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About this Guide

The Constitution Unit at University College London was awarded funding from the 
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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

�It has suggested a pathway  ¡¡
of where to go next

�It has helped to dispel myths  ¡¡
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Examples of the information academics have accessed through FOI

FOI isn’t just for historians – academics in a variety of disciplines have analysed  
and critiqued current practice using FOI requests:

Making the best use of 
images for medical 
education: The CHERRI 
PROJECT (Common 
Healthcare Educational 
Recordings Reusability 
Infrastructure – Practice, 
Interoperability and Ethics) 
asked for guidelines, protocols 

and consent forms that staff members used when 
acquiring clinical images and recordings for 
academic purposes. They used this information to 
report on guiding principles, current practices and 
difficulties, to inform future policy.1

MPs’ use of new tools for 
scrutiny: The Constitution Unit 
at UCL used FOI to find out how 
parliamentarians were making 
use of FOI themselves, by 
asking for details of 
parliamentarians’ requests to 
government departments. They 
found a small group of 

dedicated MPs and peers using the Act to critique 
government, help their constituents or generate 
publicity. But most parliamentarians have remained 
faithful to their traditional parliamentary tools, 
suggesting innovation in methods of ‘being an MP’ is 
limited.2

Why do dolphins beach 
themselves? The UK 
Cetacean Strandings 
Investigation Programme used 
FOI to access information from 
the Ministry of Defence 
regarding a naval exercise. 
Researchers were able to rule 
out mid-frequency 

antisubmarine sonar deployment as a contributing 
factor to incident of a Cetacean mass stranding event 
(MSE) in Cornwall in 2008.3

Changing media landscape: 
The impact on the work of 
freelance journalists by the 
move of the BBC from White 
City in London to MediaCityUK 
Salford was assessed using 
FOI requests to the BBC to 
access information about their 
freelance employees.4

Better understanding of the 
funding of social care: Local 
government increasingly uses 
‘Resource Allocation Systems’ 
– essentially an algorithm to 
distribute money for adult 
social care packages of 
support. Asking for details 
about the algorithm, FOI 

requests could reveal the assumptions that were built 
into the RAS, enabling assessment of whether the 
system was fair and transparent.5
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Legislation
�The Freedom of Information Act 2000¡¡  ‘applies 
to UK government departments – including those 
operating in Scotland – and public authorities in 
England, Wales and Northern Ireland.’ It also covers 
NHS trusts, police, universities, the Houses of the 
UK Parliament, the Welsh and Northern Ireland 
Assemblies and local councils. For a full list of 
institutions covered, see Schedule 1 of the Act.8

�The Freedom of Information (Scotland) Act 2002¡¡  
provides similar rights to information held by the 
Scottish Executive, Scottish public authorities and 
the Scottish Parliament.

�The Environmental Information Regulations ¡¡
2004 and Environmental Information 
Regulations (Scotland) 2004 (‘EIRs’) implement 
European Directive 2003/4/EC – which provides 
a similar right to access information that relates to 
the environment.

The Data Protection Act¡¡  gives individuals the 
right to access material about themselves from any 
organisation. It also protects individuals having 
their personal information accessed by others. 
Consequently, there are provisions in the FOI Act 
which stop access to personal information.

Other sources
Local Government: ¡¡ As well as regularly 
publishing information on consultations and other 
policy, a whole range of legislation gives access 
to local government, whether through documents, 
attendance at meetings or through specific areas 
and records. These include:

Local Government Act 1960, 1972 and 2000¡¡

Local Government (Access to Information)  ¡¡
Act 1985

Access to Personal Files Act 1987 and Data ¡¡
Protection Acts 1984 and 1998

Environment and Safety Information Act 1988, ¡¡
Environmental Information Regulations 1992, 
Audit commission regulations.

Websites and Digital Resources:¡¡

Government and public bodies all have ¡¡
websites with increasing amounts of information, 
including data about the department as well as 
information on consultations and research. The 
UK Parliament website also contains a range 
of information from Library Research Papers to 
investigations in particular subjects by Select 
Committees.

Data.gov.uk is a repository for datasets, ¡¡
available for free, and allowed for re-use. There 
are currently 5,400 datasets available, from 
all central government departments and a 
number of other public sector bodies and local 
authorities. See http://data.gov.uk/.

http://data.gov.uk/
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Before you make a request
Check the organisation’s own website. Under the ¡¡
FOI Act, requests for information already easily 
accessible (i.e. online) can be refused.

Check FOI covers the body you want to request to  ¡¡
(see above or schedule 1 of the Act itself).

Making contact informally first with organisations ¡¡
can sometimes help (see FOI Man’s Top Ten Tips 
in Appendix A).

Using the Freedom of  
Information Act

Requests have to be made in writing. 
Most organisations will provide an email 
address to make requests to on their 
website; others will ask you to fill out 
an online form. You don’t have to cite 
the Freedom of Information Act, but it 
might help in making sure your request 
is processed correctly.

If you make a request for information that relates ¡¡
to the environment, it should be processed under 
the EIRs. Organisations will cite the legislation by 
which they are processing your request when they 
reply to you.

Private companies¡¡  are, almost always, exempt 
from the UK FOI Act, even if they provide public 
services.

Want to see what an FOI request  
looks like, or how organisations  
typically respond? Check out  
www.WhatDoTheyKnow.com  
– an online portal where requests 
and the request process is publically 
available for all to read. WDTK estimate 
14 per cent of requests made to UK 
central government departments are 
made through their site.1

‘Information’ isn’t just written material: it’s ¡¡
photographs and recordings too. Anything ‘held’ 
by an authority, regardless of format, can be 
requested.

You must ¡¡ provide a way for the organisation to 
contact you – either an email or postal address 
is acceptable as an address for correspondence- 
and provide your real name. If you don’t, the 
authority ‘is entitled’ to treat the request as invalid.9

Requests must be acknowledged and then ¡¡
answered by the authority within 20 working 
days. The National Archives, however, because 

http://www.WhatDoTheyKnow.com
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Checklist

Plan your requests, time them DD

effectively and be efficient  
about paperwork

Build good relationships  DD

with FOI officers

Take the time to write a clear requestDD

Refine it as necessaryDD

“I think academics could use FOI a lot 
more, and more effectively… they need to 
stop making requests at the last minute, 
think about exemptions, and think about 
planning the time to actually look at the 
material. Some think too narrowly: they 
find one file, harvest that, and fail to see 
the links that might lead you to an even 
richer seam of information… . Expand your 
horizons, think about other search terms, or 
ways information is recorded or the style it 
might have been recorded in.”
(The National Archives)

Timing, planning and  
collating the information
Planning your FOI requests – when to make them, 
and dealing with what you get back – is pivotal for 
any research using FOI. If you think official sources of 
information will be useful for your research, FOI can 
only help you if you think about it early.

Most researchers report making numerous, or a 
series of FOI requests. Researchers often want large 
volumes of material and so may need to make many 
FOI requests (also see Refining your request, below).

One tip is to start a table of the request number 
(organisations typically assign a number for 
correspondence), the date when you made the 
request, when it’s due back, what information it 
relates to, and the name of the FOI officer you are 
corresponding with. That will enable you to manage 
your requests and track their progress.

Requests may not be processed in 20 days as 
you may run into exemptions, have to appeal, or 
the information you receive may require lots of 
processing before you can make use of it. Not all of 
these outcomes can be avoided, but their effects can 
be mitigated.

Make your FOI requests as early as possible:

‘Think about FOI requests early. Plan the requests ¡¡
inside your research timetable.’12

‘Expect delays – make requests as soon as ¡¡
possible’.13

Making a successful FOI request  
for research

In this section, we outline the ideas 
gathered from researchers who have 
used FOI as a research tool and from 
officials who answer researchers’ 
requests. There are various other 
useful guides to making FOI requests 
(see Useful Links on page 12).
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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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Writing a clear request

Do

Be as specific as possible¡¡  as requests may be 
refused if too broad21

Have ¡¡ patience, organisation, diligence 22

Describe what kind of information is wanted¡¡  
e.g. minutes, correspondence23, and if there’s a 
format you’d prefer, ask if it’s possible

Ask for help¡¡  from the FOI officer in framing/
wording the request24

If you’re requesting old information (for instance, ¡¡
records held at the National Archives), think about 
old and new parlance; your search terms might 
be modern words that simply won’t be in the old 
records.

Ask for the file structure¡¡  or list of files available to 
get a sense of what is available.

Don’t

Assume a ‘record’ or ‘information on x’ is ¡¡
one page. One ‘file’ in the National Archives for 
instance, could be five boxes. Ask the FOI officer 
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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¡¡

or not ever be released.¡¡

Academics need to bear this in mind. The Research 
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Common Problems
Delay: Requesters we spoke to and surveyed almost 
all encountered delay when using the FOI Act,

‘Because of the time taken to process the kinds ¡¡
of complex requests likely to be of most use to 
researchers, those with experience of using the 
US Freedom of Information Act have tended to 
caution against its use if one is working to tight 
deadlines.’30

‘Some of my requests are still outstanding over ¡¡
a year later because I think they changed their 
contact details. I also reported a couple of 
organisations to the Information Commissioner 
and that caused more delay and I still didn’t really 
obtain much information. A lot of the time the 
organisation will only tell you what documents 
they have, or give you title details of documents 
held in files but then will not allow access to these 
documents! That is very frustrating…’31

‘The time and funding constraints imposed on ¡¡
research mean that long delays in establishing 
whether information can or cannot be released 
under FOI very directly affects the scope, 
accuracy and validity of research programmes.’32

However, one researcher says, ‘If I’m flexible, I can ¡¡
handle it [delays]. Also, if I know the FOI officer it 
helps. I ask them to work with me, they are great at 
offering advice and helping me to clarify.’33

Variability: In 2006, researchers were already 
noticing the differences in responses to FOI requests 
from different public organisations. Don’t count on 
your requests being processed or answered similarly 
across organisations.

‘It was evident that government departments had ¡¡
responded differently to FOI. The Foreign Office 
and the Welsh Office were singled out for praise, 
but a number of people expressed dissatisfaction 
at unreasonable delays and obscurantism by both 
the Home Office and the Ministry of Defence. 
There was often a gap between rhetoric and 
reality.’34

Exemptions: The UK FOI Act has exemptions which 
allow for information to be withheld from requesters. 
The EIRs too have exemptions (though these are 
considered to be more in the requesters’ favour 
than the FOI ones). Public organisations can refuse 
to release information on obvious grounds like 
protecting national security, but there are several 
exemptions that can trip researchers up more than 
others. Being aware of these will help you tailor a 
request that is more likely to get a successful result. 
For an extensive list of exemptions and how an 
organisation can use them, see the ICO’s Guide to 
Freedom of Information.35

Cost limit – Section 12 of the FOI Act; Section ¡¡
12(4)(b) of the EIRs. Researchers typically require 
large amounts of material for research, but the 
FOI Act and the EIRs allow requests to be refused 
on the basis of cost. Requests can be costly 
in ways you may not initially realise: ‘Asking for 
Correspondence is usually the trickiest – not 
just because of [personal data], but because of 
‘it’s too hard for us to find it’, i.e. references in 
correspondence to something in particular. Plus 
you need to be careful narrowing it down – ‘have 
you received correspondence on this topic’ needs 
to be refined. Whose correspondence do you 
mean? During what time period?’36

Personal information – Section 40. The Data ¡¡
Protection Act exempts personal information from 
being disclosed via FOI requests. Try to frame 
requests to avoid asking for information that could 
identify living individuals.

The rule of thumb regarding statistics of personal 
information has been overruled: In 2006 the Office 
for National Statistics issued new guidance on the 
confidentiality of datasets: ‘This guidance replaces 
previous practices that have been adopted within the 
health field, such as the rule of thumb to suppress all 
values in tables less than five.’37 A requester reports 
some organisations still use the less than five rule of 
thumb, so ‘if I’m asking for detailed statistical data 
about people, I mention this new 2006 guidance now 
so they know.’38
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Obstruction and misunderstandings
We asked researchers about problems they 
encountered with FOI: adjectives like ‘onerous’ and 
even ‘Kafkaesque’ featured in their replies:

Cost Limit: One researcher requested data on six ¡¡
kinds of medications. The request was refused 
on the basis of cost limit. They then refined the 
request (asking for data on one medication 
only), and got back six pages of not very useful 
information. So the researcher gave up, thinking it 
wasn’t worth the effort pursuing the matter.

Shifting goal posts: ‘I have been engaged in a ¡¡
ridiculous struggle with [one organisation] since 
March 2010 to get some fairly straightforward 



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, 
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Example 1

Dear Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO),

For purposes of policy research, I am planning 
to make a request for FCO documents under the 
UK Freedom of Information Act. My request for 
documents will concern the UK position on the 
EU transparency policy during the period before 
Regulation 1049/2001/EC. I would like to request 
documents kept by the UK administration relating 
to the following subjects:

Decision making on Council Decision 93/731/• 
EC (1993)

Decision making on transparency and openness • 
during the Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) 
of 1996

Decision making on Regulation 1049/2001/EC• 

With regard to the above, my interest is firstly in 
memoranda for the Working Party on Information 
or the COREPER, submitted by the UK 
permanent representation in Brussels or the FCO, 
as well as summaries of such meetings drawn up 
by UK representatives.

Secondly, I am interested in internal 
communications between the UK permanent 
representation and the FCO.

In order to come to an expedient FOI request, 
I would like to ask for your advice on how this 
request can be best made; whether it should be 
partitioned in several requests, and if so, how 
many.

Yours sincerely…47

Example 2

Dear Department for Education, 
 
I would like a list of all educational institutions 
offering A-Levels within the UK. Ideally the 
information would be contained within an excel 
spreadsheet. The information I am looking for is 
(ideally, the column headings):

Name of Institution• 

Specialist status (If Any)• 



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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