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1. What is Oral History? 
 

 Oral history is a record of experiences, memories, attitudes, actions and emotions. 
 

 Oral history records people’s experiences using audio or video recording equipment. It is a vital 
tool in our understanding of the recent past. We are no longer dependent on the written word 
alone. 

 

 Oral history enables people or communities who have been hidden from history to be heard. 
Traditional history has previously obscured or silenced the history of a number of groups in 
society. 

 

 Oral history provides a positive chance to mark and celebrate the histories of people who were 
previously excluded or marginalized in more traditional history, adding and enriching the historical 
record. 

 

 Oral history offers a depth of understanding rarely matched in documentary sources. 
 

 Oral history allows us to value the lives and contributions of all members of society. 
 

 Oral history is new and exciting because it is interactive; it is shared history and a rare chance to 
actually talk to history face-to-face. 

 

 Oral history is particularly helpful in making history available to everyone. 
 
2. Our Memories and Others’ Memories 
 

What do we remember? 
 Places 
 Events 
 Activities 
 Daily routines 
 People 
 Feelings 
 Attitudes 
 Values 
 Sounds 
 Smells 
 Images 
 Tastes 
 
What don’t we remember? 
 Dates  
 Statistics 
 Fact and list 
 Chronology  

Types of information 

 Memories of own experiences 

 Evaluation of own experiences 

 Second hand information, oral traditions 

 Collective memory  
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3. Formulating Questions 
 
It is good to use a mixture of questions during your interview. 
 
Open-ended questions 
These are questions where the answer will be more than a yes or no. They often begin with what, where, 
when, who, how and why.  
E.g. What was village life like for teenage girls? 
 
Closed or direct questions 
These will help clarify facts or details and will usually be answered with a yes or no, fact or a date.  
E.g. What year did you join the WI? 
  
Follow-up questions 
These are used to follow up after a line of questioning. It may provide further information on an area of 
interest or lead to another topic.  
E.g. Why did you decide to join? 
 
Evaluative questions 
These questions allow the interviewee to reflect on the issues in more depth and so can produce some 
interesting thoughts and insights. 
E.g. How did being part of a women’s group make you feel? 
 
 
For a successful interview it is best to avoid the following styles of question. 
 
Leading questions  
These questions contain suggestions for the response, which is unfair to the interviewee. 
E.g. You must have spent most your days cleaning the house when you were a housewife in the 1950s 
 
Confrontational questions 
These questions can make the interviewee uncomfortable and are simply not productive. 
E.g. What were you thinking going back to work soon after having a baby? 
 
Also avoid too much Jargon – these can confuse the interviewee and make it difficult to answer. 
 
 
LISTENING to the interviewee and taking a moment to think before asking further questions can 
overcome most of these issues. 
 
 
4. Preparation for the Interview 
 
Firstly consider whom you know that would be good to speak to/interview. Don’t worry about trying to 
find a storyteller. Most people have a good story in them if they are given the time and asked. 
 
When making the arrangements for the interview, talk about the project and suggest that the interviewee 
gather any objects or photos that may hold significance or bring back memories.  
 
Although the interview will take about an hour, it is advisable to plan the session for up to two hours. 
 
Look through the training pack especially the guidance on formulating questions. Consider the questions 
written for the different research themes. Put together a selection of questions from each research theme 
if appropriate – or just concentrate on one theme and get a focussed interview on one aspect; e.g. 
leisure and social activities, or Abberley during WWII and the war effort. If you are interviewing more 
than one person, you may want to vary the questions for each one to ensure that you cover as many of 
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the questions or subject areas as possible. A lot of your selection will depend on who you are going to 
speak to and what you know about the interviewee already.  
 
Ensure you have the correct address and time for the meeting. Make sure you know how to get there; 
you have everything you need and that you set off in good time. 
 
Ensure the room in which the interviews will take place is appropriate for recording (it is quiet and has 
the relevant number of electrical sockets) and that the interviewee will be comfortable. 
 
Ensure the equipment is working, batteries charged and you know how to use it.  
 
Set the equipment to record in MP3. This is needed for the archives and will save having to convert the 
file later. However, don’t worry if you record in another format (WAV) as they can be easily converted to 
MP3 at a later date. 
 
Read through the clearance form to make sure you understand what you are asking your interviewee to 
sign up to as you may need to explain it to them. 
 
5. During the Interview 
 
Begin the interview by discussing the clearance form and then discuss the project and how integral their 
input will be to the project as a whole. Let them know that they control the interview and that they can 
stop the interview. State that they can say if they do not want to continue with any specific line of 
questioning and you want them to feel entirely comfortable with the process. 
 
Show them the recording equipment and demystify it; explain how it picks up sound, so just talking 
normally is absolutely fine. Encourage them to forget it is there. 
 
Explain that you are interested in recording their memories and will try and limit how much your voice (as 
interviewer) is heard during the recording, but you are definitely listening! 
 
It is nice to begin the interview by saying a small amount about yourself, after this try to keep any further 
verbal input brief.  
 
Try to indicate without using your voice during the interviews especially when the interviewee is talking. 
 
Ensure your body language shows that you are listening and open. 
 
Be empathetic and sensitive to your interviewee. Stay aware of their feelings at all times. It can be tiring 
and often emotional when discussing your personal history. 
 
Be prepared for surprises and possible disclosures. During the interview you may hear something you 
didn’t expect or weren’t prepared for. It is important to remain professional and sensitive at all times. 
 
Dealing with digression - It can be productive to follow a line of thinking as it can lead to relevant and 
interesting findings. Sometimes it is clear that the line of thinking is not worth pursuing and it is best to 
bring it back. 
 
Always be open to what your interviewees are telling you. Do not impose your own ideas. 
 
Be prepared to ask for clarification if there is something you don’t understand. 
 
Ease your interviewee into the interview. Don’t start with a really hefty question (– who introduced proper 
sanitation into the village?), but a gentle one like – how long have you lived in the village – what is your 
earliest memory of village life?  to warm them up... 
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6. At the end of the Interview 
 
Ensure you have noted down the digital track number of the interview and any other material related to 
the interview is clearly labelled with the interviewer’s name, the interviewee’s name, the date and venue 
of the interview. 
 
Ensure the clearance form has been signed and dated. 
 
Once the interview is completed it is nice to spend some time with the interviewee to wind down and 
relax. 
 
After leaving the interview follow-up with the interviewee through a telephone call or thank you note. You 
might like to offer them a CD or digital copy of their interview You will need to be responsible for burning 
this for them. 
 
Ensure the Interview Summary sheet has been completed with details of the original interview. 
 
Ask the interviewee whether they would consent to having their picture taken, for project publicity and to 
be put into the archive alongside their interview.  
 
7. Signed Clearance 
 
Signing clearance forms (and photo consent forms) ensures the interviewer and interviewee both 
understand the nature of the project and the future use of the recording (photos). 
 
The written consent, when kept with the recording ensures the recordings are not used for anything other 
than what was consented (same with photo). 
 
Through copywriting law it is a legal requirement for our interviewees to give clearance for us to use the 
recordings. 
 
It can be seen as a peace of mind for some interviewees that their recording will only be used for the 
purpose agreed. 
 
  
8. Dos and Don’ts 
 

Don’t 

 Interrupt a story 

 Impose your way of thinking or your order of topics, as people construct and tell their story very 
differently 

 Dominate the interview 

 Interrogate your interviewee 

 Ask questions that have already been answered 

 Ask questions by telling all you know first 

 Put forward your opinions or moral judgements 

 Be afraid of silences or pauses 

 Exhaust your interviewee 
 

Do 

 Be a good and interested listener 

 Follow your interviewee’s train of thought 

 Stick to a fruitful area and follow it through while the memories are flowing 

 Be sensitive to your interviewee’s feelings, values and needs 

 Be aware of your own biases and prejudices 
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 Be patient 

 Be empathetic 

 Provide emotional support if needed 

 Allow your interviewee to complete their story  

 Encourage your interviewee to reconstruct physical environments and conversations if 
appropriate 

 Respect silences if there are pauses while your interviewee recollects and/or selects memories 

 Provide positive non-verbal reinforcements to assure your interviewee that the memories that 
they are offering are worthwhile. 

 Ask for and make use of family photographs and other personal documents and papers if 
appropriate 

 Spend time with your interviewee after the recorder has been switched off 

 Try to end on a positive note and bring your interviewee back to the present 
 
 
9. Key Points for the Interview 
 
 
Before the Interview 
 
 Ensure the interviewee understands the nature of the interview and the project as a whole 
 Arrange a suitable time and location for the interview 
 Ring to confirm the date, time and venue of the interview 
 Check all equipment is working and batteries are charged 
 
On the Day of the Interview 
 
 Take all the equipment 

-Digital recorder 
-Batteries or mains lead 
-Set questions 
-All forms 
-Paper and pen for notes 

 Arrive on time 
 Ensure the room is quiet and comfortable 
 Take time to settle down, put the interviewee at ease and explain the process 
 Set up the equipment – explain it to the interviewee to demystify it 
 
The Interview 
 
 Talk the interviewee through the project and how you will be asking them to read and sign the 

clearance form at the end of the interview 
 Begin recording with name of interviewer, interviewee, date and place of interview  
 Check recording levels 
 Keep an eye on digital recorder and battery levels 
 Write down the track number (and folder if relevant) 
 Ask questions clearly 
 Listen carefully 
 Use non-verbal body language to show interest 
 Limit your own input into the interview – it is them you are recording! 
 Be flexible in questioning to allow for unexpected stories 
 Allow silences and pauses to give the interviewee time to think and recollect 
 Be sensitive to tiredness – both yours and the interviewee’s 
 At the end of the interview stay and chat for a while to allow the interviewee to unwind 
 Fill in the clearance form and ensure the interviewee has signed it 
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After the Interview 
 
 Telephone or send thank you note to the interviewee 
 Save your recording onto your computer and label file with name of interviewee and date 
 Add digital file to the Dropbox shared folder created by Jenni Waugh 
 Add a photo of the interviewee if you have one to the folder 
 Make a back up of your recording onto a CD if possible 
 Listen back to your interview recording and fill in the Summary of Topics Sheet, noting the times of 

changes of topic. It would be better if this could be done electronically rather by hand so it can be 
added to the shared folder. All forms will be downloadable from the Oral History page of the Abberley 
Lives website 

 Put the clearance forms and any notes for the interview in a sealed envelope and arrange for it to be 
returned to Jenni Waugh. 

 
 


