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The Principles and Best Practices for Oral History update and replace the Oral History Evaluation
Guidelines adopted in 1989, revised in 2000.
Introduction
Oral history refers both to a method of recording and preserving oral testimony and to the product of that
process. It begins with an audio or video recording of a first person account made by an interviewer with an
interviewee (also referred to as narrator), both of whom have the conscious intention of creating a
permanent record to contribute to an understanding of the past. A verbal document, the oral history, results
from this process and is preserved and made available in different forms to other users, researchers, and the
public. A critical approach to the oral testimony and interpretations are necessary in the use of oral history.
The Oral History Association encourages individuals and institutions involved with the creation and
preservation of oral histories to uphold certain principles, professional and technical standards, and
obligations. These include commitments to the narrators, to standards of scholarship for history and related
disciplines, and to the preservation of the interviews and related materials for current and future users.
Recognizing that clear and concise guide can be useful to all practitioners of oral history, the Oral History
Association has since 1968 published a series of statements aimed at outlining a set of principles and
obligations for all those who use this methodology. A history of these earlier statements, and a record of the
individuals involved in producing them, is available to download. Building on those earlier documents, but
representing changes in an evolving field, the OHA now offers General Principles for Oral History and
Best Practices for Oral History as summaries of the organization’s most important principles and best
practices for the pre-interview preparation, the conduct of the interview, and the preservation and use of
oral histories. These documents are not intended to be an inclusive primer on oral history; for that there are
numerous manuals, guidebooks, and theoretical discussions. For the readers’ convenience, a bibliography
of resources is provided online at the Oral History Association website.
General Principles for Oral History
Oral history is distinguished from other forms of interviews by its content and extent. Oral history
interviews seek an in-depth account of personal experience and reflections, with sufficient time allowed for
the narrators to give their story the fullness they desire. The content of oral history interviews is grounded
in reflections on the past as opposed to commentary on purely contemporary events.
Oral historians inform narrators about the nature and purpose of oral history interviewing in general and of
their interview specifically. Oral historians insure that narrators voluntarily give their consent to be
interviewed and understand that they can withdraw from the interview or refuse to answer a question at any
time. Narrators may give this consent by signing a consent form or by recording an oral statement of
consent prior to the interview. All interviews are conducted in accord with the stated aims and within the
parameters of the consent.

Interviewees hold the copyright to their interviews until and unless they transfer those rights to an
individual or institution. This is done by the interviewee signing a release form or in exceptional
circumstances recording an oral statement to the same effect. Interviewers must insure that narrators
understand the extent of their rights to the interview and the request that those rights be yielded to a
repository or other party, as well as their right to put restrictions on the use of the material. All use and
dissemination of the interview content must follow any restrictions the narrator places upon it.
Oral historians respect the narrators as well as the integrity of the research. Interviewers are obliged to ask
historically significant questions, reflecting careful preparation for the interview and understanding of the
issues to be addressed. Interviewers must also respect the narrators’ equal authority in the interviews and
honor their right to respond to questions in their own style and language. In the use of interviews, oral
historians strive for intellectual honesty and the best application of the skills of their discipline, while
avoiding stereotypes, misrepresentations, or manipulations of the narrators’ words.
Because of the importance of context and identity in shaping the content of an oral history narrative, it is
the practice in oral history for narrators to be identified by name. There may be some exceptional
circumstances when anonymity is appropriate, and this should be negotiated in advance with the narrator as
part of the informed consent process.
Oral history interviews are historical documents that are preserved and made accessible to future
researchers and members of the public. This preservation and access may take a variety of forms, reflecting
changes in technology. But, in choosing a repository or form, oral historians consider how best to preserve
the original recording and any transcripts made of it and to protect the accessibility and usability of the
interview. The plan for preservation and access, including any possible dissemination through the web or
other media, is stated in the informed consent process and on release forms.
In keeping with the goal of long term preservation and access, oral historians should use the best recording
equipment available within the limits of their financial resources.
Interviewers must take care to avoid making promises that cannot be met, such as guarantees of control
over interpretation and presentation of the interviews beyond the scope of restrictions stated in informed
consent/release forms, suggestions of material benefit outside the control of the interviewer, or assurances
of an open ended relationship between the narrator and oral historian.
Best Practices for Oral History
Pre-Interview
1. Whether conducting their own research or developing an institutional project, first time interviewers and
others involved in oral history projects should seek training to prepare themselves for all stages of the oral
history process.
2. In the early stages of preparation, interviewers should make contact with an appropriate repository that
has the capacity to preserve the oral histories and make them accessible to the public.
3. Oral historians or others responsible for planning the oral history project should choose potential
narrators based on the relevance of their experiences to the subject at hand.
4. To prepare to ask informed questions, interviewers should conduct background research on the person,
topic, and larger context in both primary and secondary sources
5. When ready to contact a possible narrator, oral historians should send via regular mail or email an
introductory letter outlining the general focus and purpose of the interview, and then follow-up with either

a phone call or a return email. In projects involving groups in which literacy is not the norm, or when other
conditions make it appropriate, participation may be solicited via face to face meetings.
6. After securing the narrator’s agreement to be interviewed, the interviewer should schedule a nonrecorded meeting. This pre-interview session will allow an exchange of information between interviewer
and narrator on possible questions/topics, reasons for conducting the interview, the process that will be
involved, and the need for informed consent and legal release forms. During pre-interview discussion the
interviewer should make sure that the narrator understands:
*oral history’s purposes and procedures in general and of the proposed interview’s aims and anticipated
uses.
*his or her rights to the interviews including editing, access restrictions, copyrights, prior use, royalties, and
the expected disposition and dissemination of all forms of the record, including the potential distribution
electronically or on-line.
*that his or her recording(s) will remain confidential until he or she has given permission via a signed legal
release.
7. Oral historians should use the best digital recording equipment within their means to reproduce the
narrator’s voice accurately and, if appropriate, other sounds as well as visual images. Before the interview,
interviewers should become familiar with the equipment and be knowledgeable about its function.
8. Interviewers should prepare an outline of interview topics and questions to use as a guide to the recorded
dialogue.
Interview
1. Unless part of the oral history process includes gathering soundscapes, historically significant sound
events, or ambient noise, the interview should be conducted in a quiet room with minimal background
noises and possible distractions.
2. The interviewer should record a “lead” at the beginning of each session to help focus his or her and the
narrator’s thoughts to each session’s goals. The “lead” should consist of, at least, the names of narrator and
interviewer, day and year of session, interview’s location, and proposed subject of the recording.
3. Both parties should agree to the approximate length of the interview in advance. The interviewer is
responsible for assessing whether the narrator is becoming tired and at that point should ask if the latter
wishes to continue. Although most interviews last about two hours, if the narrator wishes to continue those
wishes should be honored, if possible.
4. Along with asking creative and probing questions and listening to the answers to ask better follow-up
questions, the interviewer should keep the following items in mind:
• interviews should be conducted in accord with any prior agreements made with narrator, which should be
documented for the record.
• interviewers should work to achieve a balance between the objectives of the project and the perspectives
of the interviewees. Interviewers should fully explore all appropriate areas of inquiry with interviewees and
not be satisfied with superficial responses. At the same time, they should encourage narrators to respond to
questions in their own style and language and to address issues that reflect their concerns.
• interviewers must respect the rights of interviewees to refuse to discuss certain subjects, to restrict access
to the interview, or, under certain circumstances, to choose anonymity. Interviewers should clearly explain
these options to all interviewees.
• interviewers should attempt to extend the inquiry beyond the specific focus of the project to create as
complete a record as possible for the benefit of others.
• in recognition of the importance of oral history to an understanding of the past and of the cost and effort
involved, interviewers and interviewees should mutually strive to record candid information of lasting
value.

5. The interviewer should secure a release form, by which the narrator transfers his or her rights to the
interview to the repository or designated body, signed after each recording session or at the end of the last
interview with the narrator.
.
Post Interview
1. Interviewers, sponsoring institutions, and institutions charged with the preservation of oral history
interviews should understand that appropriate care and storage of original recordings begins immediately
after their creation.
2. Interviewers should document their preparation and methods, including the circumstances of the
interviews and provide that information to whatever repository will be preserving and providing access to
the interview.
3. Information deemed relevant for the interpretation of the oral history by future users, such as
photographs, documents, or other records should be collected, and archivists should make clear to users the
availability and connection of these materials to the recorded interview.
4. The recordings of the interviews should be stored, processed, refreshed and accessed according to
established archival standards designated for the media format used. Whenever possible, all efforts should
be made to preserve electronic files in formats that are cross platform and nonproprietary. Finally, the
obsolescence of all media formats should be assumed and planned for.
5. In order to augment the accessibility of the interview, repositories should make transcriptions, indexes,
time tags, detailed descriptions or other written guides to the contents.
6. Institutions charged with the preservation and access of oral history interviews should honor the
stipulations of prior agreements made with the interviewers or sponsoring institutions including restrictions
on access and methods of distribution.
7. The repository should comply to the extent to which it is aware with the letter and spirit of the
interviewee’s agreement with the interviewer and sponsoring institution. If written documentation such as
consent and release forms does not exist then the institution should make a good faith effort to contact
interviewees regarding their intent. When media become available that did not exist at the time of the
interview, those working with oral history should carefully assess the applicability of the release to the new
formats and proceed—or not—accordingly.
8. All those who use oral history interviews should strive for intellectual honesty and the best application of
the skills of their discipline. They should avoid stereotypes, misrepresentations, and manipulations of the
narrator’s words. This includes foremost striving to retain the integrity of the narrator’s perspective,
recognizing the subjectivity of the interview, and interpreting and contextualizing the narrative according to
the professional standards of the applicable scholarly disciplines. Finally, if a project deals with community
history, the interviewer should be sensitive to the community, taking care not to reinforce thoughtless
stereotypes. Interviewers should strive to make the interviews accessible to the community and where
appropriate to include representatives of the community in public programs or presentations of the oral
history material.

