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Oral history is a tool anyone can use to learn about the past. When done well, 
interviews can provide information that otherwise would not be remembered. Many 
events, particularly the stories of those who were once marginalized by society, would 
never appear in official documents or archives.  Oral history enables us to preserve a 
variety of historical narratives that enrich what we know about the past. Here are a few 
tips that can help you think about how to approach conducting an oral history 
interview. 
 

1. Oral history isn’t journalism. 
 

When journalists interview, most often they are seeking detail from 
participants and specific information to answer narrow questions. 
Although oral histories can have generalized subjects, it is important not 
to narrow down the scope of the conversation. If the interview is too 
narrowly framed, the interviewer might end up missing important 
insights. 

 
2. Ask questions about life experiences in chronological order. 

 
Adopting a life history format is usually a great way of “warming up” the 
memory of an informant. While it might be more of a challenge for those 
who’ve had difficult relationships with their families, for most informants 
it allows for them to move their focus off the present and to the right 
frame of mind to talk about the past. 

 
3. Ask questions that highlight the kind of information other documents can’t 

provide.  
 

One thing that oral history can provide that other documents can’t is the 
emotion people experienced in the past. Be sure to ask about the human 
element in their story. Ask them to describe how they felt. Inquire about 
their hopes, fears, and regrets. Ask about divides of class, rivalries, 
alliances, and bonds of friendship and family. Take advantage of the fact 
that these intricacies of relationships are accessible to oral historians, 
and important for historians to understand. Lots of the texture of 
everyday life can be revealed if asked in a subtle, appropriate, or even 
fun way. 

 
4. Try to establish a comfortable and relaxed rapport with your interviewee so that 

the interview can flow naturally. 



 
Even though you are seeking information—don’t push. You never want 
an interviewee to feel overly conscious about providing information or 
being recorded. Don’t interrupt interviewees in the middle of their 
thoughts, but instead wait for natural breaks in the conversation. You 
can write down brief notes on questions you would like to clarify. Keep a 
list of names or places that are unfamiliar and ask for clarification at the 
end of the session. Be sure not to write too much, you don’t want the 
process to feel clinical. And even if you disagree with something an 
informant says about the past, don’t challenge them head on simply ask 
for more information. 
 

5. Prepare questions. Let them be an aid, but not your only guide. 
 

Create a set of open-ended questions. Phrase them in ways that feel 
comfortable and natural to you. You will need these questions to keep 
the conversation going, particularly with more quiet or reluctant people. 
Memorize your important questions ahead of time, this will keep the 
flow of conversation natural and personal and keep your eyes off the 
paper. Be sure not to talk too much or pepper the interviewee with 
questions; the best oral histories are ones where the narrative has a flow, 
like a story, so that a picture of the past can be painted by their words.  

 
6. LISTEN, pay attention to what’s said, and what isn’t said. 

 
Sometimes these interviews aren’t easy. People will be reluctant to share 
details of their past that recount trauma, shame, or struggles. With an 
empathetic ear, you can guide them through a process that is respectful 
but one that more fully illuminates the struggles many people have 
faced. Be open to allowing people the space and time needed to talk 
about the challenges of the past.  


