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Oral History Toolkit 

Introduction 
Oral history projects are a fantastic way of capturing stories, local history, folklore, place-lore and 
recollections of significant events. The information gathered through interviews is incredibly 
valuable as it may record information that is not recorded in historical publications.  

This toolkit provides an introduction to collecting oral history and will help you to plan your next 
project.  

Planning Your Oral History Project 
Preparation and planning are essential at the start of any successful oral history project. Planning 
can save time and stress at later stages and ensures that the information gathered is 
appropriately recorded, handled and preserved. Below we will look at the issues you should 
consider at the start of your project: 

1. Aims and objectives 
2. Research Themes 
3. Scale of the Project 
4. Ethical and Legal Issues 
5. Technology 
6. Recording 
7. Editing 
8. Archiving 
 

1. Aims and Objectives 
The first things to consider are the aims and objectives of your project. Ask yourself some basic 
questions: 

• What is your project about, and why are you doing it? 

• Are you collecting oral history about a particular geographical area or a social group? 

• Do you want to explore specific themes, events, or ideas?  

• How will you use the findings of your oral history research?  

Answering these simple but fundamental questions will give your project a clear sense of 
direction and purpose from the outset. 
 

2. Research Themes 
Once you have set out the broad parameters of the oral history project, you can start to think 
about the specifics.  

• What questions do you want to ask?  

• What are the key themes you want to discuss?  
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Make sure to do some background research before the interview. This can help you develop 
themes and questions as well as a better understanding of the social context of the people you 
plan to interview. To remember your themes and questions, design a questionnaire that you can 
use as a prompt during interviews.  

3. Scale and Scope of Your Project 
As well as deciding on your research themes, it is crucial at the early stages to think about the 
scale of your oral history project. Questions to consider are: 

• How many people do you want to interview?  

• How will you make contact with them? 

• Where are they located and will you have to travel to interview them? 

• Where will the interviews take place?  

• Will there be costs associated with conducting interviews? 

• What work is needed after the interview takes place - editing, transcribing, archiving?  

• What is the timescale of this project? 

• What resources will you need to make it all happen?  
 

4. Ethical and Legal Issues 
Oral history involves recording the stories, memories and thoughts of individual people. Some of 
the information can be very personal, e.g., life stories and relationships. With this in mind, it is 
imperative to conduct oral history research ethically. You must keep participants fully informed 
about all aspects of the oral history project; this includes recording the interview, storing, editing 
and publishing the recording.  

Start by reading the most recent legislation on copyright and data protection before you begin.  
Consider creating an interviewee pack which contains information about the project, the 
interview process and how the information will be used and give it to the potential interviewee 
in advance of the interview. Create a consent form (many samples are available online) which 
your interviewee must read before the interview. They can sign two copies after the interview 
(assuming they are happy to do so). Give one copy to the interviewee and keep the other for 
yourself.  

Other ethical issues you may come across during the interview include offensive comments 
about a third party. If this happens, the relevant portion of the interview may need to be omitted 
from any published version. Also, if a person discloses an illegal activity or event during an 
interview, the interviewer may need to tell the relevant authorities.  
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5. Technology 
Make sure you are familiar with the device you are using before you do your first interview. Do 
some tests at home and find out all of the various functions of the device.  

Whatever type of recording device you decided to use make sure the budget also covers storage. 
Try and choose a durable storage format that can be safely stored and accessed in the future. 
If you are worried about the technical aspect of recording oral history, check out the Oral History 
Society’s website for advice and links to more in-depth websites.  

  

6. Recording Interviews 
Sitting down to record interviews is the main reason that people become involved in oral history 
and is undoubtedly the most enjoyable and interesting part of the process. If you have never 
interviewed someone before, here are a few things to consider to help interviews run smoothly.  

• Choose a venue where both you and the interviewee and can feel relaxed. The 
interviewee’s home is usually a great location. 

• Small rooms with soft furnishings enhance sound quality. 

• Test your equipment before starting to make sure it is working. 

• Try having some informal conversation before you switch on the recording device to help 
the interviewee relax. 

• During the interview, give reassurance by nodding and smiling, and empathise with the 
interviewee where appropriate.  

• Allow the interviewee to answer at their own pace; don’t pressurise or interrupt them.  

• Ask open-ended questions and follow up questions that will encourage people to talk at 
length.  

• Avoid leading questions where you almost try to suggest an answer as interviewees may 
only tell you what you want to hear.  

• Never contradict the interviewee or get into an argument with them. 

At the end, thank your interviewee and ask them to sign any written consent form. Leave your 
contact details with them and clarify that they can arrange to have the interview reviewed 
before it is published. 

7. Editing 
Once you have completed the interview, transfer the files from your device to storage. Make 
copies to edit but keep the master copy untouched.  
  
Try to listen to the interview as soon as possible to check for sound quality issues or content, e.g., 
information that might need to be redacted or held back. 
  
Consent forms should also be reviewed, copied and safely stored with any notes or background 
research you have done.  
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If you chose to transcribe the interview, be aware that it takes an estimated 4-5 hours to 
transcribe one hour of audio recording! If you decide to use software to transcribe, you must 
review the text as computer software struggles with strong accents, place-names, slang or 
unusual words and phrases.  

8. Archiving 
In order to allow future generations to enjoy your oral history recordings, it must be stored and 
archived in a safe and easily accessible place. 

Finding a place where the recording can be safely kept long-term, be managed by suitably 
experienced people and accessed by the public can be difficult. Generally, libraries, universities 
and other institutions are an excellent place to store your oral history work.  

If you are thinking of using their facilities, make sure you speak to them before the interview 
takes place. Be aware that some archives may have a policy that they hold the copyright to any 
material stored on others’ behalf. Remember any agreements about archiving material and 
future access need to be worked into your consent form for the interviews, so take time to 
consider archiving before you begin.  

Further information 
If you would like to learn more about recording an oral history project visit these useful 
websites:  
 

Oral History Network of Ireland www.oralhistorynetworkireland.ie  
Oral History Society oralhistory.org.uk  
Oral History Association www.oralhistory.org  
Oral History in the Digital Age: http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/
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