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This document sets out the protocol or conditions which need to be followed when 

undertaking data collection using Freedom of Information requests (FOIR). 

 

In the UK, using FOI requests to access to information stored by public authorities is 

a legal right. However, as a social researcher who is undertaking research 

associated with the University of Bedfordshire there are a number of considerations 

which you should have in mind as you proceed. These are set out below and as long 

as any research use of FOIR adheres to this protocol there is no need to undertake 

an application for ethical approval. 

 

Given the anonymised nature of data provided via FOIRs the ethical implications are 

minimal. Issues of consent are not applicable given public authorities are legally 

obliged to provide the requested information and it can be assumed that those 

responding to FOIR have appropriate support in their job roles. 

 

When using FOIR the key ethical dilemmas relate to transfer, storage and any 

potential for data breach. It is also important to consider the ethics of identifying 

specific organisations in research findings and the value of the research and quality 

of any research materials. 

 

Data security and storage 

It is important to think about the security and storage of your FOI data. Responses to 

any FOIR are returned to the originating email address. As and when responses 

come in they should be uploaded to a project folder on the University shared drive 

(which is secure) and the original email deleted (from both your inbox and your 

deleted folder). You also wish to use encrypted email protocols. The project folder 

should only be accessible to the Principal Investigator (PI) and any other members of 

the project team. There should be no requirement for hard copies of the data. 

 

Safeguarding in the event of the identification of individuals 

Individuals should never be identifiable in any data provided in response to an FOIR. 

However, these is potential for human error e.g. the wrong spreadsheet is sent and 

resultant data breach needs to be reported to the Data Protection Officer. If data 

which identifies an individual is shared with the researcher in response to the FOIR it 

must be deleted and the relevant officer in the organisation made aware of the event. 
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Identifying organisations - confidentiality / anonymity 

The usual concerns about confidentiality and anonymity are not applicable to FOIR 

data as individuals should not be identifiable (and if they are this should immediately 

be reported as set out above). It is however possible that you will be in a position to 

identify and publish responses from organisations at an individual level. It is 

important for a researcher to use their professional discretion in making decisions 

about the identification of particular organisations. For example, if your data and 

analysis highlights some organisations as reporting poorer outcomes it is important 

to reflect on whether these should be identifiable from your research publications. 

 

In general, data which identifies large organisations, those which are national, 

regional, or countywide, is more appropriate to publish than that identifying smaller 

organisations such as individual schools or GP surgeries. It may also be the case 

that countywide, or other, data could be focused on a very specific population and 

would thus run the risk of impacting individuals within organisations. The 

consideration of the wellbeing of those impacted by research is the ethical 

principle underlying these considerations. You should take time to reflect on how 

your findings might impact organisations, individuals working in these organisations, 

and others who interact with these organisations if you publish research findings 

which identify individual organisations. 

 

Given you are undertaking FOIRs as a form of research and as someone associated 

with the University of Bedfordshire it is also important to consider any reputational 

risk to the institution. One aspect of this is elaborated below but it is also relevant to 

the identification of organisations. If your research is critical of particular institutions 

or highlights poor practice this could have a reputational impact on the University of 

Bedfordshire when published. In line with this, you should use your professional 

discretion in making decisions about the identification of particular organisations; in 

this event, you may wish to discuss this with the Chair of the IASR ethics panel. 

 

Clarity and simplicity of materials 

While FOI requests places public authorities under a legal obligation to respond to 

your request, you will only receive the data if it doesn’t cost more than a certain 

amount to compile. As such, it is important to ensure your query/questions are 

clearly set out, that the organisation will hold the information requested, and that it is 

not already published/accessible elsewhere. As a social researcher representing the 

University of Bedfordshire your research should lead to social benefit and lengthy or 

ill-conceived FOI requests place an additional burden on public authorities who may 

well already be under a certain amount of strain. As a social researcher you should 

make use of the legal right afforded to you by FOIR in a responsible and thoughtful 

manner. Making sure your email which sets out your FOI request and any template 

for response are well-crafted is ethical practice in this context. It will also likely lead 

to a higher response rate and aid your analysis. 



 3 

 

FOI and research data 

Research data can also be the subject of FOIR. FOI and Environmental 

Information (EIR) legislation provides the public with a right to access information 

held by a UK public authority, which includes most universities, colleges, or publicly 

funded research institutions. The information requested could include your research 

data and must be provided unless an exemption or exception allows your institution 

not to disclose it. The request could be addressed to anyone in the organisation, and 

there are only 20 working days to respond. In the event that research data is subject 

to FOIR, the JISC – a charity that promotes use of digital technologies in UK 

education and research - has produced a useful FAQ regarding FOI and research 

data. You also wish to contact the Data Protection Officer (DPO) for further advice. 

 

This guidance was developed by the IASR ethics panel 

in collaboration with the Data Protection Officer 

https://www.webarchive.org.uk/wayback/archive/20140614124023/http:/www.jisc.ac.uk/publications/programmerelated/2010/foiresearchdata.aspx
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