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Randy is a journalist investigating the 
recall of a popular pharmaceutical. 
He needs to submit a Freedom of 
Information Act (FOIA) request in order 
to follow up on some leads.

Problem



His experience with creating the FOIA request 
is both tedious and confusing. Randy has to be 
as specific as possible, ensure that he doesn’t 
omit any pertinent information, and that the 
type of records he’s seeking are not exempted 
from the FOIA.

Problem
FOIA Request

Make sure you are as specific 
as possible in describing the 
information you seek.” [3]

“



Randy now must determine to which agency 
he should send the request. Hoping that at 
least one will give him the needed report 
for his story, he ends up sending requests to 
multiple agencies.

Problem
Federal 

Agencies
You can do your best to 
‘shotgun’ requests and 
send as many to different 
agencies as you can, but it’s 
a crap shoot.” [5]

“



Problem

You should be prepared for 
the unfortunate likelihood 
that your request will take 
longer than 20 working 
days to be fulfilled.” [1]

“
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Once Randy sends out his 
request, he hopes that someone 
will get back to him within the 
FOIA’s 20-working-day timetable. 
Unfortunately, it took almost a 
year for one agency to respond. 



Current FOIA Request Process



Current FOIA Request Process

Government agencies (and their 
employees) are already burdened 
with day-to-day activities, and FOIA 
requests are often given a low priority. 

If you pick the wrong agency, or the records are classified, or you 
just get a pissed-off government employee who doesn’t feel like 
helping you out, there’s a good chance the request will fail.” [5]

“



Current FOIA Request Process

Many people like Randy are not able to 
receive the information they need in 
order to complete their work.

Given the reality of processing delays, federal FOIA requests are 
not always a reliable means of newsgathering for short-term, 
deadline-based reporting.” [1]

“



Problem 
Space

We believe that the FOIA 
request process could 
be made more efficient 
and the experience more 
delightful by leveraging 
new technology.

We believe IBM Watson can 
help make this happen.



Scope We are NOT proposing 
a change in FOIA policy 
or any part of the FOIA-
mandated request process.

We are proposing a system 
that makes it quicker and 
easier for FOIA requests 
to be accurately filed and 
returned. 



Core Our solution increases 
people’s ability to access 
information and makes 
it easier for government 
agencies to focus on their 
primary responsibilities.



Randy needs to make another 
FOIA request.

Concept



Sherlock

This time he decides to use Sherlock, our 
company’s FOIA request front-end.
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Sherlock

Sherlock begins leading Randy through a 
series of natural language prompts in order to 
determine the specific nature of his request.
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Sherlock

Randy finishes entering his request information 
and hits ‘continue’. He sees a summary of his 
request, and submits it to the system.



Randy receives a notice that 
his requested report will be 
delivered in approximately 
three weeks.

Concept



Watson 
Integration

Sherlock’s batch processing 
is scalable. It will bundle 
together as many requests 
as possible, reducing 
the total number of 
interactions with Watson. 
This will help keep overall 
costs down.



Watson 
Integration

As batch requests are 
received, Watson queries its 
federal agency knowledge 
base in order to find the 
requested documents. 
Watson will keep track of 
common requests, further 
reducing response times.



Watson 
Integration

As Watson locates 
requested documents, 
it sends them back to 
Sherlock. This allows 
people like Randy to 
make FOIA requests, track 
request status, and access 
FOIA documents using a 
single front-end system.



Randy receives his requested 
reports in less than three weeks.

With this information in hand, 
Randy can break the story before 
his deadline and feel more 
confident in the FOIA process!

Result

Report



Sherlock FOIA Request Process

Federal Agencies



Why 
Watson?

• Helps ensure proper 
agencies receive FOIA 
requests

• Relieves the resource 
burden of government 
agencies

• Delivers requested 
information faster



Why 
Sherlock?

• Provides a single FOIA 
request front-end for 
users

• Helps ensure proper 
specificity of request

• Translates user input into 
Watson-ready format



Why FOIA? “In our democracy, the Freedom 
of Information Act (FOIA), which 
encourages accountability 
through transparency, is the 
most prominent expression 
of a profound national 
commitment to ensuring an 
open Government.” [6] 

- President Barack Obama
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Appendix



Process: Problem Space

We began the design process by researching Watson’s 
capabilities and identifying potential problem spaces. 
We chose FOIA requests because of the challenges 
created when combining an increasingly large number 
of requests with an antiquated completion system. 



After selecting a problem space, our ideation 
process was characterized by group sketching and 
brainstorming. We took full advantage of the HCID 
studio’s whiteboards, exploring possible directions and 
working out the details of our final concept.

Process: Ideation



Process: Storytelling

At the same time, we were also 
exploring how we would present 
our design solution. Sketches of 
our story were created before we 
created our final deck.



Process: Exemplar Research

FOIAonline
• FOIAonline is a government attempt to digitize the FOIA request process.
• “Third-party estimates have shown the system could save up to $200 

million over five years if adopted governmentwide, according to John 
Moses, director of EPA’s collection strategies division, who helped design 
the system.” [4] 

• “FOIA Online deserves a D or an F grade, however, on one of its stated 
objectives: Making FOIA’d information more readily available to the general 
public, she said during a government transparency conference hosted by 
the American University Washington College of Law.” [4]

TurboTax
• TurboTax is a for-profit company that acts as an intermediary between the 

user and a government agency. They use natural language prompts to walk 
the user through the tax return process. Theirs is a single front-end solution 
for filing and following-up on tax submissions. [7]
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