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Three harmless words?

What he said in 1996:

"....information is power and any government's attitude 
about sharing information with the people actually says a 
great deal about how it views power itself and how it views 
the relationship between itself and the people who elected 
it..."

and in 2011:

"Freedom of Information....Three harmless words. I look at 
those words as I write them, and feel like shaking my head 
till it drops off my shoulders. 

...You idiot. You naive, foolish, irresponsible nincompoop..... I 
quake at the imbecility of it. 

....Once I appreciated the full enormity of the blunder, I used 
to say - more than a little unfairly - to any civil servant who 
would listen: Where was Sir Humphrey when I needed him?"

(Blair, 2011, p516)







Research Questions:

▪How and why do regional journalists use 
FOI requests?

▪Has journalists’ use of the Act changed 
over time?



So what?

▪It’s interesting!

▪Lots of literature by and for journalists, 
e.g. 'how to make a FOI request' etc

▪But little research into the users of FOI

▪Journalists are the “most influential 
users”



Methods

X 1,336 X 4



Coding method



Use increased over time



TABLE 1 Yorkshire Post Sheffield Star Derbyshire Times

Number of FOI 
stories

911 322 106

Number of front
page FOI stories

153 (16.8%) 45 (14%) 8 (7.5%)



Rob Waugh, ex-investigations 
editor of The Yorkshire Post



Types of stories across all publications

Public services 22.2% 

(including NHS, police, 

fire services)

Crime and 

deviance 

21.7%

Council 11.3%
(staff, spending)

Main types of stories





Main Findings:
1) Use of FOI-sourced stories has increased over the time surveyed (2011-16) and requests from 

fly-fishing journalists have become more sophisticated

2) A mix of techniques works best: e.g. 'piggy-backing' on national stories and sending 'Round 

Robins' 

3) Crime, public services and council-related stories are the most popular topics for FOI requests

4) Journalists' use of FOI has shaped the Act itself: through campaigning for the Act to be extended 

to cover private companies doing public business and the creation of case law (e.g. Rob Waugh v 

Doncaster College 2007)

5) FOI has changed the relationship between journalists and public bodies, e.g. Press Officers are 

using FOI as an excuse not to provide run-of-the mill information 



Matt Burgess, FOI expert



Any questions.....?
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