
The time is right. Your public is 

calling. Now how will you turn 

mountains of data and research 

into a short op-ed?

Op-Eds  

and 

Commentary

Today you learn …

Guidelines for Op-Ed,

Commentary, and Opinion Writing 
featuring Thomas K. Lew, MD, PhD 

in conversation with Luciana Herman, PhD (SLS 

Lecturer & Program Director, Law & Policy Lab)





OP-ED

RULES







https://scipolnetwork.org/page/op-ed-accelerator



Commentary

• Frame your research
• Plant your flag
• Impact & influence
• Raise your profile
• Receive invitations to 

write more
• Leads to collaboration
• Raises CIGH and 

Stanford profiles 

By Sindhu Nathan, et al.
Stanford Grad Student & 

SSPN Member



• Target your publication
• Think about social media
• Tweet & post to your 

accounts first & tag 
others

• Kickstart the issue

Spreading Your Message



• Reframe the debate
• Deepen discussion
• Heighten your credibility

Spreading Your Message

#SciPol #SciWriting #SciEngage #STEM 
@scipolnetwork
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Reflection



How do you

compress

all that

research
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• Who is your target audience? Where will you publish?

• What example explains or resonates best with that audience?

• What are your values? What are their values?

• What are the phrases, images, or concepts that express your 
values in common terms?

• Does your message leave anything important out? If it 
does, is that a strategic choice? Have you anticipated 
counterargument?

• Create your central frame through key words that resonate.

Framing the Issue: How Common Values Create Public Support



The News Hook

1



Hook the reader with a compelling lede

• A good lede has an opening hook that seizes on the 
urgency and critical nature of the issue. 

• The lede has a motive that frames the problems and 
may point toward the solution. 

• It should be direct and to the point. 

• It should underscore why your issue matters.

• Ask yourself: Why today?



Strong lede tackles the issue head on

As a doctor, I've seen what an AR-15 does to the body. 
Unless we act, so will many Americans.

I'd like to be able to tell my patients who've suffered 
gunshot wounds that no one else will suffer the way 
they have. I can't.

Dr. Thomas K. Lew
Opinion contributor
USA Today
04/23/23



Hook

Motive 
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Hook / Motive / Theme

When I was in the operating room observing as surgeons 
repaired the bleeding organs and frayed muscles of a 
gunshot victim, one horrifying image came to mind: 
shredded meat.

Hook

Motive

Theme

This was during my trauma rotation years ago in my medical training, and 
by then, I had seen a few patients with gunshot wounds. But this 
particular young man lying on the operating table in front of me was shot 
with a semi-automatic rifle. The damage from any bullet to the human 
body is astounding, but this was particularly terrifying.

These images have come to mind in recent days as we yet again have a 
slew of gun violence across our great nation.

Something needs to be done; legislation finally needs to be passed to 
address gun violence. And as a culture, we need to acknowledge that this 
is a problem that needs to be fixed.



Hook / Lede

BREAKOUT



EVIDENCE:

the issue and
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Core Characteristics of Op-Ed

WHO and WHAT / Where
1. Describes the problem in terms of WHO the major player/s are, sometimes framed as a

representative example.

2. Concisely states the problem or issue often in term of current policy or as a situation.

WHY
1. Explains why the issue is troubling. May offers reasons for changes to that policy or situation.

2. May signpost key options or approaches; sometimes this is simply stated as the status quo,

sometimes it includes alternatives that seek to remedy or address the problem.

3. May signpost the pros and cons of key options or may highlight the general trends in

addressing the issue.

4. References key data, examples, statistics, or scholarly analysis as evidence of WHY.

HOW / When
1. Recommends course/s of action or states findings that may lead to recommendations in future

policy work.

2. Offers supporting reasons for selecting or highlighting that course of action or findings.

3. May offer a timeline to carry out the recommendations.

SO WHAT or THE ASK
1. Returns to the motive or central objective to underscore the urgency of the issue and/or

importance of acting on the recommendations.



WHO?

WHAT?

I'm a gun owner:I'm a sitting duck until commonsense gun laws 
are on the books

We seem to be in a cycle where mass shootings happen, we are 
upset, but then nothing is done. Arguments are made that it is 
too soon after shooting, or that politicians are politicizing a 
tragedy, or that any gun legislation tramples Second 
Amendment rights. Time goes on, and the issue fades to the 
background.

Why? Guns are public health crisis:I survived a mass shooting – and 
found Americans aren't all that divided on gun safety

Want fewer shootings?: Pass tougher gun laws. Our research 
shows lax laws fuel violence.

How?



Conclusion -
Solution

Return 
to motive

What can we do?

We aren't helpless as a nation 

But we as a nation are not helpless and can make a 
change. We need to put pressure on our elected 
leaders for more comprehensive gun control. We need 
to expand background checks and reinstate the federal 
assault rifle ban, which was shown effective in 
reducing mass shootings. We also need to be open to 
more studies on gun violence, research the 
government has traditionally been resistant toward 
putting money into. 

I’d like to be able to tell them that no one else will 
suffer the way they have, and that the mass shootings 
shown so frequently on the news these days will slow 
down and stop. I continue to hope this will be true, but 
we need our elected officials to act, and to act now 
before more lives are lost.



3

1

EVIDENCE: 3 is a magic number

2

Personal experience: Staying in Las Vegas hotel when a 

shooter fired an AR-15 into a music festival, killing 58 people.

Professional experience (returns to and resonates w/ personal 
experience): Today, while I no longer am in the operating room, I still see 
the effects of gun violence on my patients as a hospital medicine doctor.

Case study or examples: Many of those I have treated in the hospital have 
become paralyzed from a bullet to the spine. They come in repeatedly for 
infections or blood clots from immobility. Others have mental health 
difficulties or post-traumatic stress disorder from their experience with gun 
violence.

Research: We also need to be open to more studies on gun 
violence, research the government has traditionally been 
resistant toward putting money into. 



SWOT is a tool to 
quickly outline 
strengths – weaknesses / 
opportunities – threats 
of status quo 
and alternative 
approaches



Evidence

Breakout

and Data



the

ASK
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End with an ASK or a solution

Return to 
Motive

We can make science policy more equitable by holding 

our institutions, including professional societies and 

universities, accountable. We demand our 

organizations adopt clear, public values that advocate

for evidence-based policy as well as social justice. 

We call on our organizations to incorporate justice, 

equity, diversity and inclusion (JEDI) considerations in 

all aspects of their work, including event planning. 

Finally, we advocate for “Hill Day'' agendas that go 

beyond research funding and toward urgent issues 

including application of research for societal benefit 

and equity, sexual harassment and immigration policy

In addition to pushing for structural changes, scientists 

and engineers can take action as individuals to 

increase and expand their political engagement.

Op-ed by
Sindhu Nathan
(Stanford Ph.D. ’21)
“Science Cannot 
Simply Be About 
Science,” 
Published in 
Scientific American
April 22, 2021



Conclusion -
Solution

Return 
to motive

What can we do?

We aren't helpless as a nation 

But we as a nation are not helpless and can make a change. We 
need to put pressure on our elected leaders for more 
comprehensive gun control. We need to expand background 
checks and reinstate the federal assault rifle ban, which was 
shown effective in reducing mass shootings. We also need to be 
open to more studies on gun violence, research the government 
has traditionally been resistant toward putting money into. 

I’d like to be able to tell them that no one else 
will suffer the way they have, and that the 
mass shootings shown so frequently on the 
news these days will slow down and stop. I 
continue to hope this will be true, but we 
need our elected officials to act, and to act 
now before more lives are lost.



What would happen if we do take action? 
What is the better path for future? 

Why is this urgent? Remind reader of why this matters.

What happens if we do not take action? What is the status 
quo? Where will that take us in the future?

Memorable Close

I’d like to be able to tell them that no one else will 
suffer the way they have, and that the mass shootings 
shown so frequently on the news these days will slow 
down and stop. I continue to hope this will be true, 
but we need our elected officials to act, and to act 
now before more lives are lost.

Do …

Don’t …
Urgency



The Ask 

Breakout

And a Memorable Closing



VISUALIZE

5













Strength

Weakness

Threats

Opportunity



PRACTICE

Argument

6

Not Comprehensive Superfluity



• L e d e o r  H o o k

• T h e  P r o b l e m  o r  I s s u e  

•Yo u r  M o t i ve

• Yo u r  C r e d i b i l i t y

• E v i d e n c e  1 ,  2 ,  3  ( S W O T )

• B r i e f  C o u n t e r a r g u m e n t  a n d  R e b u t t a l  ( S W O T )

• ( R e t u r n  t o )  M o t i ve  a n d  T h e m e

• O p t i o n s  f o r  C h a n g e

• R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s

• T h e  A s k

•M e m o r a b l e  C l o s i n g  L i n e



Keep your writing simple and direct

• Imagine the reader as having a basic level of interest in 
current events and public policy, but no real expertise. 
You are the expert.

• Keep your sentences short, direct, informal, and dramatic.
• Write in a natural voice, as if speaking to a colleague.

• Avoid jargon or academic language.

• Be precise and concise.

• A good style book is Joseph Williams, Style: Lessons in 
Clarity and Grace.



Where 

will you publish?
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Many dictators have sought nuclear weapons; some succeeded, 
some came close, others failed spectacularly. A careful examination 
of two such regimes illuminates why. Today, many dictatorships 
are becoming personalist, in which leaders dominate decision-
making at the expense of formal state institutions. According to 
recent research, personalist dictators are more likely to pursue 
nuclear weapons and are less likely to get them, but they can 
become increasingly dangerous and unrestrained if they succeed.
In my recent book, “Unclear Physics: Why Iraq and Libya failed to 
build nuclear weapons,” I revisit the unsuccessful attempts in those 
two countries. Libya failed badly at its nuclear-weapons program, 
whereas Iraq came dangerously close to a major breakthrough 
when its program was interrupted by the 1991 Gulf War cease-fire.

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2016-09-26/new-dictators
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/ajps.12080/abstract
http://www.cambridge.org/gb/academic/subjects/politics-international-relations/international-relations-and-international-organisations/achieving-nuclear-ambitions-scientists-politicians-and-proliferation?format=PB&isbn=9780521132251
http://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/pdf/10.1162/ISEC_a_00204
http://www.cornellpress.cornell.edu/book/?GCOI=80140100194670




• NSPN Op-Ed Accelerator

• Op-Ed Project: theopedproject.org/

• Harvard Kennedy School Communications Program: 

How to Write an Op-Ed – Classic Structure

For more background on writing op-eds, use these resources:

Follow us on Facebook and Twitter:
@SLSPolicyLab

Video animations adapted from : http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/templates/duarte-s-five-rules-
presentation-TC101674555.aspx 


