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Learning objectives for this session:

1. Understanding how whitepapers can be used to enact change.

2. Understanding the components that make up a whitepaper, their unique tone, 

and the role data plays.

3. Understanding how effective presentation and dissemination is essential to 

getting your message out.
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Summary of this presentation:

1. What is a whitepaper?

2. What are the key components are and why are they essential?

3. How the writing within a whitepaper differs from other forms of writing.

4. How whitepapers can be used to inform, persuade, and enact change.

5. How to (maybe) get paid to write one!

6. How to disseminate your message widely and increase shelf-life.
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What is a whitepaper?

Originally, the term white paper was used as shorthand to refer to an official 
government report, indicating that the document is authoritative and informative in 
nature. Writers typically use this genre when they argue a specific position or propose 
a solution to a problem, addressing the audience outside of their organization.

Today, white papers have become popular marketing tools for corporations especially 
on the Internet since many potential customers search for information on the Web. 
Corporations use white papers to sell information or new products as solutions that 
would serve their customers' needs.

- Purdue Writing Lab
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Why write a whitepaper?

There are various, overlapping, reasons for developing a whitepaper:

• To inform an audience or general public on a little-understood issue;

• To provide an update on an issue where there have been significant changes;

• To bring new research findings from academia to a general audience;

• To advocate for a specific change based on data/research/previous findings;

• To make the case for future legislation, program changes, etc.;
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Have purpose!

Most often, whitepapers are intended to synthesize findings from experts (including 
yourself!) and the latest scientific or academic research.

They are generally not the place to discuss scientific methods, disagreements within 
the literature, or other technical details. The idea is to provide a general reader, 
leader, or policymaker with the tools they need to make a decision.

As such, you should relate all data and findings to the current state of debate, and 
make practical suggestions on how to improve the current system.
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What should a whitepaper include?

• Title (usually a good subtitle goes a long way)

• Executive Summary (if length of paper warrants)

• Context/Background (data!)

• Framing the Problem (more data!)

• Conclusion

• Policy Recommendations
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The writing and content within a whitepaper are key.

• Think of your audience at all times;

• Use plain language whenever possible;

• Avoid technical terms, industry jargon, acronyms, etc.;

• Where you must use technical terms or explain complicated dynamics – which is 

oftentimes inevitable – do so as simply and efficiently as possible;

• Use data in a clear and compelling way:

• Use simple comparisons when possible (see next slide);

• Avoid double-axis graphs and other complicated structures;

• Avoid torturing the data with analysis;
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Simple and clear is always best.
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Changing the status quo

If we’ve done our job as authors, we should have a succinct document with a clear 
and compelling narrative that is robustly supported by the existing literature and 
data.

Now, we need to get this information into the hands of decision makers.

Depending on your desired outcome, you might use a variety of dissemination 
strategies, including:

• Presenting your findings internally, including to all-staff meetings, task forces and 
working groups, leadership committees, etc.;

• Interviews with the media or briefings with editorial boards;
• Conferences and other “trade” venues;
• Webinars to the public and stakeholder groups;
• Social media!
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Case Study


