc.ca/uploads/

user-S/12342019811mediaeng.ppt 

IDRC. Toolkit for researchers. How to do a TV interview. http://www.idrc.ca/uploads/

user-S/12246859921TV_Interview_E.ppt 



Food Security Communications Toolkit

210

Van Kampen, J. undated. Dealing with media: A practical media guide. RHI ComNet. 

http://www.asia-initiative.org/pdfs/media_guide.pdf 

Ensuring a food secure future: ingredients for change. Panos Media Toolkit on 

Communicating Research: http://www.panos.org.uk/?lid=29009 

News release worksheet from Knight Communications

http://www.knightcommunications.org/promotion-101/news-release-workshop/news-

release-worksheet/ 

Communicating with Policy Makers
East-West Center. Communicating with policymakers about population and health. 

http://www2.eastwestcenter.org/research/popcomm/ 

European Commission. (2010). Communicating research for evidence-based policymaking: 

A practical guide for researchers in socio-economic sciences and humanities. European 

Commission, Directorate-General for Research: Science, economy and society, Brussels. 

http://ec.europa.eu/research/social-sciences/pdf/guide-communicating-research_en.pdf 

Pellini, A. and Serrat, O. (2010). Enriching policy with research. Knowledge Solutions 

85. Asian Development Bank. http://www.adb.org/documents/information/knowledge-

solutions/enriching-policy-with-research.pdf 

Research Matters. (2008). Knowledge translation toolkit. http://www.idrc.ca/research-

matters/ev-128908-201-1-DO_TOPIC.html 

Start, D. and Hovland, I. (2004). Tools for policy impact: A handbook for researchers. 

Overseas Development Institute, London. http://www.odi.org.uk/resources/

download/156.pdf 

Lobbying and advocacy 

Dodds, Felix, with Michael Strauss, 2004. How to lobby at intergovernmental meetings. 

Earthscan, London.

Lamb, Brian. 1997. The good campaigns guide. NCVO Publications, London.

Rose, Chris. 2005. How to win campaigns: 100 steps to success. Earthscan, London.

Connecticut Association of Nonprofits. 2003. CT nonprofits’ advocacy and lobbying 

toolkit. http://www.ctnonprofits.org/policy/resources 

Secretariat of the African Decade of Persons with Disabilities. 2006. Advocacy and 

Lobbying Manual.. Cape Town. www.africandecade.org/trainingmaterials/advocacy-

manual 
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Force field analysis 

MindTools. Force field analysis: Understanding the pressures for and against change. 

www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTED_06.htm 

Problem trees and issues maps 

Canadian Foodgrains Bank. No date. The problem tree. Technical Information Put Simply. 

Infosheet 103. www.foodgrainsbank.ca/uploads/tips/tips103.pdf 

CGIAR Challenge Program on Water and Food (CPWF). Annex 2: A guide to assist 

preparation of CPWF concept note submissions. www.waterandfood.org/fileadmin/CPWF_

Documents/Documents/2nd_call_for_proposals/annex2.pdf 

Garforth, Chris. 2001. Agricultural knowledge and information systems in Hagaz, Eritrea. 

Method guide (3) Problem tree. www.fao.org/sd/2001/KN1001a4_en.htm 

Writing Policy Briefs

Eisele, F. 2002. Preparing a policy issue brief. College of Health & Human Development, 

Penn State UnivFersity: www.courses.psu.edu/hpa/hpa301_fre1/IBInstructions_fa02.PDF

FAO. 2006. Food security information for action. Reporting formats for food security. 

Online training course. http://www.foodsec.org/DL/ 

Grebmer, Klaus von. 2004. Converting policy research into policy decisions: The 

role of communication and the media. International Food Policy Research Institute, 

Washington, DC. www.ifpri.org/sites/default/files/publications/vongrebmer200401.pdf 

IDRC. Undated. Toolkit for researchers. How to write a policy brief. http://www.idrc.ca/

uploads/user-S/12247857801Policy_Brief_E.ppt 

Jones, N. and Walsh, C. 2008. Policy briefs as a communication tool for development 

research. ODI Background Note. Overseas Development Institute, London. http://www.

odi.org.uk/resources/download/425.pdf 

Mundy, P. no date. Training materials on policy briefs. www.mamud.com/techniques.htm 

Nath, C. 2008. How do I brief policymakers on science-related issues? UK Parliamentary 

Office of Science and Technology. http://web.scidev.net/en/practical-guides/how-do-i-

brief-policymakers-on-science-related-iss.html 

Research Matters. 2008. Knowledge translation toolkit. Chapter 8: The two pager. www.

idrc.ca/research-matters/ev-128908-201-1-DO_TOPIC.html 
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www.writeshops.org: How to run intensive workshops to write policy briefs and other 

types of information materials.

Young, E. and L. Quinn. no date. The policy brief. International Policy Fellowships, Open 

Society Institute. www.policy.hu/ipf/fel-pubs/samples/PolicyBrief-described.pdf 

Examples of policy briefs used in the toolkit

Braun, J. von, and Torero, M. 2008. Physical and virtual global food reserves to protect the 

poor and prevent market failure. IFPRI Policy Brief 4. International Food Policy Research 

Institute, Washington, DC. www.ifpri.org/sites/default/files/publications/bp004.pdf

FAO. 2005. Strengthening sustainable agricultural and rural enterprises. SARD Brief 

3. SARD-Farming Systems Evolution project. Food and Agriculture Organization of the 

United Nations, Rome. www.fao.org/sard/common/ecg/2461/en/SARD_Brief_3.pdf

EC - FAO Food Security Information for Action Programme, Food Security in Protracted 

Crises: What can be done?, Policy Brief, December 2008 ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/

fao/011/ak057e/ak057e00.pdf 

INMASP and FAO. 2006. Farmer field schools on land and water management: An extension 

approach that works. INMASP and FAO Pilot Project on Land and Water Management through 

Farmer Field Schools. Jinja, Uganda. www.mamud.com/Docs/ffslwm_policy_brief.pdf

NCCR North-South. 2009. Natural resources: The climate change challenge. Evidence for 

Policy 4. NCCR, University of Bern, Switzerland. www.cde.unibe.ch/userfiles/file/NCCR_

Policy_Brief_Climate_Change.pdf 

ODI. 2008. Rising food prices: A global crisis. Briefing paper 37. Overseas Development 

Institute, London. www.odi.org.uk/resources/download/1009.pdf 

ODI. 2008. Rising food prices: Cause for concern. Natural Resource Perspectives 115. 

Overseas Development Institute, London. www.odi.org.uk/resources/download/1896.pdf 

UNAIDS. 2008. HIV, food security and nutrition. UNAIDS Policy Brief. http://data.

unaids.org/pub/Manual/2008/jc1515a_policybrief_nutrition_en.pdf 

Writing Effectively
Barker, A. and Manji, F. 2000. Writing for Change - An Interactive Guide to Effective 

Writing, Writing for Science, and Writing for Advocacy. IDRC / Fahamu.

http://web.idrc.ca/en/ev-9428-201-1-DO_TOPIC.html 

Hovland, I. 2005. Successful Communication: A Toolkit for Researchers and Civil Society 

Organisations. Overseas Development Institute (ODI). http://www.odi.org.uk/RAPID/

Publications/Documents/Comms_tools_web.pdf 
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Further Reading

Writing reports
Maxwell, D. and Watkins, B. (2003), Humanitarian information systems and emergencies 

in the Greater Horn of Africa: logical components and logical linkages. Disasters March 

2003, 27(1):72-90.

WFP (2005) Emergency Food Security Assessment Handbook. Methodological Guidance 

for Better Assessments. First Edition, June 2005.

Online Technical Guidance on Writing Technical Reports. http://www.io.com/~hcexres/

textbook/ 

Country Reporting on the Millennium Development Goals, United Nations Development 

Group, First Guidance Note, October 2001 

http://www.undg.org/documents/2356-English.doc 

Chopak, C. 2000. Early Warning Primer: An Overview of Monitoring and Reporting, 

Charles Chopak. USAID FEWS Project. http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/lib.nsf/db900SID/

LHON-5TVF55?OpenDocument 

Basic Concepts of Food Security
An Introduction to the Basic Concepts of Food Security. A practical guide from the EC-

FAO Food Security Programme.

http://www.fao.org/docrep/013/al936e/al936e00.pdf 

Sen, A.K. 1981. Poverty and Famines: An Essay on Entitlements and Deprivation. Oxford. 

Clarendon Press.

Stamoulis, K. and Zezza, A. 2003. A Conceptual Framework for National Agricultural, Rural 

Development, and Food Security Strategies and Policies. ESA Working Paper No. 03-17,

November 2003. Agricultural and Development Economics Division, FAO, Rome.

ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/007/ae050e/ae050e00.pdf 

WFP.2005. Emergency Food Security Assessment Handbook.

http://www.wfp.org/content/emergency-food-security-assessment-handbook
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