
10 tips for requesting public records 
1 – Do your homework before making a records request. Interview people and have an idea of what 
you’re looking for. Have reasonable confidence that something exists. This will help avoid the 
“fishing expedition” that can waste your time and the government’s time -- and hurt your credibility 
and the credibility of your news organization. 
 
2 – Remember that you are asking for a “record.” The government is not required to create records 
to respond to information requests. Try to learn what documents are called or how information is 
stored so you can ask for specific records. 
 
3 – Make sure that what you’re asking for is something the public would want you to have. You are 
the eyes and ears of the public. You should be able to easily explain to yourself (and to your editor 
or news director) the “government accountability” factor. If you can’t, think about it more. This might 
help you better target your story. 
 
4 – If you need to request emails, request them and don’t back down. But avoid wild fishing 
expeditions. Emails don’t necessarily hold smoking guns, and they can take a lot of time for the 
government to assemble, and a reporter to analyze. 
 
5 – You can narrow an email request, and get it filled faster, by starting with a tighter time frame. 
Then go back, if you need to, and request a broader time period. This could also help you 
understand the records better. 
 
6 – You also can narrow an email request by asking only for emails containing specific keywords. 
Such searches are easy to do and will focus your results. 
 
7 –  If you have to make a very large email request, consider asking initially for only the emails’ 
header fields: To, From, Subject, Sent and whether there was an attachment. This can help you 
narrow down a request to specific emails and avoid unnecessary vetting and redacting. 
 
8 – Always be open to working with a records custodian to focus a request. Sometimes officials 
actually will be helpful in getting you the information you need. 
 
9 – Remember that inspecting records is free. But if you make copies, you can be charged for the 
cost of copies and of compiling the information as well. So always ask to inspect and copy as 
necessary. Then, the costs apply only to what you decide to copy, not to everything you inspect. 
 
10 – Most of all, if you request records, be sure to follow up. Go see them, pick them up, and use 
them to the extent appropriate. What officials hate most are records requests that are never 
retrieved. 
 
Thanks to Deborah Fisher for contributing to this list. 


