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“Oral history can help articulate how people experience places, can change 
perceptions and understandings of places, and can possibly even generate 

activities that physically change places.” 

1. WHAT IS ORAL HISTORY ALL ABOUT? 

What is oral history? Working towards a definition 

Oral history is the product of an interaction between the interviewer and the narrator (also referred to as the 
interviewee or informant) both of whom bring a personal dynamic, bias and assumptions to the interview. Oral 
history research is at its core an act of engaging in dialogue; it is a meeting point in time and place of two 
persons who bring their subjective experience to bear on a conversation that has a purpose in mind.

Oral history is both a research methodology and a type of primary source for historical research.  The term refers 
to the process and the recording. It is created with purpose and with a view as to its potential historic value 
beyond its immediate use, thus requiring long term preservation.

The value of oral history

Oral history provides meaning. While the “what”, “who”, and “when” of an event can often be found in 
written sources, the “why” and “how” is often revealed through oral history interviews. Oral history can capture 
inspiration, motivation, ideals, impressions, attitudes, feelings and descriptions. An oral history interview can 
disclose the story behind the story—the intricacies of decision making, rivalries, errors and regrets.

Facts collected in oral history interviews can often be checked from other sources. A series of interviews allows 
for tracing of consistency, in stories or in the interpretation of events or explanations of “how things were done.” 
This means that any project involving oral history should have a reasonable sample of in-depth interviews, so that 
oral history interviews don’t just become interesting sound bites.

Oral history may be a principal source of evidence in the absence of other documentary sources. It offers a record 
when none other exists; either because it was not seen as important to keep, or in the case of survivors of war or 
genocide, was destroyed. Sometimes records cannot be accessed for political or conservation reasons. Oral 
history interviews may be the only way to decipher what happened and why.

Textual documents favour those who have status, education and power. Oral history gives voices to people who are 
not well-represented or who have been silenced in the written record. Oral history interviews also help to broaden 
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the socio-economic spectrum of historical evidence, giving a presence to those who are not normally asked 
questions about their lives, who come from an oral culture, or who articulate best through the spoken word.

Oral history complements and supplements textual and visual documents, such as correspondence, diaries, 
newspapers, institutional records and photographs, and offer unique personal accounts of past events. It can also 
fill the gaps or compliment the written record through description or reflection. As written correspondence 
declines, oral history interviews become an important tool that people relate to.

A. Oral history versus oral tradition

Oral history is a method of gathering, recording and preserving first-hand accounts of the past. It is the product 
of an interaction between an interviewer and a narrator (also referred to as an interviewee or informant), both of 
whom bring personal dynamics, biases and assumptions to the interview. Oral history research is, at its core, a 
collaborative process. 

There is a difference between oral history and oral tradition. Folkloric oral tradition, as expressed through 
storytelling, is prevalent in societies that primarily depend on the spoken word to transmit information and a 
cultural worldview. Oral tradition is intrinsic to the preservation or safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage, 
through transferring of knowledge, skills and meaning2. Whether it is preserving boatbuilding skills, culinary 
practices or dance, folkloric oral tradition passed from generation to generation is significant to building 
community identity. 

Indigenous oral tradition is distinct from folkloric oral tradition. Although it may incorporate similar aspects, it 
constitutes a larger, more holistic worldview. It is a vehicle for transmitting Indigenous traditional knowledge about 
customs, the landscape, ways of doing things and legal traditions. It can also serve to commemorate events and 
celebrate the memory of respected elders. Among Indigenous peoples, there are specific protocols and rules that 
guide the telling, and use, of collective stories.  Oral tradition provides an important link between past and present 
for Indigenous peoples, and for the research and interpretation of Indigenous historic and archaeological sites. 

The line between oral history and oral tradition can, nevertheless, be blurry. Interviews with Indigenous elders in 
Canada, for example, might offer a mixture of oral history in firsthand accounts, and incorporate oral tradition in 
the way stories are recounted and passed from generation to generation. 

Oral history interviewing has become a tool and an activity that invites collaboration and strengthens 
partnerships, encourages community participation, and consideration of social justice. Its strength and social 
value lies in creating connections and promoting understanding of diverse positions and viewpoints. 

2 http://unesco.org/culture/ich
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B. Oral history as a research method

As a research method in heritage, oral history interviewing can meet a range of objectives and be used in 
different ways. To build a sense of identity and encourage heritage participation, a community project may take 
a very broad open approach, such as, “What it was like to live in a certain locality in the 1950s?” Heritage 
resource management practitioners may use oral history interviews to elicit very specific details such as paint 
colour or placement of furniture for building restoration projects. Oral history interviews may also reveal research 
information for detailed daily rounds of activities to be built into interpretive programming at historic sites.

Whatever your research objective or intended use, all interviews require some focus while seeking contextual 
detail and personal experience. In addition, keep in mind that a balance between the objectives of your project 
and the desires, needs and interests of the narrator is necessary to shape an interview effectively. 

In the past there has been considerable criticism of oral history as a research method, with emphasis on the 
subjectivity and biased nature of the questioning, and the untrustworthiness of evidence recounted. Although 
subjectivity and bias are inherent to all research methods, they are potentially larger issues in the context of oral 
history simply because there are usually two people involved: interviewer and narrator. The analysis, evaluation 
and interpretation of oral history evidence bring up a range of questions relating to credibility, reliability, style 
of narration and conditions of the interview.

C. Memory

When considering oral history as a research method, researchers need to be aware of how we construct meaning 
and the nature of memory.  

As memory is the basis for oral history it is important to understand a couple of basic things about how we 
remember and the nature of memory . People can only remember what they have encoded or recorded at the time 
of the experience. Psychologists suggest that we organize fragments of memory3 into a whole picture when we 
recall the episode.  How and what memories a narrator may recount in a particular interview depends on: 

• Health;
• Current mood;
• Level of interest;
• The degree of pain or pleasure remembering brings;
• The way a question is asked;
• Willingness to partner with or assist the interviewer.

Oral History                                                                Heritage Note
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Photographs of people and places can help the narrator get his or her memory to work. Physical sensation—taste 
and smell—can also be a spur to memory, as can asking a narrator to describe what someone looked like.

Childhood memories and those from young adulthood—the period of time in which we define ourselves—are 
more vivid than those of middle age. While older people may forget the source of a memory, they are better than 
younger people at making sense of a story. Consistency of factual content is evident in long held memories, 
which may have been repeated many times in seeking meaning in a life.  

The meaning of memories changes for people over time, depending on their needs and changing societal norms. 
This is most apparent around memories of war, gender issues and race. Often the recollections of a lifetime are a 
record of shifting perceptions.

Oral history is selective, partial and fluid. Even with the same questions, on another day with another interviewer 
the narrative response might be different. An oral history interview will never be the same twice.

D. Ethical concerns 

Oral history interviewers seek an ethical, open and honest relationship and a good rapport with narrators. They 
take an empathetic and respectful approach, based on good research, to provide a preliminary knowledge of the 
subject matter at hand. Interviewers should avoid confrontational questioning and eliciting sensational responses. 
The dramatic intensity of oral history interviews lies in the emotional truth of deeply-felt personal experience.

Oral history practitioners and their narrators work together on how the interview will be conducted, what topics 
will be discussed, and what concerns the narrator may have about privacy or risks to their reputation. An ethical 
approach is built on intellectual integrity and respect for narrators. 

In oral history, ethics put the narrator’s well-being and comfort first by respecting his/her moral rights and 
personal identity. An interview can be a special occasion for an elderly person and a significant event in the life 
of someone not often asked for their opinions. It can be a positive and therapeutic experience, but it can also be 
painful. Oral history interviews have the power to unearth deep feelings and unexpected emotional reactions. 
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Oral history interviewing requires building relationships and trust. It can be a complex and time-consuming 
undertaking and needs to meet the particularities of each situation or project. Basic principles include:  

Set out purpose of interview and its end product 
The narrator needs to be told and understand why you are undertaking interviews, and what you are going to do 
with them. 

Build rapport with narrator 
Approach the narrator with respect and honesty. Indicate the value and significance of the work you will be 
undertaking and the contribution the interview will make. Be friendly, chat easily and remember that first 
impressions may be important to the interview getting off on the right foot. Use appropriate interviewing 
strategies to build trust and encourage forthcoming discussion.

Carry out interview with candour and sensitivity 
Always respect the wishes of the narrator; do not press a narrator to talk about something that they do not wish 
to discuss; pause the recorder when asked to do so; never record a conversation when the narrator is unaware 
you have the recorder on.

Set out clearly what is expected of the narrator 
Determine the basic areas to be discussed, explain the recording procedure and how long it will take, and indicate 
that he or she will be expected to sign a release form.

Explain the implications of a release form
It is important to be aware that recorded interviews may be subject to copyright and that release forms may be 
required to obtain participant consent. Legal advice should be sought to determine your rights and obligations.

Assess narrator’s comfort level with privacy and risk in undertaking interview
Pay attention to the narrator’s personal situation, health and expressed reservations in agreeing to do an 
interview. 

Take a professional approach to your role as interviewer
Technical expertise is essential to establishing trust and confidence on the part of the narrator. Demonstrate 
proficiency with your recording equipment and aim to operate it without constantly watching or fussing with it. 
Determine appropriate dress and social behaviour for each interview.

Let the narrator express opinions or views without interruption
You may disagree with what is being said, or the viewpoint of your narrator may be at times offensive to you or 
not in keeping with current values.  Avoid the temptation to deflect, correct or argue with your narrator. Racist or 
gendered comments may reveal a great deal about a period of time or community history, and should not be 
hidden. How they may later be interpreted is a separate issue.

Oral History                                                                Heritage Note
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Discourage comments that are slanderous on the part of the narrator
These types of comments are different than opinion or an honestly expressed viewpoint. Be alert to the potential 
for a narrator to regret extreme statements made about a person’s actions or character. This can sometimes 
mean cumbersome restrictions on the use of the recording. If this should happen, difficult decisions will have to 
be made about editing the comments out for presentation of the interview to the public.

Adhere to any restrictions and conditions placed by the narrator on a release form
Do not ignore any agreed-upon constraints. Try to work with the narrator to word conditions carefully, explaining 
what his or her story will mean to the project, and suggest potentially less burdensome alternatives that will still 
provide security and peace of mind to the narrator. 

Refrain from making promises that cannot be met
Don’t promise a copy of the interview unless your organization has decided to do that. While supplying a copy to 
the narrator is an added expense for your project, it is a courtesy to narrators and can be very meaningful and 
may bring good will.  

Seek understanding and guidance of Indigenous protocols
If you are interviewing someone from an Indigenous community, speak with someone who has specific cultural 
understanding of what your narrator may expect of you, and who can offer advice on the approach you might take 
in the interview. Indigenous elders may tell stories, or set the direction of the interview themselves, rather than 
necessarily address your questions directly. Listen and reflect.

Observe reciprocity as culturally appropriate
Give back a little of what you got with sharing your time. Accept an invitation for tea and biscuits, a tour of the 
garden, or provide a gift/honorarium as Indigenous protocol may require.

Offer the narrator an opportunity to review any transcript of the interview 
See Transcripts section.

Recognize the contribution of a narrator in the community 
Issue invitations to openings and exhibits; include a photograph of narrators as appropriate.

Acknowledging narrator concerns
It is considerably more difficult to protect copyright when materials are available online. If your interviews are 
accessible online or are embedded on a website, your narrator may feel considerably more vulnerable than if it 
were to remain in the local community on a server at the museum, or in a public archive where it could be 
listened to on-site by researchers.

Oral History                                                                Heritage Note
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Creative Commons License 
Some oral history practitioners argue for open sharing and publication of oral history interviews, forming 
interesting online collections accessible from anywhere. The United Kingdom’s Heritage Lottery Fund4, the body 
that funds oral history projects, recommends subjecting oral history interviews to a Creative Commons License5. 
Adherence to these licenses is not monitored meaning serious confidentiality issues could arise. Be aware of 
these concerns while planning your project, deciding on levels of access to your interviews, and in drawing up 
the release form.

2. OVERVIEW OF PLANNING ORAL HISTORY PROJECTS 

A. Think through the project

It is essential to plan your oral history project carefully. This means thinking it through from start to finish. 
Make sure that all the stages are methodically considered and are compatible with each other. Ask yourself the 
following questions:

What is the purpose of your project? 
Is it to gather oral evidence and information as part of a larger historical project? Is the information you seek 
supplementary? Or is the collecting of oral history your primary aim?  Clarify your goal and objectives on paper, 
and make sure they are realistic. Remember, the best beginning is a modest one.

What specifically do you want to find out? 
Establish specific lines of inquiry and themes or topics to pursue and investigate.

Is oral history the best way to get this information? 
Undertake some preliminary research on your topic, and remember that you’re looking for first-hand accounts 
not hearsay. Keep in mind that oral history for the most part will yield information on only the last 60 or 70 
years. Many oral history projects are undertaken 20 years after the people who would have been most valuable
 to them have passed on.

How will you identify who you will interview?
Build from community participation and networking to find good candidates, ask question such as, “Who was 
involved with that?” or, “Who would know something about this?”

How will you find an interviewer(s) with the right skills? 
As the project unfolds, offer training workshops and ongoing training for volunteer interviewers. 

Oral History                                                                Heritage Note
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5  http://creativecommons.org
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What do you want the end product to be? 
Think about both the short term and the long term potential of the project. Products might include a community 
history publication, virtual or temporary/permanent museum exhibit or a walking tour of your neighbourhood. 

How will you select recording equipment?
Consider the end product of your project, and whether you need audio or video recordings or a mixture of both. 
Undertake extensive research before acquiring any recording equipment. 

What sort of training will you need?
Competent use of recording equipment and specific interviewing skills are both required. 

How much money do you need?
Expenses include buying equipment, professional fees (if relevant), travel, publicity, office supplies, photocopying 
and, most importantly for volunteer-led projects, training. Consider short term interviewing costs as well as the 
longer term costs of documenting and archiving interviews. You may need to pay an interviewer and/or 
transcriber. It is essential to think though all stages and requirements for your oral history project. Calculate all 
costs before applying for funding from a granting agency.

Can you apply for funding to undertake the project?
A well-defined, carefully planned and tightly focused project is more likely to impress a funding agency than a 
vague open-ended undertaking. You must be able to very clearly explain what you want to achieve. Ensure that 
you follow grant application instructions as closely as possible. Grant funding for oral history projects may be 
available to you or your organization through Alberta Culture, Multiculturalism and Status of Women.

How long will your oral history project take?
Leave yourself plenty of time. Many oral history projects take longer than expected, due to difficulties in 
contacting people, delays in setting suitable dates for interviewing and postponement of interviews. Most 
projects, however, are best carried out within a defined period of time. An approximate completion date sets a 
goal to work towards and will likely be required when applying for grant funding. 

On the other hand, you may have reason to set up a large scale project that will continue over a number of years, 
as time and funds allow. If this is the case, you need to take special care to establish a procedural manual as to 
how the project is to be run. This will ensure continuity of process and quality, regardless of changing personnel 
in your organization.

How will people access the recordings?
You need to plan for future access to your interview recordings. This includes the preparation of a consent or 
release form considering reproduction, copyright and publication rights. Determine how you will manage the 
digital recordings for posterity. How you will make them available to the public? Will you deposit them in an 
archive? 

Oral History                                                                Heritage Note
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B. Administrative organization

Any organization undertaking an oral history project, having set out its aims and objectives and selected 
appropriate recording equipment for its purpose, also needs to establish a system for organization and a set of 
procedures for carrying out the project:

Who in your organization will do what? 
People with outgoing personalities are often best suited for administration, fundraising and publicity for the project, 
whereas a good listener who enjoys relating to others on a one-to-one basis may make the best interviewer.

Do you need a project coordinator? 
It is advisable to have one person oversee all aspects and activities of the project. A paid position for this work is 
ideal. A volunteer coordinator will need to be particularly keen, well organized and energetic.

Will you employ a professional interviewer or work with volunteers?
There are pros and cons to each. A professional interviewer will not need training, will bring experience and skills to the 
project and will ensure professional quality recordings. On the other hand volunteers will raise the profile of the project 
in the community, already have established relationships in the community (although this can also be a detriment) and 
bring local knowledge and participation to the project. They will need extensive training. While oral history interviewing 
is fun, it is also hard work. You will need to develop strategies to keep volunteers engaged and focused. 

Who will train volunteers to use the equipment? 
It is recommended that you first set up training sessions or workshops facilitated by a professional historian. 
Engage in practical exercises and experience with recording equipment. 

How many interviews should you undertake? 
This will depend on the nature and scope of the project, necessary timelines, the number of interviewers and your 
budget. For larger projects, you might consider undertaking a couple of interviews as a pilot phase to work out 
how long it will take complete the interview process and follow-up work. 

Oral History                                                                Heritage Note
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What do you need to have in your release form and who will draw it up? 
It is recommended to seek legal advice to ensure you have a valid informed consent form.

Do you need to create a manual of procedures or instructions for your project? 
A manual with the overview of the project, responsibilities, equipment sign in/sign out and interview tips is a 
useful tool for volunteers.

Where will the recording equipment be stored?  
Recording equipment is expensive and needs to be kept in a dry and secure place.

What sort of system will you develop for processing and documenting your interviews?
It is important to set up a system of copying digital files as your project moves from one stage to the next. You’ll 
also have to decide whether to set up indexes and catalogues for your transcripts. (See Curating: Processing, 
Managing and Preserving Digital Data).

How will you evaluate your project’s progress and success?
It is important to make sure your interviews are gathering the information you want and that interviewing 
practices are of a high technical and ethical standard. (See Evaluation of your interviews).

Think about how the interviews will be recorded, shared, used and presented. You must give sufficient thought to 
the technical, legal, access and longevity requirements. 

C. Choosing your equipment

When undertaking an oral history project, the choice of recording equipment is usually the determining factor in 
a successful project. The basic decision is whether to use audio or video. Cost may be a contributing factor in the 
decision, as well as technical ease of use, the number of people needed to conduct an interview and the ability to 
store large digital files. 

For today’s oral history projects, you generally need to think beyond smaller cheaper digital voice and dictation 
recorders available at office supply stores. Most of them create lower quality sound files that are not suitable for 
recording oral history projects. Using low quality recorders may help you create a written transcript, but it will 
not give you high-quality sound with the capacity for exhibit components, virtual or otherwise. 

If you want recordings with good long-term sound quality that retain accessibility over time, choose widely 
available open-source (publically available for free) non-propriety professional recording equipment and media, 
with an expected long lifespan. It is best to shop at stores that specialize in video and photo equipment, or at 
music stores that sell audio equipment, rather than at big box or department stores. Simply put, you need 
professional recording equipment to do professional work that will produce broadcast and archival quality 
interviews.

Oral History                                                                Heritage Note



Page 11

Oral History                                                                Heritage Note

Audio or video? 
Traditionally, oral history interviews are audio 
recordings. Today, many oral history interviews 
are recorded as video. For in-depth reflective 
interviews on complex topics, or where 
confidentiality and comfort level of the narrator 
are at stake, audio recordings are preferable. 
Always keep in mind that a good audio recording 
is of greater value than a poor video recording.

Advantages
Audio
•     Interviewer can operate recording equipment alone;
•     Cheaper and easier to use for recording;
•     Flexibility of setting for interview;
•     Allows one-on-one rapport and intimacy between interviewer and narrator;
•     Less intrusive;
•     Promotes active listening as stories unfold in listeners imagination;
•     Easier and cheaper to edit; 
•     Distributed easily through podcasts.

Video 
•     Heightened visual and aural atmosphere: the imagery and sound of location can be supplemental for the  
      scenes described or events remembered; 
•     Forge an emotional connection between the narrator’s face and their story;
•     Capture nonverbal information such as shrugs and smiles and grimaces;
•     Conduct an interview using sign language;
•     To record any documents, photographs and artifacts that the narrator is discussing;
•     To help distinguish who is speaking in a group discussion; 
•     To complement interviews that are undertaken as part of the acquisition process for an artifact;
•     To illustrate an explanation and physical description of an artifact;
•     To establish a contextual relationship between an individual and an object. The handling of the object can be a  
       prop to the stories associated with the artifact. 
•     To enhance exhibit development. Even the simplest exhibits can benefit from the energy and vibrancy of  
      audio-visual presentation.
•     To provide a wider opportunity for online distribution;

Provincial Archives of Alberta Photo #KS235



Page 12

Oral History                                                                Heritage Note

Disadvantages
•     Video interviews can be boring to watch and distracting to listen to; 
•      Some narrators are uncomfortable with being on camera. Interviewers also can become stressed and less  
       focused as a result. 
•     Video is much more expensive than audio;
•     Video requires more than one person to do the interview, and a greater degree of skill in setting up           
      appropriate lighting and angles. 
•     Preservation of video recordings is more expensive, labour intensive and requires a greater degree of  
      technical expertise;
•     Any interpretive use of video recordings will require copying and editing, which adds to the expense and 
      time required. 

In making the decision to use audio or video, weigh the benefits of video carefully. In general, a mixture of both 
audio and video recordings can be an excellent choice for interpretive purposes.

3. STARTING YOUR PROJECT  

A. Research, setting up interviews, asking questions  

Research
Good research will allow you to ask informed questions from a historical perspective. In undertaking an oral 
history project, you will need to do two types of research: extensive contextual research on the subject matter of 
your project; and research specific to your individual narrator. Ideally you will have started contextual research 
before you even decide to go ahead with your project. Once you have a broad understanding of your subject, you 
will have a good idea of what information is available and what gaps there may be in the historical record. 

For example, if your project is on the history of an industry, you will need to know as much as possible about its 
development, terminology used, roles, responsibilities and names and dates. Research topics such as particular 
events, strikes, accidents and well-known people in the industry. 

There are various sources for research material, especially online. However, you will need to make multiple visits 
to your local library, regional archive or the Provincial Archives of Alberta. Research sources include:

•     Newspapers
•     Local history
•     Photographs
•     Personal papers
•     Memoirs
•     Historic maps
•     Diaries
•     Institutional records
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Selecting narrators
There are different ways to select narrators depending on the nature of your project and issues you are aware of. 
Consider the following:
•     Contact relevant organizations associated with your subject matter:
•      If you are working on a history of coal mining, farming or your local grain elevator, it may be possible to get       
       names through relevant unions or associations;
•      If your project focuses on new Canadians, approach organizations that assist immigrants or a particular  
       ethnic community;  
•     Churches and seniors’ organizations are often a way to find potential narrators;
•     Tell friends, neighbours and your colleagues in other heritage organizations about your project—the more  
      people who know about it the better; 
•     Advertise your project online, in newspapers or community bulletin boards; 
•     Questionnaires about involvement with a particular industry, occupation or community placed at the local  
      archives or museum;

There may be times when the best narrator is the most reluctant to be interviewed. You can try to convince them 
in a respectful way, but remember, people may have good reasons for not wanting to participate and that should 
be respected.

Often the first people you interview may be a source of information on other potential narrators. Narrators may 
mention someone else who knows a lot about the subject matter, or who has been involved in the same 
community. Follow up on these leads after the interview.

Unsolicited names may come your way. When you collect names of potential narrators make a note of who 
referred them, why they might make a good interview and in what specific way they may add to your project. 

You need to know as much as you can about your narrator. When you first contact or meet him/her prior to your 
formal interview, ask general questions about their life and the subject matter at hand. 

Types of interview
There are three basic types of interviews: topical, process and chronological. The nature of the project will 
determine the approach and guide your questions. 

Topical
Explore a specific topic from several angles, including economic, social, cultural or political perspectives. 

Oral History                                                                Heritage Note
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Process
Focus on the details of how and why things were done the way they 
were. Narrators will tend to describe rather than reflect on large or 
personal issues.

Chronology
Focus on development, documenting and understanding changes 
over time, such as the life story of a person or history of a business 
or institution. 

Framing questions
There are two types of questions: closed and open-ended. Which type 
you use will determine the extent and form of the memories that the 
interviewer will relate. Too many open-ended questions will result in 
an interview without direction, while too many closed questions will 
cause limited or single word responses. A mix of question types with 
a large percentage of open-ended questions will work best. 

Tips and examples for framing questions
1. Open and closed questions. The same question can be asked either way. Closed questions generally allow for 
only a yes/no response, and can also imply an assumption on the part of the interviewer.

Closed
•     Was religion important to your family?
•     Did you serve as a soldier during WWII?

Open 
•     Tell me about religious observances in your family… 
•     What did you do during WWII? 

2.  Ask neutral rather than leading questions. Again, leading questions can imply an assumption on the part of the 
interviewer.

Neutral
•     How did you feel on election night?
•     How did you feel about dancing after midnight?
•     How did Mr. X treat his employees?
•     When were most of these barns built?

P27 Betty Hunter, Nakoda Nation, c. 1910.
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Leading 
•     You must have been pleased on election night? 
•     You disapproved of dancing after midnight then?
•     Is it true that Mr. X was a difficult employer?
•     Were most of these barns built during the 1920s

4. Shape questions to draw a particular type of response. 

Descriptive 
•     Describe how the ice was prepared each year….

Narrative 
•     What was the next step?  

Reflective
•     Why do you think it was done that way? 

5. Ask for clarification. It may be necessary to verify what has been said, draw a connection between two 
statements made some time apart or establish chronology.
•     Susan X, who you mentioned a moment ago, is your aunt?
•     You mentioned the term Z, could you explain what that means?
•     This was still during the 1960s?

6. Probe deeper. You may need to frame questions that prompt more detail or explanations.
•     Can you give me an example of that?
•     Tell me more about…
•     Why as an artist did you change your choice of media at that time? 
•     I would like to talk a little more about quilting; can you lead me through the steps involved? 
•     What else can you recall from that day?

7. Changing the subject or returning to an earlier subject. Sometimes a narrator will talk enthusiastically about 
something outside your project’s subject area. You need to bring them back to the original topic or change the 
subject.
•     Getting back to X…
•     A moment ago you mentioned rodeo day; could I ask you to tell me a little more about the parade floats?
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8. Generally ask one question at a time. However, you may need a short preamble to establish context or explain 
the importance of the question. 
•     We know a good deal about the availability and specifications of early tractors on the prairies, but we don’t  
       know anything about how farmers maintained them through the war years. As you had a tractor in 1940 that  
       was already 20 years old, how did you maintain it during the war years? 
•     Information on the daily round of your job in the woods is of historical importance and helpful for developing  
      our forestry interpretive centre. Can you tell me about the daily round of your job, beginning with the time you  
      got up in the morning?
•     Knowing about the teachers’ strike of 1987 that ran for two months resulting in closed schools and an angry  
      public, it is important to understand why the strike took place. Would you recount the reasons why you  
      supported the strike? 

Question sets and interview guide
It is a good idea to develop a question set or bank of questions to draw from. From your research, establish a 
timeline and the major themes and topics that your project will address. Under each section arrange sets of 
carefully framed questions that could be asked for one or more interviews. Remember that a question set is 
different from a questionnaire and is only a guide to drawing up your own outline of questions. 

Always plan your interview on paper ahead of time. Arrange the questions in chronological order and design them 
to elicit increasingly detailed responses. Although you may not be able to ask the questions in the order you set 
out, it gives you a basis from which to work. The act of framing questions ahead of time means you are more 
likely to ask engaging rather than sloppily-worded questions. Keep the questions on prompt cards or whatever 
suits you best, so you can reference them during the interview.  

Arranging the interview
It can sometimes be a challenge to set up the interview. Try to make sure that the narrator expects your call, and 
if an interviewer is from outside the community, it is best if someone in the community who knows the narrator 
or is associated with the oral history project introduces the idea of an interview. When you call you can also 
mention the name of the person who recommended the narrator.

Always approach the narrator directly, and try to avoid making arrangements through a son, daughter or spouse. 
It is useful to visit the person for a pre-interview meeting so you can introduce yourself, get biographical 
information about the narrator and check out the conditions for recording ahead of time. Be careful to avoid 
allowing the narrator to talk at any length about subjects that would be best kept for the formal recorded interview. 
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Interviews can be undertaken at a range of locations. A video recording in 
the environment, such as a store or ranch where someone worked, may be 
particularly evocative. However, the narrator’s home is generally the best 
choice. He or she will be most comfortable, the power dynamic between 
narrator and interviewer is most equal, and the sound quality most 
controllable. Remember: keep your safety and the safety of the interviewee 
in mind 
when arranging your interview. If you or your interviewee feels unsafe about 
a particular location, then it may be best to consider changing locations.

Getting set up
Make sure you arrive on time, and start setting up fairly quickly. A living 
room usually works best as carpet absorbs ambient or background noise. 
You may need to ask to move some furniture around to ensure the interview 
is set up properly.

To avoid background or unwanted noise, remember:
•     Turn off cellphones
•     Avoid places with humming appliances and fluorescent lights
•     Keep windows closed
•     Avoid shuffling papers or tapping your pen
•     No pets unless the narrator requires it
•     Discourage third parties from participating; different voices may be   
      hard to distinguish on the recording. 

However, a third party may be present if the narrator requires assistance or 
is forgetful or hesitant.

Make sure the narrator is comfortable. Position yourself two to three feet 
away in good light at the right angle. You should be close enough to 
maintain eye contact and close enough to maximize the quality of recorded 
sound and easily operate the audio recorder controls. 

Position the recorder on a table if possible and place the microphone 
carefully in its stand or attach the lapel mic to the narrators clothing in a 
careful and respectful manner.
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Checklist of Equipment
•     Recorder 
•     Memory card cleared and inserted
•     Microphone
•     Cables
•     Headphones
•     Extension cord
•     Charged batteries
•     Question set
•     Release form
•     Loan and or gift/donation form
•     Notebook and pen
•     Camera
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Go over the release form with narrator. Also, let the narrator know you may take notes during the interview. 

Working with cultural differences, age and gender, and shared experience
Along with different personalities, cultural background will affect how we interact with others. Differing ideas of 
privacy, personal etiquette, how we greet people, how close we stand to another person, how we regard silence in 
a conversation, how loudly or how directly we communicate–all can be a result of cultural upbringing or habit.

Beginning, shaping and ending an interview 
You should begin each interview with a test to make sure the recorder is working and that the volume and 
recording levels are set correctly. Then make a recorded introduction. The key elements are the names of the 
narrator and interviewer, the place and date: 

     “This is Anna Olivieri, from the 14th Avenue Heritage Society talking with Gabriella Capilano at her home in  
     Calgary, on Thursday, April 23, 2017.” 

It is useful to expand a little to set the reason and context for the interview, as well as the main intended topics 
or focus of the interview:

     “Gabriella is the daughter of Maria Capilano who established the Italia bakery on 14th Avenue in 1956. We  
     are going to discuss her experiences growing up around the bakery during the 1960s and 1970s, and  
     changing social and cultural traditions in Calgary’s Italian community.

Often a narrator will mention something in passing that you think is important to talk about, but you do not want 
to interrupt him or her. Make a note and bring up the topic again later in the interview: 

     “Can we go back to the first job you had? Who were the people you worked with?” 

When referring to photographs or other materials during an audio interview, make sure you identify everything 
verbally while recording:

     “We are looking at a clipping from the Edmonton Journal, 25 April, 1976.” 
You may need to clarify references the narrator has made to people, buildings, or events in a photograph: 

     “Don Z is the man seated on the log, third from the left, in this photo dated 1984?” 

All references to visual cues need to be clarified: 

     Narrator: “The painting was about this long and this wide.” Interviewer: “So about 5 feet by 3?” 
     If a narrator used terminology or acronyms that are not familiar to the general public make sure they are       
     explained or spelled out. 
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The interviewer needs to carefully pace the interview and stop before 
fatigue sets in. When the interview is over, ask the narrator to sign the 
release form you showed him or her before the interview began. Let the 
narrator know you will be in contact if you have questions or to review the 
transcript if needed.

Conducting the interview 
Here are some tips as you move through your interview: 
•     Start with easy, open-ended questions;
•     Move to more general questions to lead you to the focus of the interview;
•    Although you have planned a definite line of inquiry the questions should  
      be conservational in tone rather than an interrogation;
•     Avoid asking a question on your question sheet when it has already been  
      answered without being asked;
•    Remember you may need to occasionally clarify chronology;
•    Give the narrator time to reflect and gather his or her thoughts  
      —silence can be golden;
•     Try to find a natural break in the conversation before asking the next question;
•     Be careful and considerate when deciding if the narrator is rambling or  
      going off topic; 
•     Make sure you have clear explanations of technical processes, and ask  
      for repetition if necessary;
•     Pause the recorder when asked to do so; 
•     Use body language and eye contact to encourage the narrator and to  
       express surprise, agreement, and understanding;
•     If the narrator becomes emotional, pause the recorder and give them  
      time to get composed before continuing;
•     Ask more sensitive questions towards the end of the interview when  
      trust and rapport have been established;
•     Return to your note pad for any final questions or spellings that are  
      outstanding;
•     Keep an eye on the time; 
•     A 90 minute interview is generally enough; 
•     Make it clear that the interview is about to end: “Before we finish up for  
      today, I have a couple of last questions…”;
•     Make sure to express your appreciation and thank the narrator while  
      the recorder is still running.
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Tips for coping with hearing 
impairment
•     Choose a bright, well-lit room to do  
       the interview;

•     Make sure the light falls on your face  
       so that the narrator can watch you  
       speak—this helps facilitate lip    
       reading;

•     Maintain eye contact while asking a  
       question; 

•     Speak slowly, clearly and slightly  
       raise your voice;

•     Rephrase your words if you need to  
       repeat a question—it may be only one  
       word the narrator cannot get;

•     Stay unflustered and be patient.
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Evaluation of your interviews
It is important to evaluate your interviews as you proceed with the project. The information you get should help 
inform and shape the next interviews. The project manager should consider:
•     Are you getting the information you wanted?  
•     Is the information important in a broader context than your project?
•     Are interviewers sticking to your procedural guidelines?
•     Are interviewers explaining the project carefully to narrators?
•     Do all interviews have a full recorded introduction?
•     Are all release forms signed and dated?  
•     Have interviewers demonstrated competency in operating the recorder?
•     Is the sound quality consistent? 
•     Are there unnecessary interruptions or background noise?
•     If videotaped, is the lighting, composition and camera work of good quality? 
•     Does the visual record compliment the spoken record?

The interviewer should also review their own recording after each interview and consider:

•     Does the interview flow? 
•     Did you listen attentively throughout the interview? 
•     Did you ignore or miss something important that requires acknowledgement?
•     Did you make unnecessary remarks or interjections?  
•     Were you able to establish good rapport? 
•     Were you well enough informed about your narrator/topic to ask good questions?
•     Are your questions well framed? 
•     Did you use too many leading questions? 
•     To what extent did your assumptions or views shape the interview? 
•     Is there a good mixture of empathy and critical judgment?
•     Did you miss an opportunity to follow up or pursue a line of inquiry? 

Remember that research will need to be ongoing. In between interviews you will need to follow up and confirm 
some facts, clarify or seek the context for certain pieces of information, or assess accuracy and reliability of 
information across a number of interviews.
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Loans and potential donations
You may discover that a narrator has photographs, pamphlets or newspaper clippings to supplement your 
interviews. If you intend on borrowing an item from a narrator it is a good idea to use a loan or donation form. 
This form will indicate that the narrator has loaned you an item, that they can be copied and that they will be 
returned. Make sure the narrator signs your form again, after the items have been returned.

The narrator may offer these items as a gift or donation to your organization. However, it’s best to not accept a 
gift without a donation form from your organization.

B. Curating: Processing, managing and preserving of digital data 

Once the interviews have been carried out, the field work of the project is over. However, there is still much to be 
done to complete each interview. Oral Historian Doug Boyd offers a golden rule: Do not collect more than you can 
afford to curate6. While he is referring to video recordings the maxim applies to all recordings. This means 
deciding the quantity of digital interviews to be undertaken in relation to the complexity, cost and time it takes 
for their proper preservation and management.  The meticulous documentation, processing and care of original 
recordings begins immediately after their creation. 

Copying digital files
The first step in saving and preserving your interviews is to transfer the audio files from the recorder to a 
computer. Once downloaded, name each file with an accession number, date and name of narrator.

•     You can use a cable to connect the recorder to the computer, or you can purchase a USB card reader so that  
      you can transfer your sound files directly from the removable flash memory card to a computer. 
•     Always keep the original .wav recording as a master file. Copied files may be converted to .mp3 for playback,  
      web storage and access. You can also save an .mp3 copy to a DVD or CD for easy distribution. 
•     Immediately store files in more than one place. Even when copied, digital files can be lost or corrupted.  
       Create multiple back-ups on secure media. 
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6 Boyd, Douglas A. “Audio or Video for Recording Oral History: Questions, Decisions,” in Oral History in the Digital Age, edited by Doug Boyd, 
Steve Cohen, Brad Rakerd, and Dean Rehberger. Washington, D.C.: Institute of Museum and Library Services, 2012, 
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/2012/06/audio-or-video-for-recording-oral-history/
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Transcripts
A transcript is a verbatim written version of 
the interview, and is the most stable form of 
preservation of your interview. A transcript 
allows the narrator to review the interview 
for accuracy, and gives researchers instant 
access to the information in the interview, 
saving them hours of listening to audio. 
However, transcripts lose the very aurality 
of the medium, as the narrator's voice, and 
silences or emphases, are missing. 
Ideally, both the transcript and the 
audio recordings should be available 
to researchers.

Before starting, you should consider what 
resources you have to carry out the transcription and whether a transcript will help meet your project’s goals. 
Also consider: 

•     A transcript in a Word document allows for quick keyword searching by researchers;
•     A transcript allows the deaf to access recordings and is essential when an interview needs to be translated  
       into English;  
•     Transcripts not available online must still be easily accessed by researchers;
•     Transcripts require consistency in spelling, abbreviations, standard punctuation, grammatical errors and  
       indecipherable words;
•     While transcribing software is available, it requires cautious use; it does not distinguish between voices and  
      may struggle with idiomatic and accented speech.  
•     When you have completed the transcript, you should bring it back to the narrator for review. The intent is to  
      make sure it is an accurate representation of what was said, not an invitation to change or delete sections. If  
      it is a highly edited document, annotate the changes on the final transcript. 
•     The logistics, time and costs of producing, checking, reviewing and revising transcripts are challenging for  
      short term projects. Accurate transcribing is both costly and time consuming. It may take 6-10 hours to  
      transcribe one hour of a recording.  

Indexing and summaries
An alternative to transcripts is to index interviews, which allows researchers to search by subject or keyword for an 
interview in a database. An index, abstract or tape log gives a list of topics at specific time intervals. An index can 
also stretch into a detailed summary. This works especially well when the researcher who conducted the interview 
will be using it for an immediate purpose. You will have to decide what level of detail is appropriate for your project. 
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Interview master file
Along with the digital copies of your recording on your computer, keep a hard paper copy of information pertinent 
to your interview recording in a master file. Label the file with an accession number. 
Master file checklist:
•     Biographical sheet for narrator and interviewer 
•     Print out of draft and final transcript or summary 
•     Original signed consent form
•     Copies of loan or gift forms
•     Interview information sheet

Cataloguing
The complexity of data management systems and choices of software platforms means small museums and 
heritage organizations are often better off collaborating with archival institutions that have the digital capacity 
and technical skills to conserve the interviews7. If your organization does not have the capacity to undertake the 
complexities of curating in a professional manner, depositing the collection in a public archive is a good option. 

Depositing your interviews in an archive
If an archive is interested in holding your interviews, make sure you understand their requirements in relation to 
your choice of recording equipment, format and quality of digital files. Most archives will require full 
documentation of the interview. The paperwork needs to be 100 per cent complete and accurate. 

Your best bet is to provide a high quality .wav file, along with the full transcript as a Word document. From there 
the archive can decide what data management platforms and software it will use. 

Remember that without a release form, no archive will accept an interview. Sometimes limitations, like restrictions 
from the narrator or a copyright assignment, may prevent your interviews from being accepted. Therefore, it is 
best to speak with the archive at the start of your project to enlist their input in designing your release form. 

C. Disseminating: Sharing, using and presenting
 
The historical bounty of oral history projects needs to be shared, so it’s important to think about moving from 
collecting and curating to disseminating your project. Sharing your project means it will have a greater impact, 
reach broader audiences, and have greater potential for more complex and integrated uses.
There are numerous ways to make your collection available to researchers: 
•     Send links to your project online to societies, museums and archives;
•     Seek partnerships with archives, museums, community organizations, schools and media.

In the section on ethical concerns the wisdom of dissemination of oral history on the Internet and issues of 
copyright and privacy was raised. Despite such cautions there are ways to disseminate your oral history project 
securely. Web access to your oral history project does not have to be all or nothing. You can use only excerpts 
from interviews and online access can be restricted to protect your narrators’ privacy. Research, planning and 
professional advice in undertaking such projects are recommended. 

Publication
Online is by far the most popular way to publish and disseminate oral history. There are countless examples of 
oral history projects published online, whether on a university website or in the form of a podcast. A quick Google 
search on any particular topic will likely yield multiple results.

In print publications, interviews may be published in whole, edited to form excerpts, or published with or without 
the interview questions. The use of oral history interviews as a major research source can enhance and 
personalize public history publications with liberal quotations. 

Oral history interviews may be published in numerous physical and digital forms:
•     Podcasts
•     Audio for museum exhibits or walking tours of historic neighbourhoods
•     Documentaries
•     Digital educational curricula
•     Radio

Creative uses of oral history
Oral history can also be used to inspire, whether it’s for social justice and empowerment or artistic activities 
such as music, performance art, dance, theatre or spoken word. It can also help show how people relate to places 
and their everyday surroundings.

Oral history can also be a powerful tool as people seek to bear witness on events and places where social and 
political turmoil, war, and injustice have shaped their lives. The Montreal Life Stories was a project that recorded 
hundreds of life stories of Montrealers who have been victims of war, genocide and other crimes against humanity.

Playwrights can dramatize the experiences described in interviews and interpret the emotions they express, or 
theatre artists can use oral history directly in performance. Museums and heritage organizations can partner with 
theatre companies and dance groups in the creation of professional productions. 

7 Dean Rehberger, “Getting Oral History Online: Collections Management Applications,” The Oral History Review, vol. 40, no. 1 (2013): 83-94.

Oral history can be a catalyst for community arts. For example, in Edmonton oral history interviews with the 
multicultural residents of Millwoods have been one component of a double-faceted project that seeks to record 
stories and develop an artistic identity in the community. Oral history has inspired dance and poetry, and staged 
events and workshops have led to more potential narrators for interviews8. 

Information gathered in oral history interviews can build appreciation of place and subsequently assist 
organizations and municipalities in the research, development and interpretation of parks or natural areas, as 
well as the restoration or adaptive reuse of heritage buildings. 

Digital storytelling is a truncated form of oral history that combines a short recorded first person narrative with 
visual images, often with an aim of empowerment or advocacy. 

End of life memorials, reflections and stories, either as stand-alone recordings or integrated into a book, are a 
legacy for families. 

Finally, whatever use you make of an oral history recording, you need to think about the moral rights of the 
narrator. Avoid misrepresenting or manipulating his or her words, or using the material in a demeaning or 
disrespectful manner. It requires careful listening and integrity to make choices about how we use and present 
experiences based on oral history.

4. CONCLUSION 

Oral history should not be a seen as an easy way to “do” history. Oral history projects are demanding, expensive 
and time consuming. As a research method, it requires careful research and planning, sensible allocation of 
funds, dedicated follow-up work and competent coordination and management. Oral history also offers 
extraordinary opportunities to understand and interpret aspects of the historical record that would otherwise be 
obscure or unknown. 

Oral history is not only about the past, it is also about the present. It’s a vital element in supporting and 
highlighting the role that heritage plays in our society.  

5. WEB RESOURCES

Centres for oral history in Canada
•     University of Winnipeg
•     Concordia University
•     University of Lethbridge

Transcribing 
•     “Transcribing Oral History in the Digital Age”
•     “Style Guide: A Quick Reference for Editing Oral Memoirs” 
Transcription software
•     Express Scribe Transcription Playback Software
•     Start-Stop Universal Transcription System
•     Scripto

Cataloguing
•     Collections Management Systems: Tools for Managing Oral History Collections

Oral History Associations
•     The Oral History Society (UK)
•     The Oral History Association (US)
•     H-Oral Hist
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•     Interview question outline 
•     Correspondence with narrator
•     Associated documents such as photos  
•     Contextual historical information
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In the section on ethical concerns the wisdom of dissemination of oral history on the Internet and issues of 
copyright and privacy was raised. Despite such cautions there are ways to disseminate your oral history project 
securely. Web access to your oral history project does not have to be all or nothing. You can use only excerpts 
from interviews and online access can be restricted to protect your narrators’ privacy. Research, planning and 
professional advice in undertaking such projects are recommended. 

Publication
Online is by far the most popular way to publish and disseminate oral history. There are countless examples of 
oral history projects published online, whether on a university website or in the form of a podcast. A quick Google 
search on any particular topic will likely yield multiple results.

In print publications, interviews may be published in whole, edited to form excerpts, or published with or without 
the interview questions. The use of oral history interviews as a major research source can enhance and 
personalize public history publications with liberal quotations. 

Oral history interviews may be published in numerous physical and digital forms:
•     Podcasts
•     Audio for museum exhibits or walking tours of historic neighbourhoods
•     Documentaries
•     Digital educational curricula
•     Radio

Creative uses of oral history
Oral history can also be used to inspire, whether it’s for social justice and empowerment or artistic activities 
such as music, performance art, dance, theatre or spoken word. It can also help show how people relate to places 
and their everyday surroundings.

Oral history can also be a powerful tool as people seek to bear witness on events and places where social and 
political turmoil, war, and injustice have shaped their lives. The Montreal Life Stories was a project that recorded 
hundreds of life stories of Montrealers who have been victims of war, genocide and other crimes against humanity.

Playwrights can dramatize the experiences described in interviews and interpret the emotions they express, or 
theatre artists can use oral history directly in performance. Museums and heritage organizations can partner with 
theatre companies and dance groups in the creation of professional productions. 

Oral history can be a catalyst for community arts. For example, in Edmonton oral history interviews with the 
multicultural residents of Millwoods have been one component of a double-faceted project that seeks to record 
stories and develop an artistic identity in the community. Oral history has inspired dance and poetry, and staged 
events and workshops have led to more potential narrators for interviews8. 

Information gathered in oral history interviews can build appreciation of place and subsequently assist 
organizations and municipalities in the research, development and interpretation of parks or natural areas, as 
well as the restoration or adaptive reuse of heritage buildings. 

Digital storytelling is a truncated form of oral history that combines a short recorded first person narrative with 
visual images, often with an aim of empowerment or advocacy. 

End of life memorials, reflections and stories, either as stand-alone recordings or integrated into a book, are a 
legacy for families. 

Finally, whatever use you make of an oral history recording, you need to think about the moral rights of the 
narrator. Avoid misrepresenting or manipulating his or her words, or using the material in a demeaning or 
disrespectful manner. It requires careful listening and integrity to make choices about how we use and present 
experiences based on oral history.

4. CONCLUSION 

Oral history should not be a seen as an easy way to “do” history. Oral history projects are demanding, expensive 
and time consuming. As a research method, it requires careful research and planning, sensible allocation of 
funds, dedicated follow-up work and competent coordination and management. Oral history also offers 
extraordinary opportunities to understand and interpret aspects of the historical record that would otherwise be 
obscure or unknown. 

Oral history is not only about the past, it is also about the present. It’s a vital element in supporting and 
highlighting the role that heritage plays in our society.  

5. WEB RESOURCES

Centres for oral history in Canada
•     University of Winnipeg
•     Concordia University
•     University of Lethbridge

Transcribing 
•     “Transcribing Oral History in the Digital Age”
•     “Style Guide: A Quick Reference for Editing Oral Memoirs” 
Transcription software
•     Express Scribe Transcription Playback Software
•     Start-Stop Universal Transcription System
•     Scripto

Cataloguing
•     Collections Management Systems: Tools for Managing Oral History Collections

Oral History Associations
•     The Oral History Society (UK)
•     The Oral History Association (US)
•     H-Oral Hist
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In the section on ethical concerns the wisdom of dissemination of oral history on the Internet and issues of 
copyright and privacy was raised. Despite such cautions there are ways to disseminate your oral history project 
securely. Web access to your oral history project does not have to be all or nothing. You can use only excerpts 
from interviews and online access can be restricted to protect your narrators’ privacy. Research, planning and 
professional advice in undertaking such projects are recommended. 

Publication
Online is by far the most popular way to publish and disseminate oral history. There are countless examples of 
oral history projects published online, whether on a university website or in the form of a podcast. A quick Google 
search on any particular topic will likely yield multiple results.

In print publications, interviews may be published in whole, edited to form excerpts, or published with or without 
the interview questions. The use of oral history interviews as a major research source can enhance and 
personalize public history publications with liberal quotations. 

Oral history interviews may be published in numerous physical and digital forms:
•     Podcasts
•     Audio for museum exhibits or walking tours of historic neighbourhoods
•     Documentaries
•     Digital educational curricula
•     Radio

Creative uses of oral history
Oral history can also be used to inspire, whether it’s for social justice and empowerment or artistic activities 
such as music, performance art, dance, theatre or spoken word. It can also help show how people relate to places 
and their everyday surroundings.

Oral history can also be a powerful tool as people seek to bear witness on events and places where social and 
political turmoil, war, and injustice have shaped their lives. The Montreal Life Stories was a project that recorded 
hundreds of life stories of Montrealers who have been victims of war, genocide and other crimes against humanity.

Playwrights can dramatize the experiences described in interviews and interpret the emotions they express, or 
theatre artists can use oral history directly in performance. Museums and heritage organizations can partner with 
theatre companies and dance groups in the creation of professional productions. 

Oral history can be a catalyst for community arts. For example, in Edmonton oral history interviews with the 
multicultural residents of Millwoods have been one component of a double-faceted project that seeks to record 
stories and develop an artistic identity in the community. Oral history has inspired dance and poetry, and staged 
events and workshops have led to more potential narrators for interviews8. 

Information gathered in oral history interviews can build appreciation of place and subsequently assist 
organizations and municipalities in the research, development and interpretation of parks or natural areas, as 
well as the restoration or adaptive reuse of heritage buildings. 

Digital storytelling is a truncated form of oral history that combines a short recorded first person narrative with 
visual images, often with an aim of empowerment or advocacy. 

End of life memorials, reflections and stories, either as stand-alone recordings or integrated into a book, are a 
legacy for families. 

Finally, whatever use you make of an oral history recording, you need to think about the moral rights of the 
narrator. Avoid misrepresenting or manipulating his or her words, or using the material in a demeaning or 
disrespectful manner. It requires careful listening and integrity to make choices about how we use and present 
experiences based on oral history.

4. CONCLUSION 

Oral history should not be a seen as an easy way to “do” history. Oral history projects are demanding, expensive 
and time consuming. As a research method, it requires careful research and planning, sensible allocation of 
funds, dedicated follow-up work and competent coordination and management. Oral history also offers 
extraordinary opportunities to understand and interpret aspects of the historical record that would otherwise be 
obscure or unknown. 

Oral history is not only about the past, it is also about the present. It’s a vital element in supporting and 
highlighting the role that heritage plays in our society.  

8http://www.gzpedmonton.org/projects/view/mill-woods-living-heritage

5. WEB RESOURCES

Centres for oral history in Canada
•     University of Winnipeg
•     Concordia University
•     University of Lethbridge

Transcribing 
•     “Transcribing Oral History in the Digital Age”
•     “Style Guide: A Quick Reference for Editing Oral Memoirs” 
Transcription software
•     Express Scribe Transcription Playback Software
•     Start-Stop Universal Transcription System
•     Scripto

Cataloguing
•     Collections Management Systems: Tools for Managing Oral History Collections

Oral History Associations
•     The Oral History Society (UK)
•     The Oral History Association (US)
•     H-Oral Hist
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In the section on ethical concerns the wisdom of dissemination of oral history on the Internet and issues of 
copyright and privacy was raised. Despite such cautions there are ways to disseminate your oral history project 
securely. Web access to your oral history project does not have to be all or nothing. You can use only excerpts 
from interviews and online access can be restricted to protect your narrators’ privacy. Research, planning and 
professional advice in undertaking such projects are recommended. 

Publication
Online is by far the most popular way to publish and disseminate oral history. There are countless examples of 
oral history projects published online, whether on a university website or in the form of a podcast. A quick Google 
search on any particular topic will likely yield multiple results.

In print publications, interviews may be published in whole, edited to form excerpts, or published with or without 
the interview questions. The use of oral history interviews as a major research source can enhance and 
personalize public history publications with liberal quotations. 

Oral history interviews may be published in numerous physical and digital forms:
•     Podcasts
•     Audio for museum exhibits or walking tours of historic neighbourhoods
•     Documentaries
•     Digital educational curricula
•     Radio

Creative uses of oral history
Oral history can also be used to inspire, whether it’s for social justice and empowerment or artistic activities 
such as music, performance art, dance, theatre or spoken word. It can also help show how people relate to places 
and their everyday surroundings.

Oral history can also be a powerful tool as people seek to bear witness on events and places where social and 
political turmoil, war, and injustice have shaped their lives. The Montreal Life Stories was a project that recorded 
hundreds of life stories of Montrealers who have been victims of war, genocide and other crimes against humanity.

Playwrights can dramatize the experiences described in interviews and interpret the emotions they express, or 
theatre artists can use oral history directly in performance. Museums and heritage organizations can partner with 
theatre companies and dance groups in the creation of professional productions. 

Oral history can be a catalyst for community arts. For example, in Edmonton oral history interviews with the 
multicultural residents of Millwoods have been one component of a double-faceted project that seeks to record 
stories and develop an artistic identity in the community. Oral history has inspired dance and poetry, and staged 
events and workshops have led to more potential narrators for interviews8. 

Information gathered in oral history interviews can build appreciation of place and subsequently assist 
organizations and municipalities in the research, development and interpretation of parks or natural areas, as 
well as the restoration or adaptive reuse of heritage buildings. 

Digital storytelling is a truncated form of oral history that combines a short recorded first person narrative with 
visual images, often with an aim of empowerment or advocacy. 

End of life memorials, reflections and stories, either as stand-alone recordings or integrated into a book, are a 
legacy for families. 

Finally, whatever use you make of an oral history recording, you need to think about the moral rights of the 
narrator. Avoid misrepresenting or manipulating his or her words, or using the material in a demeaning or 
disrespectful manner. It requires careful listening and integrity to make choices about how we use and present 
experiences based on oral history.

4. CONCLUSION 

Oral history should not be a seen as an easy way to “do” history. Oral history projects are demanding, expensive 
and time consuming. As a research method, it requires careful research and planning, sensible allocation of 
funds, dedicated follow-up work and competent coordination and management. Oral history also offers 
extraordinary opportunities to understand and interpret aspects of the historical record that would otherwise be 
obscure or unknown. 

Oral history is not only about the past, it is also about the present. It’s a vital element in supporting and 
highlighting the role that heritage plays in our society.  

5. WEB RESOURCES

Centres for oral history in Canada
•     University of Winnipeg
•     Concordia University
•     University of Lethbridge

Transcribing 
•     “Transcribing Oral History in the Digital Age”
•     “Style Guide: A Quick Reference for Editing Oral Memoirs” 
Transcription software
•     Express Scribe Transcription Playback Software
•     Start-Stop Universal Transcription System
•     Scripto

Cataloguing
•     Collections Management Systems: Tools for Managing Oral History Collections

Oral History Associations
•     The Oral History Society (UK)
•     The Oral History Association (US)
•     H-Oral Hist
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