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BY BARBARA W. SOMMER AND MARY KAY QUINLAN

he purpose of this Technical Leaflet is to give you information about what oral history is,

how to do it, and how to use it. Oral history is a process developed for collecting first-hand

historical information. Its unique niche is that it allows you to capture both the words and the

voices of the people who have this information. 

T

A Guide to 
Oral History
Interviews



INTRODUCTION

The uses of oral history are limited only by your
imagination. As with all technical processes, however, a
successful oral history interview requires a good
understanding of the right techniques. This is true for
any potential user, whether it be a museum, teachers in
the schools, students interested in National History
Day, a public library, or a family interested in docu-
menting its own past. This Technical Leaflet is
designed to help in that process. Information on addi-
tional sources and on places to turn with more ques-
tions is given and in the bibliography. 

What is oral history? Each oral history interview is a
primary resource document, just as is a diary, a set of
old letters, a family Bible, or a series of government
documents. It is created in an interview setting with a
witness to or a participant in a historical event for the
purpose of collecting and preserving the person’s first-
hand information and making it available to
researchers. 

The use of oral sources to obtain historical informa-
tion is not new. Prior to the use of written histories,
many people relied on oral traditions to transmit knowl-
edge of the past to future generations. Although oral
traditions do not meet the definition of oral history as
first-hand knowledge, many folklorists and other schol-
ars are now using oral history interviewing techniques
to document this information. 

Oral history has sometimes been confused with the
reading of diaries, letters, and other primary resource
documents onto an audio or video tape by actors and
others who are not the authors of the documents.
Although this enlivens the use of these materials, it is
not oral history. Nor is the recording of speeches or
other community events. 

Tape recorded reminiscences are also often confused
with oral history. Without the reliance on a structured
interview, the thorough research necessary to prepare
for an interview, the depth and detail of information col-
lected, the strict processing techniques, and availability
to researchers, reminiscences cannot be classified as
oral history. 

Oral history can help document much previously
undocumented information. A community, a business, an
event, or the life of an individual—all can benefit from
this process. A life interview uses oral history in multiple
interview sessions with one person to obtain an autobio-
graphical set of materials. A project is an event-focused
process. It is a series of oral history interviews with a
variety of individuals about a specific historical event or
topic of interest. The development of a number of inter-
views on one subject designed to complement one anoth-
er provides a depth and breadth of information not often
found in other primary resource materials. 

Oral history projects are often used to document the
history of a community. The broader applications of
interviews done for family or genealogical purposes
are, however, sometimes overlooked. These interviews
often contain valuable information about community
history. For this reason, even if the immediate interest
is documenting the life of a family member, the proce-
dures outlined here can make it possible for others to
benefit from this information. 

Who participates in an oral history interview? An
oral history interview usually has two participants, the
interviewer and the interviewee.

The interviewer is responsible for developing and
carrying out the interview. The depth of preparation
done by the interviewer is key to the success of the
interview. The interviewer must also be able to under-
stand and build effective human relationships in the
interview setting. 

The interviewee, also called the narrator, is chosen
for his or her first-hand knowledge about a certain sub-
ject and for the ability to communicate this knowledge
effectively. 

As with all professional activities, certain ethical stan-
dards are important to the practice of oral history. The
Oral History Association (OHA), the national profes-
sional organization for oral history practitioners, sup-
ports and encourages an understanding of the ethical
principles and standards that guide oral historians as
they conduct their work. These standards are
described fully in the Oral History Association publica-
tions Guidelines and Principles of the Oral History
Association (1992) and Oral History and the Law
(1985,1993). They define the responsibilities to the
interviewees in an oral history interview and to the
public, and they outline the responsibilities of institu-
tions that sponsor and maintain collections of oral histo-
ry materials. 

The OHA standards are based on a frame of refer-
ence that treats the content of an oral history interview
as an original, creative work subject to copyright law.
The OHA guidelines are, thus, designed to assure
respect for those legal rights as well as ethical consid-
erations in the course of collecting, archiving, and
using oral history materials. 

A brief summary of these principles and standards
are:
• Interviewees must be fully informed about the purposes

of the project and the expected disposition and dissemi-
nation of the materials. Consideration must be given to
ethical issues associated with using the interviews to
develop commercial products and putting the oral histo-
ry materials on the Internet.

• Interviewees must be asked to sign a legal release form
giving the project sponsor their copyright and, thus, their
permission to use the materials.This should include any
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restrictions the interviewee may wish to place on the use
of the materials. Federal copyright law is very clear on
this issue.An oral history interview becomes a copy-
rightable document as soon as the interview has been
completed. Further information on this topic is found in
the Oral History Association pamphlets, Guidelines and
Principles of the Oral History Association and Oral
History and the Law.

• The interviewers should be well trained.They should
have completed thorough background research so they
can conduct an informed interview that goes beyond
superficial treatment of the topic, resulting in the collec-
tion of new information of lasting value.

• The interviewers should provide complete background
documentation for the preparation, methods, and circum-
stances of the interview.

• Rewards and recognition that might result from an oral
history project should be shared with the interviewees.

• The owner of the final product, whether it be an institu-
tion or a person, should maintain the highest professional
and ethical standards in the preservation and use of the
oral history interviews.

ORAL HISTORY TECHNIQUES

Developing an oral history project takes a great deal
of planning, preparation, and research along with a
careful and thoughtful choice of interviewees. Success
or failure can often be traced to the thoroughness with
which the work was planned. Sometimes you may dis-
cover that what had seemed like a simple little project
to interview a handful of people or a straightforward
life interview masks a much more exciting project
somewhat broader in scope that could lead to an array
of public presentations or the uncovering of a wealth of
fascinating new information not originally anticipated. 

Here, in question format, are the basic steps you
should take to organize and plan an oral history pro-
ject.
• Have you written a focused mission statement or state-

ment of objectives?
• Have you selected an advisory board to help guide the

project? 
• Have you outlined a timeframe for completion of the

project?
• Have you developed a bibliography of existing materials

on your topic?
• Have you developed a list of themes or topics to pursue

as a place to begin your research?
• Have you developed a project budget, including identifica-

tion of possible funding sources?
• Have you identified the equipment to be used for the

interviews and transcriptions?
• Have you considered legal issues, including who will own

the copyright to the interviews?
• Have you developed a donor form, also called release

form, that clearly provides for the transfer of copyright
to the designated owner?

• Have you considered putting information on the Internet
and, if so, have you made sure your interviewers are
trained to discuss this with interviewees and that your
donor form contains clear and careful language reflecting
this possibility?

• Have you established record-keeping procedures to track
interview status, transcription, and processing?

• Have you arranged for permanent storage and access for
the interview collection?

• Have you arranged for the training of all volunteers or
paid staff who will be involved in the project?

• Have you planned publicity for the project, including out-
reach efforts to encourage its use?
Some of these steps may be accomplished more quick-

ly than others. Following the steps will, however, help
you develop a strong, successful oral history project. 

EQUIPMENT

Traditionally, oral history has relied on the use of
audio equipment in recording an interview. This has
expanded to include questions about the use and viabil-
ity of digital recorders and other examples of new
audio technology. There are many options to think
about when considering audio equipment. New equip-
ment comes onto the market regularly. Critical ques-
tions to ask regarding decisions about audio equipment
include the expected life of the equipment, the impact
of changing technology on the sound products of the
interview, and continued access to the audio recording.
Archivists at most major museums, state historical soci-
eties, and other historical organizations are excellent
sources of the most up-to-date information about the
viability of different kinds of audio-recording equip-
ment, the impact of rapid technological changes on the
equipment, and the expected long-term ability to
retrieve the sound. 

Clear thinking about your oral history project or life
interview and long-term needs for retrieving and using
the recorded voices will help you determine which
audio recording equipment is best for you. At all times,
however, the use of broadcast-quality recording equip-
ment and external microphones is important to maxi-
mize the potential uses of the information collected. 

With the increased availability of video equipment,
questions are raised regularly about its use in the oral
history interview setting. With appropriate planning
and a clear understanding of the situations that can
benefit from the production of video materials, both
audio and video can be effectively used. Video can be
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used either in the initial interview or as a follow-up to
complement or supplement information given in an
audio format. 

The most important factor to remember is the need
to use broadcast-quality audio and/or video equipment
with an external microphone and high-voice-quality
video and audio sound cassettes. This assures the
material you produce will have maximum flexibility for
potential future public use in museum exhibits, CD-
ROM’s, radio and television programming, and the like.
Even if you only intend to use written transcripts of
your interviews, the use of broadcast-quality equipment
does not limit the options of future users because of
poor quality recordings. 

Mini-audio cassette recorders and tape recorders
developed for home use should not be used for oral
history. They cannot produce adequate sound quality.
The use of hand-held video equipment is also never
recommended. Videocassettes for this equipment do
not meet permanent archival standards. 

Persons interested in learning more about the speci-
fications for broadcast-quality audio and video equip-
ment should turn to a state educational television
network, local television stations, the state historical
society, or the Oral History Association for up-to-date
information. 

INTERVIEWS

As with any other aspect of a successful oral history
project, preparation is the key to success in conducting
the interviews. Here, in question format, is an outline
of the steps to take in planning, conducting, and com-
pleting the work on an oral history interview. 

Before the interview
• Have you designated a project administrator to keep

track of all contacts made with each interviewee?
• Have you developed the forms you will need.These

include: Donor Form, Oral History Interview Form,
and Interviewee Biographical Form.
The donor form transfers copyright and ownership

of the interview to the designated owner. It is signed by
both the interviewer and the interviewee as soon as the
interview session ends even if more sessions are
planned with the interviewee.

The oral history interview form contains informa-
tion about the interviewer and the interviewee, the
place and date of the interview, the date the donor form
was signed, the number of cassettes used, and an
abstract of the interview. It provides some immediate
archival control over the interview and is filled out by
the interviewer as soon as possible after the interview. 

The interviewee biographical form contains basic

biographical information about the interviewee. It is
filled out by the interviewee before the interview. 
• Have you selected the interviewee(s) and made the initial

contact, preferably through a letter that tells about the
project and its purpose and identified the interviewer?
Have you then made follow-up telephone calls to the
potential interviewees to answer any questions about the
project and to determine whether each will be partici-
pating in it?

• Have you thoroughly researched the topics to be dis-
cussed in the interview? Beginning with the general
overview research, have you now completed the inter-
view-specific research necessary for each interviewee?

• Have you organized the information to be covered in the
interview so it will flow in an organized manner from
one topic to another while allowing for the inclusion of
information that may be unexpected and yet relevant to
the interview topics?

• Have you avoided the temptation to write out every
question you think you may want to ask, staying instead
with an outline of topics as a guide for the interview?

• Have you learned as much as possible about the intervie-
wee?

• Have you arranged the logistics of the interview, including
scheduling, equipment, and site considerations to maxi-
mize interview quality? Have you communicated all
scheduling information with the interviewee?

• Have you reviewed with the interviewee, in very general
terms, the expected content of the interview to allow
him or her to prepare for the interview?
Please note: It is not recommended that the interview
outline be shared with the interviewee.This will result in
rehearsed or “canned” answers rather than spontaneous
responses.A conversation or a letter outlining, in very
general terms, the subjects to be covered in the inter-
view will, however, help the interviewee focus on the task
at hand.

• Have you explained to the interviewee that a donor
form has been developed and that both interviewer and
interviewee will sign it at the end of each interview ses-
sion?

• Have you become thoroughly familiar with your equip-
ment? If you are using video, do you have trained assis-
tants to help you as needed? Do you have enough
cassettes? Do you have an extension cord, pencil, and
paper to take notes, and any other items you might need
during the interview?

During the interview
• Have you kept in mind the ethics of the interview situa-

tion?
• Have you showed the interviewee the donor form,

explained its use, and answered any questions about it?
• Have you checked your equipment to make sure it is

working properly? Have you answered all questions
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about its use?
• Have you made sure there are no unusual background

noises in the interview setting that could mar the sound
quality of the final product? Remember, your recorder
will pick up all background noises you instinctively tune
out. If using video, have you chosen an appropriate visual
and audio setting?

• Have you made sure there is an appropriate introduction
on the cassette fully identifying the interviewee, the inter-
viewer, and the date and place of the interview?

• Have you used open-ended questioning techniques?
• Have you remembered to ask only one question at a

time? If you need to define a question in any way, have
you remembered not to elaborate on it or to lead the
interviewee to the type of answer you “expect?”

• Have you remembered to remain neutral and not to
offer your own opinions on the subject of the interview?

• Have you remembered to not interrupt the interviewee?
The goal in an oral history interview is to collect long
paragraphs of answers from well focused, clearly stated,
open-ended, neutral questions.

• Have you remembered to not use internal abbreviations
or jargon unknown to the general public? If the intervie-
wee uses jargon, have you asked for explanations or
translations of it?

• Have you listened carefully to the interviewee at all times
so that you can ask appropriate follow-up questions?

• Have you remembered you are there to listen to the
interviewee and not to talk yourself?

• Have you kept a running list of proper names mentioned
in the interview? (This should be reviewed by the inter-
viewee at the end of the interview for correct spelling.
This list should be kept in the interviewee’s master file.A
copy should be given to the transcriber.)

• Have you kept an eye on the time to make sure you have
not extended the interview past an appropriate time
limit? (Interviews usually last from one to one-and-one-
half hours. Only rarely should they go more than three
hours. If more time is needed, another interview session
should be scheduled.)

• Have you taken a black-and-white photograph of the
interviewee in the interview setting for the master file?

• After the interview is over, have you asked the intervie-
wee to sign the donor form, even if future sessions with
this person are planned?

After the interview
• Have you immediately labeled all cassettes?
• Have you popped the tabs on the top of each cassette so

it cannot be recorded over by accident?
• Have you made a working copy, i.e. a duplicate, of all

interview cassettes and have you stored the originals in a
safe place?

• Have you reviewed the content of the interview to iden-
tify questions for subsequent interviews, if needed?

• Have you filled out the oral history interview form,
including writing a brief abstract of the interview, and
added it to the interviewee’s master file?

• Have you written a thank you letter to the interviewee?
• Have you developed a transcript or a tape index to the

interview? If you are transcribing, have you transcribed as
accurately as possible, leaving out such things as false
starts to sentences and hesitant sounds (um, ah)?

• Have you audit checked the interview transcript to make
sure it is an accurate representation of the audiotape?

• Have you sent to the interviewee either the full tran-
script or a list of proper names and clarification ques-
tions for review of spelling and other details that will
help insure the most accurate record possible of the
interview be obtained?
Please note: Care should be taken with this step in the
interview process to help the interviewee understand
that full-scale editing of the transcript will alter the credi-
bility of this primary resource document.The goal is to
have a complete and accurate transcript that matches the
interview as closely as possible.

• After the transcript has been corrected and finalized,
have you given all materials related to the interview to
the repository chosen for the project?
Many oral history projects give a copy of the cassettes
and the transcript of the interview to each interviewee.
This is always well received. Some also have a party for
all participants at the end of the project, including staff,
volunteers, interviewers, interviewees, and anyone else
associated with the work.A project that is well planned
and carried out is indeed something to celebrate because
you have created an invaluable gift for future generations.
Please note: Oral historians rely on open-ended, evoca-
tive questions to elicit the most information. Examples:
“What were you told?” “How did you celebrate
Christmas?” “Tell me about your high school education?”
“Describe your first home.” Leading questions should be
avoided. Example:“Why don’t you like living here?” will
not result in as complete an answer as the more neutral
question:“Tell me about living here.” Questions beginning
with “how,” “what,” “when,” “why,” “where,” and “who”
are often used both to introduce a subject and to follow-
up an initial statement.They help provide clarification to
the answer and, when used in a follow-up question, elicit
further information about the subject being discussed.

REPOSITORIES AND RECORD-KEEPING
SYSTEMS

Record keeping, although largely unseen, is an
important part of the oral history process. It provides
the continuity and support necessary for both the inter-
viewer and interviewee. 

If possible, one person should act as project adminis-
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trator. This person is responsible for keeping all informa-
tion and materials generated by the interviews in order.
The project administrator develops and keeps an up-to-
date list of all potential interviewees with full names, home
addresses, telephone numbers, and other contact informa-
tion. A master project log listing all contacts with intervie-
wees and the status of each interview is kept current. 

A non-circulating master file should be kept for
each interviewee. This should contain the following
materials:
• The interviewee’s full name, home and work addresses, tele-

phone number, e-mail address, and fax number if available.
• Copies of all correspondence with the interviewee and

notes of all telephone conversations.
• The signed donor form and the completed copies of the

interviewee biographical form and the oral history inter-
view form.

• The interview outline and all interviewer notes, including
the list of proper names from the interview.

• Notes on any possible restrictions to the interview.
• Interviewee comments or statements made at any time

during the interview or transcript review process.
• A draft of the transcript containing the notes the inter-

viewee made while reviewing it.
• The master copy of the transcript photocopied on acid-

free paper.
• The black-and-white photograph taken of the intervie-

wee in the interview setting.

STORAGE RECOMMENDATIONS

The tapes generated by oral history interviews will
last longer if kept under relatively constant temperature
and humidity. It is best to avoid extreme heat and cold.
Excessive moisture, dust, and atmospheric pollutants
should also be avoided. To avoid bleed through of voic-
es, the tapes should be played through completely at
regular speed at least every two years. Check with
archivists at your state historical society or other major
institutions about long-term care of other sound and
video products. 

The master copy of the interview transcript, photo-
copied onto acid-free paper, should be kept in its own
acid-free folder with the master file. The black-and-
white photograph of the interviewee, taken in the inter-
view setting if possible, also should be kept in its own
acid-free folder with this material. 

PROCESSING RECOMMENDATIONS

Full transcription of all tapes generated in an interview
is the ideal method of processing an oral history inter-
view. This will ensure continued access to the materials. 

It takes about eight hours to fully transcribe one hour
of audio. This produces a draft transcript, which is then
audit checked for accuracy. After further review for
accuracy of spelling and content, it is subject-indexed.
The final product is photocopied onto acid-free paper,
with user copies made from this master. This is the
most stable and permanent interview product. 

If a video component is part of the interview, the raw
footage is kept intact as an archival document and a
minute-by-minute log is made. Copies of the master
footage are made for all uses. If no other audio exists,
the audio portion of the footage is immediately dubbed
onto an audio tape and the full transcription process is
followed. 

If limited finances preclude transcribing, the inter-
view audio tapes should be tape-indexed. This is usual-
ly done with a stopwatch. The time elapsed on each
side of the cassette is recorded as each new subject is
introduced. This technique allows access to the con-
tents of the interview, but falls far short of the complete
access provided by a transcript. 

In an attempt to ease the initial transcription work,
some oral historians have experimented with comput-
er-based voice recognition systems. Currently, these
systems do not have the capability to accurately differ-
entiate among the several voices on an audio tape.
Contact the Oral History Association for the most up-
to-date information on this subject. 

Copies of completed transcripts or tape indexes 
can be bound and inserted into the collections of
libraries or archives for patron use. This is a good
method for making the material accessible to those
interested in learning more about the subjects covered
in the interview. 

CONCLUSION

How is oral history used? In books, poetry, songs,
magazines, radio, creative writing, exhibits, art pro-
jects, films, television shows, stage productions—the
list is endless. Families use it to learn more about
their individual pasts. Communities use it to help doc-
ument a common past. Museums use the words in
exhibit labels and provide special areas where visitors
can listen to the voices or look at the videos. CD-
ROMs are developed, with proper permissions, as
sales items. Project materials, with proper permis-
sions and planning, are put on the Internet. Oral histo-
ry is a valuable tool for anyone interested in
documenting first-hand information about the past. It
allows each of us to ask, “What was it like for you?”
and to learn from the answer. 

Would you like help, support, or further information
about oral history? Would you like to find out about
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local or state associations in your area and the services
they offer? If so, contact either the American
Association for State and Local History or the Oral
History Association. The Oral History Association can
be contacted at:

Oral History Association
P.O. Box 1773
Carlisle, Pennsylvania 17013
tel: 717-245-1036
fax: 717-245-1046 
e-mail: OHA@dickinson.edu
web site: http://www.dickinson.edu/organizations/oha

The authors wish to thank Robert Hurst and the
Nebraska Humanities Council for their input and support. 
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GLOSSARY TERMS 

Donor form: The oral history donor form transfers
copyright and ownership of an oral history interview to
the designated owner. It is signed by both the intervie-
wee and the interviewer, and any other person whose
voice is heard on the cassette, as soon as the interview
session ends even if more interviews are planned with
the interviewee. 

Interview index (time and/or recorder counter-
based): An oral history interview index is usually done
with a stopwatch, noting the time elapsed during the
interview as each new subject is introduced. People
have also used the counter on the tape recorder for this
purpose, although this is not recommended because
counters are not consistent among different recorders.
An interview index is done only if limited finances pre-
clude full transcription. 

Interviewee (narrator): The oral history interviewee,
also called the narrator, is chosen for an oral history
interview on the basis of his or her first-hand knowl-
edge about the subject or topic of the interview and for
the ability to communicate this information effectively. 

Interviewee biographical form: The oral history
interviewee biographical form contains basic biographi-
cal information about the interviewee. It is filled out by
the interviewee, with help from the interviewer as nec-
essary, before the interview. 

Interviewer: The oral history interviewer is responsi-
ble for conducting an oral history interview. This per-
son must have both general and interview-specific
research for the interview, must understand and be
able to use open-ended questioning techniques, and
must be able to build effective human relationships in
the interview setting. 

Life interview: A life interview is a series of oral his-
tory interview sessions with one person resulting in an
autobiographical set of materials. 

Master file: The oral history master file contains all
information about the purpose of the interviews, the
interviewee, the interviewer and the interview. 

Oral history: Oral history is primary resource mater-
ial. It is created in a recorded interview setting with a
witness to or a participant in an historical event for the
purpose of collecting and preserving the person’s first-
hand information and making it available to
researchers. 

Oral History Association: The Oral History
Association is the national professional organization for
practitioners of oral history. It supports and encourages
an understanding of the ethical principles and stan-
dards that guide oral historians in their work. 

Oral history information form: The oral history
information form provides immediate archival control
over the oral history interview. It contains information
about the interviewer, interviewee, the place and date
of the interview, confirmation of the signing of the
donor form, the number of cassettes used in the inter-
view, and a brief abstract of the interview. It is filled out
by the interviewer as soon as possible after the end of
the interview. 

Oral history interview: An oral history interview is a
primary resource document containing first-hand his-
torical information not available from any other source.
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It is recorded with one person and is a series of
answers to well focused, clearly stated, open-ended,
neutral questions. Interviews usually last about one and
one-half hours. Only rarely should a single interview
last more than three hours. 

Oral history project: A project is a series of oral his-
tory interviews with a number of individuals, recorded
one at a time, that focuses on one subject, topic or
event. 

Oral history recording equipment: The equipment
used to record an oral history interview should be
broadcast quality. An external microphone and high-
voice-quality sound cassettes are extremely important.
Mini-audio cassette recorders and tape recorders devel-
oped for home use are never recommended. 

Primary resource: A primary resource document is
one that provides first-hand information with no inter-
pretation between the document and the researcher.
Examples are a diary, a set of letters, a family Bible or
government records. 

Transcript: An oral history interview transcript is a
verbatim printed copy of the interview. It matches the

interview as closely and completely as possible, leaving
out only false starts and hesitation sounds, and con-
tains the full and accurately spelled names of all per-
sons and places mentioned in the interview.
Transcripts are often subject-indexed.

Videotaped or filmed oral history: With appropriate
planning, videotape or film in an oral history interview
can be used either in the initial interview setting or to
supplement or complement information given in the ini-
tial interview. It is not recommended for the “talking
head” interview. The use of hand-held home video
equipment is never recommended. 

Barbara W. Sommer is the owner of BWS Associates, an oral

history consulting firm. She can be reached at: 5921

Bartholomew Circle, Lincoln, NE 68512; 402-421-7176; e-mail:

barbsom@aol.com

Mary Kay Quinlan, Ph.D., freelance journalist and oral histori-

an, is editor of the Oral History Association newsletter. She

can be reached at: 7524 S. 35th Street, Lincoln, NE 68516;

402-420-1473; e-mail: OHAeditor@aol.com
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