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TITLE of Module: Oral History Interviews 

Process 

The oral history interview process has generally 4 stages: 

1. Initial Steps 

2. Preparation Stage 

3. Interview Stage 

4. Storage Stage 

Initial Steps 

1. Choose a topic to discuss and explore in your interview about the cultural heritage, customs, or/and 
traditions in your area, or the daily life in your community or how did your community looked like in a 
specific historical period.  

Examples of topics:  

• Workers unions’ relations with the local community in the 80s. 

• Your community’s everyday life during the first years after entering the EU, what changes did people saw 
in their lives. 

• Local festival(s) and customs and their importance in the daily life of your community. 

• The daily life in your community after the end of WWII or after the end of a certain political regime. 

• The daily life and memories of an immigrant community when they first settled in a city/area. 

2. Select a desirable target group of citizens who may be directly related to the issue examined. For 
example, if you choose to have a discussion about traditional wedding customs or festive customs in your 
area, it would be advisable to target older people or cultural associations in your area. However, you can 
choose to have a discussion about the community’s daily life in a certain period in the past. If this is the 
case you can choose citizens who have lived in the community during the period of time examined, and 
are willing to cooperate, answer questions and narrate their stories and experiences on how the 
community used to look like.  

3. Community cultural workers should select potential interviewees based on the relevance of their 
experiences to the topic of discussion, while trying to identify and incorporate as many different voices as 
possible. 

4. Contact the oral history groups that may work with the archive, museum or cultural Centre where you 
work or a cultural association or group you work or that is active in the city. 
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Preparation Stage 

During the initial preparation, community cultural workers (archivists, curators etc) should identify and select a 
suitable repository to store the final oral histories of the issue they are researching, and other relevant 
documents. It is advisable to choose a repository that has the capacity to preserve the oral histories and make 
them accessible to the public. 

The process of preparation should include the following: obtaining and documenting the storyteller's informed 
consent; when possible, providing the storyteller with the opportunity to approve the oral history prior to 
publication; and sharing expectations about the overall timeline for the discussion. At this stage, community 
cultural workers should also develop forms appropriate for documenting the process and related agreements. 

Your work as a community cultural worker with potential interviewees may be brief or involve multiple 
conversations and meetings. The process usually involves two aspects: 

1. Preliminary briefing of the participant/interviewee on the subject of the interview and the interview process 
(how it will be conducted), as well as what you hope they can contribute to the discussion.  

2. Οbtaining the interviewee/participant's informed consent. 

Establishing a trusting relationship between the community cultural worker and the interviewee allows for the 
following elements to be clearly communicated: 

a) Informing the interviewee of the purpose of the interview, the topics to be covered, and the reasons for 
conducting the interview. 

b) An explanation of the process for recording the oral history through an interview, explaining in detail to 
the interviewee when and how the interview will be recorded, the process for reviewing or adding or 
correcting information, potential public access to the interview, potential uses of the oral history, and the 
need for informed consent and other legal forms to be signed. 

c) Informing the interviewee of how he or she can contribute to the process, what topics are meaningful to 
him or her, and what questions should be asked. 

d) After agreement is reached, a formal record of that agreement is required, normally in writing, before the 
formal interview recording begins. 

In the preparation stage, it is important for community cultural workers to prepare informed questions and to 
study the topic and the historical context of the discussion, from primary and secondary sources, as well as 
through references and collective memory captured in the community. 

It is, therefore, necessary for community cultural workers to prepare an outline of the oral history interview that 
includes the topics to be covered and the general questions to be asked. 

 

 

The Interview Stage Tips & Directions 



 

                                                                           
 

 
This publication reflects the views of the authors; the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which might be made of the 

information contained herein. 

www.acric.eu 

1. The interview should be conducted in a quiet room with minimal noise and distractions. As a community 
cultural worker you can use study rooms or research rooms in the institute or cultural center you are working. 

2. The community cultural worker shall record an introduction at the beginning of each interview stating the 
following information: 

a) the names or pseudonyms (depending on the confidentiality agreement made with the interviewee) 
of the narrator and the interviewee, 

b) the full date (day, month, year) of the recording session, 

c) the general location of the interview (without mentioning the address) e.g. Cultural Centre X 

d) the proposed topic of the recording session. 

3. As the interviewer you should have agreed in advance the approximate duration of each interview and you 
should be flexible in terms of time management. The session can be shortened, interrupted or possibly 
extended if the interviewee agrees. 

4. Before the start of the interview, recall the main points of the agreement you have signed with the 
interviewee, re-read the main points and recall why the agreement was made. 

5. Ask open-ended questions and ask for additional clarification or reflection where you feel it is necessary 

6. You must be an active listener throughout the interview. 

7. Adhere to the agreement you have made with the interviewee in full. 

8. Respect the interviewee's right to refuse to answer a question or discuss an issue 

9. Depending on the issue, it is often important to use a pseudonym for the interviewee, particularly on 
sensitive social or community issues, it will help the interviewee feel safe, confidential and express 
themselves directly. 

10. Encourage the interviewee not to give superficial or glib answers; ask the interviewee to express himself 
or herself simply as he or she speaks in everyday life and to share personal experiences or memories, 
concerns and impressions on the topic you are discussing. 

11. Encourage the interviewee to be honest and give him or her an understanding of the importance of his or 
her personal story and perspective in understanding the past and in preserving the history and memory of 
your community. 

 

Storage stage 

At this stage, the community cultural worker who conducted the interview must, in cooperation with the 
institution/organization he/she is working with, ensure the storage of the material obtained from the interviews. 

The material has 2 forms either sound recording or video recording.  
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Oral histories - either single or multiple, should be deposited in a repository such as a library, cultural center, or 
archive that has the capacity to ensure long-term and professionally managed preservation and access. 

Recordings or videos of interviews should be stored in editable and accessible formats in the archives of 
community cultural institutions. 

In any case, community cultural workers are required to do so after the interview: 

a) Transfer as soon as possible the original recording or video from whatever device was used, create 
multiple digital copies and store them in different physical locations or online locations, document their 
preparation and methods, including the context and objectives of the interview, for their own records. 

b) Organize and maintain relevant material for each interview e.g. photographs, documents, or other 
records. 

Preservation and access to records should be arranged and the responsibility of appropriate technical 
professionals in the preservation, maintenance, and updating of digital records in the institutions/agencies 
undertaking this work for the community. 

Technical Support for recording an oral history interview 

On the technical means of recording the interviews. The community cultural workers conducting the interview 
will need: 

1. Α digital recorder 

The model of digital recorder should have the following features: 

• Stereo sound with two microphones - better outdoors  
• Be able to record uncompressed PCM WAV (or .wav) files to a minimum of 44.1kHz 16 bit (or 48kHz 

16bit).  
• Have a USB 2.0 or USB 3.0 connection to allow the recorded files to be uploaded easily to a computer for 

renaming, security copying and long-term storage. (Or use a CF or SD card reader attached to the PC).  
• Be capable of being powered by both rechargeable batteries and mains supply. 

2. A camcorder 
AVCHD camcorders are your best bet. These types of cam coders offer recording to internal memory as well as to 
SDHC memory cards. Either a separate memory card reader or USB 2.0 USB 3.0connection is needed for transfer. 

3. A Tripod 
A good, sturdy tripod is an absolutely essential accessory for recording stable video footage. Choose a model with 
extendable legs and a good fluid-action head. 

4. Microphones 
Good sound is as vital as good pictures when recording interviews: “tie-clip” microphones are unobtrusive that 
attaches to a person’s clothing. The mic plugs into the camera’s mic input. 
 

As a cultural worker in your community you can use the audiovisual equipment that may be available at the 
community cultural centre or archive where you work. Community cultural workers can ask for the help of 
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technicians from the institutions or organizations they work for the use and the best possible operation of the 
machines during the interview. 


