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Oral history interviews are a powerful tool for capturing 

and preserving individual stories and experiences. 

They provide a unique opportunity to document the 

perspectives and insights of individuals who have lived 

through significant historical events or experienced social 

and cultural changes. The art of conducting oral history 

interviews includes some essential skills and techniques 

required to ensure a successful outcome.

C O M E  P R E P A R E D

Preparation is key to conducting an effective oral history 

interview. Before the interview, the interviewer must 

identify the topic and scope of the interview, research the 

background and context of the interviewee, and prepare a 

set of questions to guide the conversation. The interviewer 

must also establish a comfortable and conducive setting 

for the interview and ensure that all necessary recording 

equipment is in place.

Once the interviewer has prepared the groundwork, the 

interview can begin. The interviewer should start by 

building rapport with the interviewee and establishing a 

friendly and welcoming atmosphere to put the interviewee 

at ease. Doing so helps to create a safe space for the 

interviewee to share their stories and experiences, allowing 

the interviewer to elicit deeper insights and emotions.

B E I N G  F U L L Y  P R E S E N T

During the interview, the interviewer must use active 

listening skills to maintain engagement and encourage the 

interviewee to expand on their answers. The interviewer 

should be fully present, attentive, and responsive to the 

interviewee’s words and body language. The interviewer 

should avoid interrupting or dominating the conversation, 

allowing interviewees to express themselves freely and 

fully.

The interviewer must also be mindful of their language and 

tone, using straightforward, concise questions that avoid 

leading or judgmental language. Open-ended questions
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leading or judgmental language. Open ended questions 

encouraging interviewees to reflect on their experiences 

and share their perspectives are often more effective than 

closed-ended questions requiring a simple yes or no 

response.

As the interview progresses, the interviewer must be 

flexible and responsive, adapting their approach to the 

interviewee’s needs and preferences. For example, some 

interviewees may be more reserved, while others may be 

more talkative and expressive. The interviewer must be 

attuned to these differences and adjust their questioning 

and listening style accordingly.

B E I N G  A N  E T H I C A L  I N T E R V I E W E R

Another important aspect of conducting oral history 

interviews is the ethical considerations involved. 

Interviewees must be fully informed of the purpose and 

scope of the discussion and give their informed consent to 

participate. They should also be able to withdraw from the 

interview or withhold any information they do not wish to 

share.

The interviewer must also consider the potential impact of 

the interview on the interviewee’s emotional well-being and 

ensure that appropriate support and resources are available 

if needed. Additionally, the interviewer must take steps to 

protect the confidentiality and privacy of the interviewee, 

ensuring that their personal information is not shared 

without their explicit consent.

D O C U M E N T I N G  T H E  E X P E R I E N C E

After the interview, the interviewer should review and 

transcribe the recording, accurately capturing the 

interviewee’s words and emotions. The interviewer should 

also consider whether follow-up questions or clarifications 

are necessary and communicate these to the interviewee.

Finally, the interviewer should ensure the interview is 

properly preserved and accessible for future use. The 

process involves digitizing the recording (if it is not born 

digital), adding metadata to facilitate search and retrieval, 

and ensuring the interview is archived and cataloged.



W O R T H  T H E  E F F O R T

Conducting oral history interviews is a complex and 

nuanced process that requires careful preparation, active 

listening, and ethical considerations. However, by following 

best practices and techniques, interviewers can create a 

safe and engaging environment that allows interviewees to 

share their stories and experiences fully and authentically. 

As a result, oral history interviews are an invaluable tool for 

capturing and preserving individual perspectives and 

insights, providing a unique and valuable resource for 

future generations.

The blog was originally published on Lucidea's blog 

(https://blog.lucidea.com/). 

G E T  S T A R T E D

Looking for archival advising, records management, and 

historical research services? Click below to speak with 

an expert consultant. 
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