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FOI has been used by academics to 
access a variety of material that has 
been useful for different aspects of 
research.

 It has provided evidence for   ¡
a core argument

 It has given background   ¡
information and context

 It has supplied statistics   ¡
or quantitative data

 





http://data.gov.uk/


http://www.WhatDoTheyKnow.com
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Don’t be surprised if formatting becomes part  ¡
of the research process – you may not always 
get something back in the format you asked. 
‘Everything in an Excel spreadsheet would be 
amazing! But sometimes I get pdfs – they drive me 
mad.’14

‘Be realistic, you’re not going get every single  ¡
response back within 20 working days!’15

If you’re making more than one request to one 
organisation, think about spacing them out

This is especially helpful for organisations who  ¡
are answering your requests, while also giving 
you time between each request to process the 
information you receive.

“The largest volume of FOI’s I have  
made was a tranche in late 2010, when 
I wrote to every single local authority 
in England and asked them a series of 
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There are also situations where requests have 
been taken out of the formal FOI process, which 
sometimes benefits both the requester and  
FOI officer:
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the information may be released too late   ¡
to be useful

or produced in a difficult format ¡

it may be redacted heavily







http://www.whatdotheyknow.com
http://www.cfoi.org.uk
http://www.ico.gov.uk
http://www.foiman.com/foiguide1
file:///\\ifs-winhome7.ucl.ac.uk\sata1\shructqn1\Constitution Unit\Research - FoI and DP\Research projects\FOI and universities\13 outputs\15 guide for academics using foi\www.nationalarchives.gov.uk\foi\requests.htm
file:///\\ifs-winhome7.ucl.ac.uk\sata1\shructqn1\Constitution Unit\Research - FoI and DP\Research projects\FOI and universities\13 outputs\15 guide for academics using foi\www.nationalarchives.gov.uk\foi\requests.htm
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Count to ten before clicking ‘Send’ 1  

http://www.foiman.com/foiguide1
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Read the response carefully, and if 9 
necessary, use the Appeal process 
A lot of effort goes into answering FOI requests, 
even (often especially) when your request is 
refused. Make sure you’ve understood the 
response.

Accept that in some cases, the authority just 
does not hold the information you’ve asked for. 
You may think they should, but if they haven’t, 
you can’t use FOI to force them to create it. Often 
the authority will explain why they don’t hold it – 
try to read their explanation with an open mind.

If your request has been refused using one of 
the exemptions (FOI) or exceptions (EIR), the 
authority should have provided you with an 
explanation of which ones apply and how. Where 
a public interest test has been applied, they 
should have explained the arguments for and 
against disclosure.

Try to take a step back and consider whether 
their arguments make sense. For instance, 
although you might like to have access to 
information about employees, you probably 
understand that some of that information is 
protected by the Data Protection Act. Whilst you 
may not be happy with the response, it may be 
that the Act has been applied correctly.

If the arguments don’t make sense or you 
disagree with them, and you still want the 
information, use the authority’s Internal Review 
process. The authority should have sent you 
details of this process with their response. All 
you really need to do though is to write to them, 
asking for an internal review. It will help your 
case if you set out the reasons why you think 
the exemptions/exceptions don’t apply. Where 
a public interest test has been applied, you can 
put forward your own arguments for disclosure if 
you don’t think these have been considered.

Again, be patient whilst waiting for a response, 
and when you do receive it, read it carefully. 
If you are still dissatisfied with it, consider 
contacting the Information Commissioner and 
asking him to review the response. Bear in mind 
that this may take some time – though turnaround 
times at the Commissioner’s Office have 
improved considerably in the last year.

Use the information you receive responsibly 10 
If you want to use the information you’ve been 
sent, do so responsibly. One example of this is 
asking for permission if you want to reproduce 
a document that’s been sent to you (or at the 
very least acknowledging the source). Even 
though you’ve been sent the information, the 
copyright will normally still belong to the authority 
concerned or whoever gave it to them.

If you’re reporting on the information disclosed, 





file:///\\ifs-winhome7.ucl.ac.uk\sata1\shructqn1\Constitution Unit\Research - FoI and DP\Research projects\FOI and universities\13 outputs\15 guide for academics using foi\www.nationalarchives.gov.uk\about\
file:///\\ifs-winhome7.ucl.ac.uk\sata1\shructqn1\Constitution Unit\Research - FoI and DP\Research projects\FOI and universities\13 outputs\15 guide for academics using foi\www.nationalarchives.gov.uk\about\
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/foi/requests.htm
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/foi/requests.htm
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/foi/requests.htm
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