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These documents replace the OHA’s previous Principles and Best Practices, which were revised and adopted in 2009.

Introduction
The History behind Our Work, 1966-2009, by Sherna Berger Gluck[1]
This 2018 version of the Oral History Association’s Principles and Best Practices, like each one before it for the past fifty
years, is a product of its time. Since the initial 1968 Goals and Guidelines was issued, the theory and practice of oral history
in the US has become more complicated and nuanced, influenced by both the expanding base of its practitioners and
shifting intellectual paradigms in a host of disciplines. The trajectory of the theory and practice of oral history itself has
moved apace in what Alistair Thomson has identified as four paradigmatic shifts, each of which is reflected in the various
revisions of OHA’s standards and guidelines.[2]

Despite differences in focus, the early stage of the oral history movement in the Anglophone world focused on oral history as
data, what Thomson referenced as “the renaissance of memory as an historical source.[3] Reflecting this thinking, the Goals
and Guidelines adopted in 1968 by the academic historians and archivists who founded the OHA displayed an
empirical/positivist bent, with underlying assumptions about objectivity.[4] While the basics remained unchanged, in 1979
an Ethical Guidelines document was adopted that basically provided a useful checklist to help those engaged in the various
stages of oral history process.[5]

With the increased visibility of a new and more diverse generation of oral history practitioners both inside and outside the
academy, and the growing influence of cultural studies and feminist practices, oral history took a new turn in the 1980s. As a
coeditor of one of the earliest anthologies noted: “Now a debate emerged in the profession over the purpose of oral history:
was it intended to be (1) a set of primary source documents or (2) a process for constructing history from oral
sources?” [6] These kinds of debates, fueled by the work of a new generation of oral historians in both the US and Europe,
flourished during the late 1970s and early 1980s, reflecting what Thomson called “post-positivist approaches to memory and
subjectivity.”

As early as 1979, then president of OHA Waddy Moore had taken note of the changing nature of oral history, suggesting that
a proverbial corner had been turned and that the OHA was ready to enter what he called “the second stage of self
analysis.”[7] Nevertheless, it was not until 1988-1990 that the next (third) of Thomson’s paradigmatic shifts was evidenced
in public OHA thinking: “the subjectivity of oral history relationships – interdisciplinary approaches.”

Under the stewardship of immediate past president Donald Ritchie, four committees were formed in 1988, charged with
revising the 1979 Evaluation Guidelines. In the course of their work, it became apparent that a new statement of principles
was needed, and following the adoption of the 1989 Ethical Guidelines, a new committee was convened. The newly crafted
Principles and Standards adopted in 1990 broke new ground. For the first time, the interactive and subjective nature of oral
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history was introduced; sensitivity to the “diversity of social and cultural experiences and to the implications of race, gender,
class, ethnicity, age, religion, and sexual orientation” was specifically referenced; and ethical concerns were extended to
include concern for the interviewee’s community

By and large, the 1990 Principles and Standards and Ethical Guidelines stood the organization in good stead until the
approach of the new millennium, when the vast implications of the digital revolution could no longer be ignored.
Responding to the new challenges it posed, and engaging with the fourth paradigm transformation (“the digital revolution in
oral history”), a Technology Update Committee drafted new guidelines that were adopted at the 1998 OHA conference and
were incorporated into what became the 2000 edition of the OHA Standards and Evaluation Guidelines.[8]

Rather than respond to a paradigmatic shift, a committee was convened in 2008 to work on streamlining the OHA
standards and guidelines, which, as Donald Ritchie noted, had become unwieldy and “more of a mini-manual than a
statement of core principles.”[9] Additionally, the various documents had not yet fully spoken to the changing constituency
of the organization. The new revision, which for the first time used the terms narrator and interviewee interchangeably,
was adopted at the 2009 Louisville conference.[10]

The regular reassessment of the values/principles and practices of oral history over the past fifty years has demonstrated a
responsiveness of OHA to the paradigm shifts in oral history and in the various disciplines from which we draw insights. It
has also helped to keep oral history practitioners sensitive to the impact and ethical implications of social and technological
changes.  For those who have spent countless hours on revising these documents over the past fifty years, it has been a labor
of love and a commitment to promote the highest standards of our craft.

2018 Principles and Best Practices Overview, by Troy Reeves and Sarah
Milligan
For the development of this iteration of the Oral History Association’s Principles and Best Practices, OHA President Todd
Moye (2017-2018) convened a task force of twelve members under our stewardship, with an intentional inclusion of
backgrounds from historical societies, community organizations, independent scholars, and academic historians from
diverse geographical regions, with representation from a variety of age, gender, and racial demographics, and experience.

We worked to blend the large committee work with a combination of video chats, email correspondence, and small group
work, initially talking through reactions to the historical documents, bringing inspiration for various logistical and language
approaches from related fields, and finally settling on priorities for what could be accomplished over the course of a year.
We also grappled with what this document could and should be as a text living on the Web with a multitude of targeted
audiences, most with their own specific need for direction. Early in the process, we decided to think of this less as a single
statement of Principles and Best Practices, but rather a suite of statements and guides addressing multiple perspectives and
needs.

We identified four core documents to prioritize from our initial discussions with the task force members: (1) a core values
statement defining our foundational beliefs, (2) a best practices statement to outline the work of an oral historian, (3) an
ethics document to define ethical work in our field, and (4) a decoding document for participants interested in
understanding their rights in ethical oral history work. There are definitely more documents that should go into this suite,
and as we have worked through this process and received feedback from our task force and other OHA members, we have
compiled recommendations for the OHA executive council of work that needs to continue in the coming year(s).

Moreover, this version of our principles and practices, among other things, reaffirms not only respect for narrators and their
communities, but also the importance of being attentive to those who are especially vulnerable; it reemphasizes the
dynamic, collaborative relationship between interviewer and narrator, with a commitment to ongoing participation and
engagement and sensitivity to differences in power, constraints, interests and expectations. These principles have been
incorporated into four documents listed above (Core, Ethics, Best Practices, and Participant’s Rights), as well as a glossary
to help define more deeply some of our terms.

Two final things to conclude: First, as noted above, there is more that could and should be done. During one phone call, we
referred to this work as “scaffolding.” While we will take pride in, and responsibility for, our efforts, we understand, even
relish, seeing the additions that our work will inspire and bring forth. Last, we feel the best idea in these documents comes
from the Ethics piece, which asserts that the ideas in it “represent the beginning of the path toward becoming an ethical oral
historian, rather than its culmination.” So, too, all the thoughts and ideas in all the other documents serve as the starting
points to becoming an oral historian.

We are more than grateful to the task force members—Ryan Barland, Doug Boyd, Adrienne Cain, Sherna Berger Gluck, Erin
Jessee, Calinda Lee, Rachel Mears, Martin Meeker, Tomas Summers-Sandoval, Liz Strong, Sady Sullivan, and Anne Valk—
who remained engaged throughout the year of this work and who volunteered their time and expertise to ensure these
documents represent who we strive to be as oral historians.

[1] Gluck’s introduction draws on both Don Ritchie’s excellent, earlier “History of the Ethical Guidelines”
(http://www.oralhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2009/10/History-of-the-Evaluation-Guidelines.pdf) and her experiences

http://www.oralhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2009/10/History-of-the-Evaluation-Guidelines.pdf
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as a 2018 OHA Principles and Best Practices Task Force member.

[2] Alistair Thomson, “Four Paradigm Transformations in Oral History,” Oral History Review 34, no.1 (Summer/Fall
2006): 49-70. For a longer historical account of oral history, see Rebecca Sharpless, “The History of Oral History,”
in Handbook of Oral History, ed. Thomas Charlton, Lois Myers, and Rebecca Sharpless (Lanham, MD: AltaMira, 2006).

[3] Thomson, “Four Paradigm Transformations,” 51.

[4] In reporting on the adoption of Goals and Guidelines in 1969, the leadership of OHA noted “an opportunity and
obligation on the part of all concerned to make this type of historical source as authentic and useful as possible”; Oral
History Newsletter 3, no. 1, 1969.

[5] The Ethical Guidelines document came out of a gathering of OHA leadership at Wingspread Conference Ground in
Racine, Wisconsin. See Ritchie, “History of the Ethical Guidelines.”

[6] David Dunaway, “Introduction: The Interdisciplinarity of Oral History,” in Oral History: An Interdisciplinary
Anthology, 2nd ed., ed. Dunaway and Willa K. Baum (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira, 1996), 8-9.

[7] Waddy Moore, editorial, Oral History Newsletter, Spring 1978

[8] Participants at the Buffalo meeting where the technological update was adopted recall the long, spirited—and sometimes
testy—discussion that took place in two separate sessions. After the first lengthy discussion, the committee was sent back to
incorporate the changes that had been suggested, and following another long discussion, the new guidelines document was
adopted.

[9] Ritchie, “History of the Ethical Guidelines.”

[10] The question of what to call the person being interviewed had been debated from the inception of the OHA, and
although no consensus emerged from the 1967 discussion, the default designation until 2009 became interviewee; Oral
History Newsletter 1, no. 1, 1967. Because there was insufficient opportunity to reach consensus on the revised document, it
was dubbed a beta version—that is, still in process.
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OHA Core Principles 

The Core Principles of the Oral History Association 
 

1. The Oral History Association, in both its national and regional professional organizations, brings 
together practitioners from a variety of communities, backgrounds, and academic and 
professional fields, including many who might not label themselves oral historians. Nevertheless, 
whether motivated by scholarly research questions, political or social change goals, efforts to 
preserve history, pedagogical aims, or any other purpose, oral history practice shares common 
principles. This document lays out some of those guiding principles, keeping in mind the diverse 
practices of those involved in the collection, interpretation, use, and preservation of oral history. 
 

What is Oral History? 
 

2. Oral history refers to both the interview process and the products that result from a recorded 
spoken interview (whether audio, video, or other formats). In order to gather and preserve 
meaningful information about the past, oral historians might record interviews focused on 
narrators’ life histories or topical interviews in which narrators are selected for their knowledge of 
a particular historical subject or event. Once completed, an interview, if it is placed in an archive, 
can be used beyond its initial purpose with the permission of both the interviewer and narrator. 
 

3. The value of oral history lies largely in the way it helps to place people’s experiences within a 
larger social and historical context. The interview becomes a record useful for documenting past 
events, individual or collective experiences, and understandings of the ways that history is 
constructed. Because it relies on memory[1], oral history captures recollections about the past 
filtered through the lens of a changing personal and social context. 
 

 
4. The hallmark of an oral history interview is a dynamic, collaborative relationship between the 

interviewer and the narrator. While interviewers pose questions based on research and careful 
preparation, narrators shape the interview based on what they deem to be relevant, meaningful, 
or appropriate to share. Despite the fluid nature of the interview process, an oral history is 
grounded in thoughtful planning and careful follow-through of the agreed-upon process. 
 

Guiding Principles 
 

5. The oral history process, from the interview stage through preservation, use, and access, must be 
guided by respect for narrators and the communities from which they come. This means a 
commitment to an ethical process and to honoring diverse cultural values, ways of knowing, and 
perspectives. 
 

6. The interview process must be transparent, with ongoing participation, consent, 
and engagement among all parties from the first encounter between interviewer and narrator to 
the creation of end products. 
 

 
7. Oral history practitioners must be sensitive to differences in power between the interviewer and 

the narrator as well as divergent interests and expectations inherent in any social relationship. 
These dynamics shape all aspects of the oral history process, including the selection of people to 
interview, research questions, personal interactions during the interview, interpretations, 
decisions on preservation and access, and the various ways that the oral history might be used. 
 

8. To the greatest extent possible, both the narrator and the interviewer must be protected from 
harm, particularly those who are members of vulnerable communities. This means that certain 
lines of inquiry or public access to completed interviews might be precluded. Any stipulations 

http://www.oralhistory.org/archives-see-also-repository-also-known-as-archival-repository/
http://www.oralhistory.org/interviewer/
http://www.oralhistory.org/narrator/
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-core-principles/#_edn1
http://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/
http://www.oralhistory.org/for-participants-in-oral-history-interviews/
http://www.oralhistory.org/vulnerable-communities/
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should be considered before the beginning of the oral history process with the understanding that 
they can be renegotiated as the project proceeds. 
 

 
9. Whenever possible, an oral history interview and its accompanying documentation should be 

preserved and made accessible to other users. Oral history practitioners must be clear on the 
various ways the interview might be preserved, made available, and used. Likewise, narrators 
must grant explicit permission to make their interview public, and when possible, should be given 
an opportunity to establish parameters for preservation, access, and use. 
 

10. While oral historians are bound by laws covering copyright, and in some institutions might be 
bound by regulations governing research involving living human subjects, their responsibilities 
also go beyond these official rules. They should conduct themselves ethically and thoughtfully and 
be vigilant about the possible consequences to narrators and their communities of both the 
interview process and the access/use of completed interviews. 

 

 
[1] The intersection of oral history and memory is well documented. To explore this concept more, please 
see the Oral History Review: https://academic.oup.com/ohr 

 

OHA Statement on Ethics 

Oral historians have ethical obligations that are both specific to oral history methodology and shared with 
other methodologies and practices, ranging from anthropology to archival work. Ethics encompasses the 
principles that should govern the multiple relationships inherent in oral history. Everyone involved in oral 
history work, from interviewers and narrators to archivists and researchers, becomes part of a web of 
mutual responsibility working to ensure that the narrator’s perspective, dignity, privacy, and safety are 
respected. This statement draws upon the decades of thoughtful work concerning the appropriate way to 
engage with humans as participants in research projects. 
Here we offer general principles for practicing oral history in an ethical way. These points represent the 
beginning of the path toward becoming an ethical oral historian, rather than its culmination. 
  

Preparation & Communication 
 
Oral historians strive to become fully informed about oral history theory, methodology, and ethics. They 
work to become informed of oral history practices, including how narrators and interviewers should be 
treated equitably, with care and respect. One way to help ensure fair treatment is to create a beginning-to-
end process that works for everyone involved. This process[1] should entail, at minimum, four points: 
 

1. Prior to beginning the interview, the interviewer obtains the narrator’s informed consent, which 
means, most generally, documenting the knowing agreement of the narrator to participate in the 

process and overall project, as described in “The Core Principles of the Oral History Association.” 
 

2. The interviewer clearly communicates the goals of the project, the potential risks of participating in it, 

and the proviso that, once accessible[2], the oral history can be used[3] in any number of ways, by any 
number of potential users. While oral historians strive to protect the narrator, they are careful, at every 
point in the process, not to make promises that they cannot keep. 

 
3. The interviewer provides the narrator, whenever possible, with the opportunity to review and approve 

the interview (recording and/or transcript) prior to using the interview, depositing it in an archive, or 
otherwise making it accessible to the public. 

http://www.oralhistory.org/copyright/
http://www.oralhistory.org/living-human-subjects/
http://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-core-principles/#_ednref1
https://academic.oup.com/ohr
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/#_edn1
http://www.oralhistory.org/informed-consent/
http://www.oralhistory.org/oha-core-principles/
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/#_edn2
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/#_edn3
http://www.oralhistory.org/archives-see-also-repository-also-known-as-archival-repository/
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4. While developing this process, oral historians should conduct preliminary research about the topics 
they intend to study and be comfortable with the recording technology they intend to utilize. 

  

Collaboration: The Oral History Interview 
 
The interview is at the heart of the oral historian’s work and thus requires extra attention to ensure that 
the encounter meets ethical standards. 
 
Oral historians should consider the goals of the research project and seek narrators who are able, 
collectively, to present a variety of points of view. When contacting potential narrators, interviewers 
should clearly and plainly share the project goals, explain the interview process, and describe what will 
happen to the interview after it is completed. 
 
Power operates in every human engagement, and no less so in oral history interviewing. Ethical oral 
historians take care to give serious reflection to power differentials, implicit bias, potential areas of 
disagreement, and other instances in which their positions do not align with the narrator. Choice 
of interview strategy, such as possible topics covered, the language in which the interview is conducted, or 
question phrasing, should be part of the consideration. Oral historians recognize the differences that 
might exist between themselves and the narrator; they consider how these differences might impact the 
way a narrator shares memories; and they strive to treat each narrator equitably and do their best to listen 
with empathy. 
 
During the course of the interview itself, oral historians attempt to minimize potential harm to the 
narrator, communicate the narrator’s right to refuse to answer questions, and honestly describe their 
institutional, professional, political, and other affiliations, as well as obligations and demands. They 
continue to safeguard the trust implied by the oral history process and to work through competing 
interests in fair and impartial ways. 
 
After the interview, oral history ethics strongly recommends that the narrator be given the opportunity to 
review the interview (recording and/or transcript) and approve what was said for public release or other 
use. This step sets oral history apart[4] from other[5] methodologies in that it ensures the narrator’s 
account enters the public record[6] and that future researchers who wish to draw upon these accounts can 
access them in their entirety–not just excerpts that may lack important context. The interview should not 
be made public until the narrator, as the original recording’s copyright holder, has provided formal 
authorization to do so. 
  

Stewardship: Preservation and Access 
 
Oral history is unique, in part because the collaboration between interviewer and narrator results in a 
historical document for posterity. In most instances, the interview and supporting material[7] is made 
available to the broader public through deposit in an archive, distribution online, and/or any number of 
other methods for providing public access. Because of this, ethics calls for narrator review and approval. 
There are many valid options for managing the review process; thus, ethical oral historians plan ahead 
and develop a process that works in their specific context, while adhering to the principles outlined here. 
Options for narrator review include the right to delete, restrict, and/or redact portions of an interview; the 
ability to add clarifications and correct mistakes; and the choice to keep the interview closed to the public 
until a set date or to decline to release it to the public in the first place. 
 
Oral historians should establish a clear procedure[8] (including dates or a timeline) for finalizing, 
archiving, and releasing the interview to the public. This step communicates to the narrator that the 
process has been completed and that the interview is (or will be) preserved and made accessible to the 
public. 
 
Oral historians should promote equitable access to the final interview (recording and/or transcript) and 
attempt to make these materials accessible in a timely manner. Oral historians and their archivist 

http://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/
http://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/#_edn4
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/#_edn5
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/#_edn6
http://www.oralhistory.org/copyright/
http://www.oralhistory.org/deed-of-gift/
http://www.oralhistory.org/deed-of-gift/
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/#_edn7
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/#_edn8
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partners clearly document relevant metadata  so that future users will know easily who was interviewed, 
when and where the interview was conducted, and other key pieces of data about the interview. As the 
interview is prepared for preservation, decisions about description, categorization, and access should 
respect the personhood and desired privacy of the narrator. Moreover, oral historians should educate 
themselves about legal concerns such as libel, invasion of privacy, and other issues that might endanger 
the narrator. 
 
One goal of the agreed-upon oral history process is that it allows the narrator to make an informed 
decision about whether to participate in a project and to make the interview public. An ethical oral history 
process assures that the narrator is fully informed about the many possible uses of the oral history once it 
is publicly available. 
  

Using Oral Sources[9]  
 
The core of the oral history process concludes once the narrator has approved the interview and, in most 
instances, plans have been made for it to be preserved and made available to the public. Still, scholars and 
other users of oral sources, including oral history interviews, should educate themselves about discipline-
based resources and ethical guidelines that detail issues in more depth. Oral historians who intend to use 
the oral sources that they create or oral sources created by others should endeavor to use the oral histories 
honestly and respectfully. This means users of oral sources should provide analyses, including when 
edited or excerpted, that remain true to the words and meanings offered by the narrator and take care to 
not quote words out of context or otherwise contort the original meaning. Users may arrive at conclusions 
that diverge from those offered by a narrator, but conclusions should be derived from evidence properly 
cited. 

 

 

[1] We recommend that this process be fully documented in writing and that signatures of all participating 
parties be obtained and preserved in project records. However, we recognize that limitations of time, 
language, literacy, and other factors may make this recommendation unfeasible; in those cases, we 
recommend both the communication of the goals and risks associated with the project along with 
interviewee informed consent be recorded prior to the beginning of the interview. 
[2] The ultimate plan for what happens with the interview once it is completed should start before a 
narrator is approached about participation, and well-before an interview is conducted. For full 
transparency and strong project planning, the process for care and access of the recorded interview 
should be mapped out in the early stages of the process. 
[3] For example: printed publications (monographs, pamphlets, journals), text in museum & web-based 
exhibits, examples used in pedagogy (both K-12 & higher ed), performances (plays, ballet, opera, 
monologues), others 
[4] What also sets it apart: The oral historian’s unique responsibility and skill in co-creating, co-
representing, and co-interpreting. 
[5] such as interviewing methodologies that are journalistic, anthropological, folkloristic, sociological, or 
linguistic 
[6] whether the plan is to share within a family group or with the public at large, it is important to have a 
plan  there is a plan for long-term care of, and access to, (whatever that means for the project) the 
recorded interview. 
[7] Transcript, images, artifacts, indexes etc… 
[8] We recommend reviewing the Society of American Archivists’ Core Values Statement and Code of 
Ethics: https://www2.archivists.org/statements/saa-core-values-statement-and-code-of-ethics. 
[9] We recommend users of oral sources consult various discipline-based ethical guidelines. For example: 
the American Historical Association’s Statement on Standards of Professional Conduct; the American 
Anthropological Association’s Principles of Professional Responsibility; the American Sociological 
Association’s Code of Ethics; and the Society of Professional Journalists’ Code of Ethics.; The Society of 
American Archivists’  Core Values Statement and Code of Ethics; The American Folklore 
Society ‘s Statement on Ethics. 
 

http://www.oralhistory.org/metadata/
http://www.oralhistory.org/privacy/
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/#_edn9
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/#_ednref1
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/#_ednref2
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/#_ednref3
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/#_ednref4
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/#_ednref5
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/#_ednref6
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/#_ednref7
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/#_ednref8
https://www2.archivists.org/statements/saa-core-values-statement-and-code-of-ethics
https://www.oralhistory.org/oha-statement-on-ethics/#_ednref9
https://www.historians.org/jobs-and-professional-development/statements-standards-and-guidelines-of-the-discipline/statement-on-standards-of-professional-conduct
http://ethics.americananthro.org/category/statement/
http://www.asanet.org/code-ethics
https://www.spj.org/ethicscode.asp
https://www2.archivists.org/statements/saa-core-values-statement-and-code-of-ethics
https://www.afsnet.org/page/Ethics&sa=D&ust=1536603867849000&usg=AFQjCNE0TTT4uuLwov_XRi2aRHml1k6FYQ
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Best Practices 

Four key elements of oral history work are preparation, interviewing, preservation, and access. Oral 
historians should give careful consideration to each at the start of any oral history project, regardless of 
whether it is comprised of one or many interviews. This brief document presents the Oral History 
Association’s guidelines for how to conduct a high-quality oral history interview;[1] it highlights some 
standard practices that should help produce historically valuable and ethically conducted interviews. 

  

Preparation 
 

1. First-time interviewers and others involved in oral history projects should seek training,[2] whether 
they are conducting individual research or developing a community or an institutional project. 
 

2. During initial preparation, oral historians should locate an appropriate repository[3] to house the 
project’s finished oral histories and other documentation. Oral historians should take care to select a 
repository that aligns with the project’s goals, has the capacity to preserve the oral histories, can 

enforce[4] any signed agreements, and will make them accessible to the public. 
 

3. Oral historians should outline an oral history process appropriate for their projects and their narrators. 

They should consult the complete suite of Oral History Association Principles & Best 
Practices documents for guidance, but whenever possible, the process should include the following: 

obtaining and documenting the informed consent of the narrator; when possible providing the 
narrator an opportunity to approve the oral history prior to public release; and sharing expectations 
about the overall project timeline. At this stage, the oral historian also should 

develop forms appropriate for documenting the process and related agreements. 
 

4. Oral historians should choose potential narrators based on the relevance of their experiences to the 

subject at hand, while striving to identify and incorporate as many diverse voices as possible. 
 

5. The process of engaging with potential narrators can be relatively simple and brief or involve multiple 

conversations.[5] The process typically entails two facets: first, describing the project and process and 
securing the informed consent of the narrator and second, holding a pre-interview discussion to assist 
in the interviewer’s preparation. These meetings, regardless of their formality,  are important in 
establishing rapport between interviewer and narrator and allowing for clear communication of the 
following elements: 

 
a. The oral history’s purposes in terms of topics to be covered and general research 

questions under study, and reasons for conducting the interview 
 

b. The full oral history procedure, including when and how the interview will be recorded, a 
description of any review process, the plans for preservation and access, the potential uses of 
the oral history, and the need for informed consent and other legal forms to be signed 
 
c. The narrator’s expectations for the oral history—what they want to get out of the process, 
what topics are meaningful to them, and what questions they should be asked 
 
d. When an understanding on how to proceed is reached, a formal record of that agreement 
should be completed prior to[6] the beginning of recording. 
 

Narrators, find out more about what to expect here. 

http://www.oralhistory.org/access-see-also-privacy/
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_edn1
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_edn2
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_edn3
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_edn4
http://www.oralhistory.org/physical-agreement-release-form/
http://www.oralhistory.org/oha-principles-and-best-practices/
http://www.oralhistory.org/oha-principles-and-best-practices/
http://www.oralhistory.org/informed-consent/
http://www.oralhistory.org/deed-of-gift/
http://www.oralhistory.org/diverse-voices/
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_edn5
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_edn6
http://www.oralhistory.org/for-participants-in-oral-history-interviews/
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6. In preparing to ask informed questions, interviewers should become familiar with the person, topic, 
and historical context by doing research in primary and secondary sources, as well as through social 
engagement with individuals and communities and informal one-on-one interactions. 
 

7. Interviewers should create, when possible, a high-quality recording of the interview(audio or video 
format) to capture the narrator’s interview accurately with consideration of future audiences and long-
term preservation. 

 

8. Interviewers should prepare an open-ended guide[7] or outline of the themes to be covered and 
general questions to be asked before conducting the interview. Interviewers should educate themselves 
about different interviewing strategies with the goal of encouraging the narrator provide the fullest 
responses to the questions as possible. (See interviewing section below for more details.) 

 
9. Oral historians should recognize that their narrators are not just isolated individuals; they are 

members of communities, some of whom have historically complex relationships with researchers. 
When planning an oral history project, interviewers are advised to think about whether they want to 
engage with those communities in a formal, organized way. Oral historians may decide to develop a 
plan for community engagement that benefits both the project and the community. These plans for 
bringing communities into the oral history process might include the creation of a community advisory 
board, hosting events for sharing research findings, providing oral history training, and more. 

  

Interviewing 
 

1. The interview should be conducted, whenever possible, in a quiet location with minimal background 
noises and possible distractions, unless part of the oral history process includes gathering soundscapes 
or ambient sounds. 
 

2. The interviewer should record a lead-in at the beginning of each session. It should consist of contextual 

information,[8] such as: 

a. names, or when appropriate, pseudonyms, of narrator and interviewer; 
 

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

c. location of the interview (being mindful to not list personal residence address, but rather 
generic “narrator’s home”); and 
 

d. proposed subject of the recording. 
 

3. Both parties should agree in advance to the approximate length of each interview session. Given the 
unpredictability of the setting, however, the interviewer should be flexible and prepared for the session 
to be cut short, interrupted, or possibly to run long, if both parties agree. 
 

4. Along with asking open-ended questions and actively listening to the answers,  interviewers should ask 
follow-up questions, seeking additional clarification, elaboration, and reflection. When asking 
questions, the interviewer should keep the following in mind: 
 

a. Interviews should be conducted in accord with any prior agreements made with narrator, 
and 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 a pseudonym. 
Interviewers should clearly explain these options and how they would be carried out to all 
narrators during the pre-interview. 
 
b. Interviewers should work to achieve a balance between the objectives of the project and the 
perspectives of their narrators. Interviewers should provide challenging and perceptive inquiry, 
fully and respectfully exploring appropriate subjects, and not being satisfied with superficial 

https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_edn7
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_edn8
http://www.oralhistory.org/pseudonym/
http://www.oralhistory.org/for-participants-in-oral-history-interviews/
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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. 
 
c. Interviewers should be prepared to extend the inquiry beyond the specific focus of the project 
to allow the narrator to freely define what is most relevant. 
 
d. In recognition of not only the importance of oral history to an understanding of the past but 
also of the cost[9] and effort involved, interviewers and narrators should mutually strive to record 
candid information of lasting value to future audiences. 
 

5. The interviewer should secure a signed legal release[10] form, ideally when the interview is 
completed. It is important to follow the guidelines of the partnering repository’s policy on this, if 
relevant. 

  

Preservation 
1. Oral historians, sponsoring institutions, and archival repositories should understand that planning 

for appropriate care and storage of original recordings begins with project conception. 

2. Whenever possible and/or practical, oral histories–either individual or many within a project–should 
be deposited in a repository such as a library or archive that has the capacity to ensure long-term and 
professionally managed preservation and access. Regardless of where the oral histories ultimately 
reside 

a. the recordings of the interviews should be stored, processed, refreshed, and accessed according 
to established archival standards designated for the media format used; 
 
b. whenever possible, all efforts should be made to preserve electronic files in formats that are 
cross platform and nonproprietary; 
 
c. the obsolescence of all media formats should be assumed and planned for. 
 

3. In the interim before deposit, oral historians should 
 

a. transfer the original recording from whatever device was used, make an appropriate number of 
redundant digital copies,[11] and store those in different physical locations, as soon as possible 
after any interview is completed; 
 
b. document their preparation and methods, including the project’s context and goals, for their 
own, the project’s, and the repository’s files;[12] 
 
c. organize and preserve related material for each interview—photographs, documents, or other 
records such as technical or descriptive metadata—in corresponding interview files. 

  

Access & Use 
1. In order to enhance accessibility of the audio or audio/video files, an archive should provide, when 

possible, written documentation such as transcripts, indexes with time tags linking to the recording, 
detailed descriptions of interview content, or other guides to the contents. 
 

2. Whatever type of repository is charged with the preservation and access[13] of oral history interviews, 
it should 

a. honor the stipulations of prior agreements made with the interviewers or sponsoring 
institutions, to the greatest extent possible, including restrictions on access and methods of 
distribution; 
 

https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_edn9
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_edn10
http://www.oralhistory.org/physical-agreement-release-form/
http://www.oralhistory.org/sponsoring-institutions/
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_edn11
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_edn12
http://www.oralhistory.org/archives-see-also-repository-also-known-as-archival-repository/
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_edn13
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b. evaluate documentation, such as consent and/or release forms, and if they do not exist, make a 
good faith effort to obtain them; 
 
c. take all steps practicable to abide by any restrictions set forth by the narrator, while also 
making clear that certain legal challenges—such as subpoenas or open-record requests—may 
make some restrictions unenforceable; 
 
d. be prepared to provide timely access to material with considerations for expectations of 
narrators or project partners; 
 
e. when possible, consult project participants on how best to describe materials for public access 
and use. 
 

3. All those who use oral history interviews after they are made accessible should strive for intellectual 
honesty and the best application of the skills of their discipline. This includes 

a. avoiding stereotypes, misrepresentations, and manipulations of the narrator’s words; 
 
b. striving to retain the integrity of the narrator’s perspective; 
 
c. recognizing the subjectivity of the interview, including, when possible, verification of 
information presented as factual; 
 
d. interpreting and contextualizing the narrative according to the professional standards of the 
applicable scholarly disciplines; 
 
e. contextualizing oral history excerpts; 
 
f. providing a citation to the location of the full oral history. 

 

[1] Before reviewing this document, please note: Many published and online sources offer further in-
depth information about how to conduct an oral history interview. For more on finding the right guide for 
oral history see: Linda Shopes’ list to online web guides and Barb Sommer’s [reprinted from The Oral 
History Manual, 3rd Edition with publisher’s permission] bibliography 
[2] OHA list of centers and collections and OHA list of regional and international oraganizations 
[3] Whether an institutional archive or a personal family archive. See more on the glossary term 
for archive 
[4] For more on legal issues in oral history, 
see: http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/gettingstarted/playlists/legal-issues/ 
[5] Or involve multiple layers of gatekeepers or proxy’s before reaching direct contact with potential 
narrator. 
[6] Although many oral historians prefer to request signatures for any legal release forms assigning rights 
to the interview after it is completed in order to better address any sensitive issues that may have come up 
during the course of the interview. 
[7]  Linda Shopes’ list to online web guides and Barb Sommer’s bibliography 
[8] This is with an understanding that in some cases, such as interviews with vulnerable communities, 
particularly those with surveillance concerns, there will be a need to gather only the very basic contextual 
information. 
[9] In this sense, the “cost” of a project is more than just financial, for example, good relationship building 
with the community will involve the “cost” of the emotional labor involved for the interviewer, project 
manager, and/or team members, in creating understanding and trust. 
[10] For more on legal issues in oral history, 
see: http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/gettingstarted/playlists/legal-issues 
[11]  http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/gettingstarted/glossary/archiveglossary/redundancy/ 
[12]  http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/gettingstarted/glossary/archiveglossary/metadata/ 
[13]  http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/gettingstarted/glossary/archiveglossary/access/ 

https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_ednref1
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/featured-resources/shopes-web-guides/
http://www.oralhistory.org/oral-history-manual-bibliography/
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_ednref2
http://www.oralhistory.org/centers-and-collections/
http://www.oralhistory.org/regional-and-international-organizations/
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_ednref3
http://www.oralhistory.org/archives-see-also-repository-also-known-as-archival-repository/
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_ednref4
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/gettingstarted/playlists/legal-issues/
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_ednref5
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_ednref6
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_ednref7
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/featured-resources/shopes-web-guides/
http://www.oralhistory.org/oral-history-manual-bibliography/
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_ednref8
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_ednref9
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_ednref10
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/gettingstarted/playlists/legal-issues/
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_ednref11
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_ednref8
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_ednref8
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_ednref12
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/gettingstarted/glossary/archiveglossary/metadata/
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/#_ednref13
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/gettingstarted/glossary/archiveglossary/access/
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For Participants in Oral History Interviews 

Oral history interviews are conducted by people from a diversity of fields and professions. They may be 
academic researchers, community organizers, artists, documentarians, and more. How they approach 
their work and communicate with you may be very different. However, there are several key ethical 
responsibilities which oral historians of any background share. We have summarized these here to help 
you, the participant, make an informed decision about whether to contribute to an oral history project. 
  

Before the Interview 
The following information should be made available to you in a language that you can read or speak 
fluently, or with the assistance of a trusted translator: 

1. The project background 
 
The oral historian should talk with you about the motivations for initiating the project and conducting 
your oral history interview, as well as what they hope you might be able to contribute to the project. The 
oral historian may ask you to make a formal declaration, which could either be recorded or in writing, of 
your agreement to participate in the project and your knowledge of the process. Make sure you 
understand and are comfortable with what the oral history project seeks to achieve. 

2. Contact information 
 
You should receive contact information for your interviewer; someone responsible for the archive, 
website, or other repository where your oral history materials will be housed and/or made available 
for public access; and (if applicable) a project director and/or ethics committee contact. 

3. The process for participation 
 
The oral historian will explain to you the full oral history process, from how it begins to when it should be 
considered finished. This explanation should include: 
 

a. how long the interview will take; 
 
b. how it will be recorded; 
 
c. whether you will have the opportunity to review the recording, transcript, or other related 
materials before they are shared in any format; 
 
d. any other details that may be relevant to the experience of being interviewed 
 
e. what your rights are; 
 
f. any other details that may be relevant to the experience of being interviewed. 

4. The benefits of participation 
 
Each oral history project is different, and the value of certain benefits may be different for you  than for 
another contributor. As a participant, feel free to discuss and negotiate possibilities with your oral 
historian. Potential benefits may include the following: 

a. The project may align with your personal interests or goals. 
 
b. You may be given copies of the interview and related materials to use or share. 
 
c. Your community may be given special access to the records produced. 

http://www.oralhistory.org/archives-see-also-repository-also-known-as-archival-repository/
http://www.oralhistory.org/access-see-also-privacy/
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d. The oral history project may provide some other service to your community, such as workshops 
or events. 
 
e. There can be personal or intangible benefits, such as the possibility of contributing to the 
historic record. 

5. The potential risks of participation 
 
In addition to the potential benefits, you may have concerns related to your participation. You should feel 
free to discuss your concerns in detail with your interviewer so that you can come to an informed decision 
before the interview begins. You are within your rights to ask questions, including what steps have been 
made to minimize the risk of physical, psychological, social, or economic harm to you. Standard oral 
history practice calls for making the interviews accessible to researchers and the general public, but you 
are free to request confidentiality or even to withdraw from the project at any point prior to its 
completion, or the time at which the material is made available (See “Altering or Withdrawing Your Oral 
History Interview” below). Understanding the following key subjects will be helpful to you in such 
conversations: privacy, private information, pseudonym, identifiable 
information, confidential, anonymous. 

  

During the Oral History Interview 

6. The interview 
 
The actual process of being interviewed can feel like a conversation, but there are important differences. 
Most interviewers will limit their own speaking so as to focus the interview on your experiences and 
memories. Keep in mind that at all times you are free to not answer questions, to take a break from 
recording, or to end the interview. You are not required to discuss any topics that make you 
uncomfortable or cause you distress. The interviewer should not pressure you to change your mind, 
although they may ask you why you would prefer to not to speak about a particular subject in order to 
understand why you are choosing to avoid it. If the questions you are asked are not clear or seem 
irrelevant, you may ask for clarification. You should feel free to think about how you want to respond and 
take the time necessary to answer the question fully. 

7. The recording process 
 
The interview is recorded, sometimes with a simple audio recorder or perhaps with professional video 
recording equipment. Your interviewer will place the equipment to get the best possible recording. Work 
with them to make certain you are comfortable throughout the process. While you might be distracted by 
the recording equipment when the interview begins, most participants are able to easily focus on 
answering questions and sharing stories as the interview proceeds. 

  

After the Oral History Interview 

8. The intended use of the interview 
 
The oral history interview may result in certain materials such as an audio or video recording, a written 
transcript of the recording, detailed notes on the information you provided, pictures of you, or other 
related records. These materials may be given to an archive or other repository to be housed long term 
and/or made available for public access. They may also be used in publications, websites, events, exhibits, 
and other public resources. The interviewer should explain to you the intended use of these materials, 
how they will be cared for, and how they may be accessed by others. Understand that these intentions are 
not a guarantee. The oral history interview and related materials may never be used at all. Additionally, 

http://www.oralhistory.org/confidential/
http://www.oralhistory.org/privacy/
http://www.oralhistory.org/private-information/
http://www.oralhistory.org/pseudonym/
http://www.oralhistory.org/identifiable-information/
http://www.oralhistory.org/identifiable-information/
http://www.oralhistory.org/confidential/
http://www.oralhistory.org/anonymous/
http://www.oralhistory.org/archives-see-also-repository-also-known-as-archival-repository/
http://www.oralhistory.org/repository-see-also-archives-also-known-as-archival-repository/
http://www.oralhistory.org/access-see-also-privacy/
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over the long term, there may be changes to how such materials can be made accessible to the public, 
preserved, or cared for as technologies and institutions change. In such cases, those responsible for the 
long-term care of your oral history materials should respect your initial intent for their use as much as 
possible. If the oral historian is aware in advance that such changes could take place, they should let you 
know. 

9. Altering or Withdrawing Your Oral History Interview 
 
When the interview finishes, you are welcome to raise questions or concerns about the interview or the 
oral history project. Know that you can restrict an interview from the public, make changes before it is 
shared, or withdraw your interview even after you have recorded your oral history interview and/or, in 
many cases, signed a formal agreement. Depending on the plan for long-term storage and access, this may 
be handled in a variety of ways. The oral historian should be able to share any information related to 
withdrawing your interview. 
Once an oral history is shared with the public, or entered into an archive, it may not be possible to fully 
remove it. Once an oral history is available to the public, a third party may quote, use, and reference it in 
another way that the oral historian has no control over. The oral historian should, when possible, specify a 
date by which it would become difficult or impossible for you to withdraw your oral history. 
Be aware that even if an oral history is closed to the public for a period of time, certain legal challenges—
such as subpoenas or open-record requests—may make some restrictions unenforceable. 
 

10. Formal agreement agreement[1] 
 
At the conclusion of your interview, the interviewer should request a written or verbal declaration to 
formalize the agreed upon terms of use for the recorded interview. This process is often referred to as 
legal release. In recognition of the fact that you, the narrator, own the words you speak in the interview, 
the formal agreement is your opportunity to provide permission for others to have access to and use your 
interview. On this legal release, you may provide a blanket permission for the public to access and use 
your oral history, or you may decide to place certain restrictions on its use. Speak with your oral historian 
about the options[2]. After consenting, you should receive a copy of the legal release terms. If you or your 
interviewer prefer not to use a written agreement, this should be discussed in advance. 

11. Copyright 
 
When you sign a legal release, you might also be asked to assign your copyright of the interview to the oral 
historian or to an archive, as part of, or in addition to, the release document. You may also be given the 
option of assigning your interview to the public domain or of signing a Creative Commons license. All of 
these options are in place so that others may quote from your interview in books, on radio, in films, or 
other media. Libraries and archives often wish to hold copyright so that they can protect the materials 
now and long into the future. Ask your interviewer to explain the document you are signing and, if you 
wish, other options that exist for planning public access to, and use of, your interview. Note that any time 
you sign a document, you should request a copy of that document to refer to later if needed. 
Understanding the terminology is important; always feel free to ask questions when in doubt. 

  

 

[1] We recommend that this process be fully documented in writing and that signatures of all participating 
parties be obtained and preserved in project records. However, we recognize that limitations of time, 
language, literacy, and other factors may make this recommendation unfeasible; in those cases, we 
recommend both the communication of the goals and risks associated with the project along with 
interviewee informed consent be recorded prior to the beginning of the interview. 
[2] While legal release is the often referred to term, there are other terms that might be used. 
Glossary: informed consent, formal agreement, permission to use, copyright, deed of gift, non-exclusive 
license, creative commons, public domain. 

https://www.oralhistory.org/for-participants-in-oral-history-interviews/#_edn1
http://www.oralhistory.org/physical-agreement-release-form/
https://www.oralhistory.org/for-participants-in-oral-history-interviews/#_edn2
http://www.oralhistory.org/copyright/
http://www.oralhistory.org/creative-commons-license/
http://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices-glossary/
https://www.oralhistory.org/for-participants-in-oral-history-interviews/#_ednref1
https://www.oralhistory.org/for-participants-in-oral-history-interviews/#_ednref2
http://www.oralhistory.org/informed-consent/
http://www.oralhistory.org/physical-agreement-release-form/
http://www.oralhistory.org/permission-to-use/
http://www.oralhistory.org/copyright/
http://www.oralhistory.org/deed-of-gift/
http://www.oralhistory.org/nonexclusive-license/
http://www.oralhistory.org/nonexclusive-license/
http://www.oralhistory.org/creative-commons-license/
http://www.oralhistory.org/public-domain/
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Overview 
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Archives Principles and Best Practices 
About the Document 

 

Introduction: Notes on Using this Document and 

Developing an Archival Plan  
This document is intended to be viewed in context as an addendum to the Oral History Association’s 
Principles and Best Practices. It is important to note that this document is not just meant for 
professionally trained archivists or practitioners working with a traditional repository. Oral history is both 
created and cared for by a broad and diverse set of practitioners, including community organizers, 
independent researchers, affiliated faculty, storytellers, policymakers, journalists, writers, librarians, and 
families. While professionally-trained archivists who work with oral history are encouraged to engage 
with these guiding concepts and best practices, this document was created with all practitioners in mind. 
As a primer, we recommend reading the Society of American Archivists Core Values Statement and Code 
of Ethics, as this document serves to “guide archivists, as well as to inform those who work with archivists, 
in shaping expectations for professional engagement.”  

While considering an archival plan for oral history interviews, it will be helpful to consider the 
multifaceted nature of oral history. Oral history interviews are: primary sources that are meant to be 
accessible, discoverable, and understood; evidence for historical and anthropological understandings, as 
well as other disciplines; cultural objects; and archival objects requiring long-term preservation. 
Therefore, the archiving of oral history interviews has its own set of principles and best practices that 
need to be acknowledged and addressed in a centralized resource. This document applies well-established 
best practices from professional organizations and institutions to oral history interviews and collections.  

This guide cannot be a one-size-fits-all resource. Practitioners may need to pick and choose from these 
best practices based on the needs and resources of their organization or community. Every oral history 
project should have a plan for archiving its oral histories that aligns with the project’s goals and works 
within the capacity of the project’s partners. Practitioners who are not affiliated with a formal archive 
should consider that capacity may be extended or re-envisioned through resource-sharing with 
repositories that can offer archival support or guidance. A plan for archiving interviews should take a form 
that is uniquely customized for the project, weighing the needs, concerns, and strengths of the individuals 
involved in the project, as well as  the narrators. 

Some archiving plans may eschew traditional repositories, particularly when working with vulnerable 
communities, or when inclusion in a repository carries the potential for legal or personal danger.[1] When 
considering whether to donate to or work with a repository, it is critical to identify the priorities of the 
project. Some important questions to ask include: Who will have access to the materials and how will 
access be provided? How does a project align with the overall mission of potential partner organizations? 
How will privacy and confidentiality be handled? Plans may also require prioritization of immediate needs 
and uses of the oral histories over the future life of the materials — for example, in instances where 
projects emerge from political or environmental crises.  

https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-overview/#Intro
https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-overview/#ArchivesBP
https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-overview/#AboutDoc
https://www.oralhistory.org/principles-and-best-practices-revised-2018/
https://www.oralhistory.org/principles-and-best-practices-revised-2018/
https://www2.archivists.org/statements/saa-core-values-statement-and-code-of-ethics
https://www2.archivists.org/statements/saa-core-values-statement-and-code-of-ethics
https://www.oralhistory.org/vulnerable-communities/
https://www.oralhistory.org/vulnerable-communities/
https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-overview/#_ftn1
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Considering all of the above, clear documentation of the archival plan is immensely important. This 
documentation will provide the means for understanding the context of the project in the future, 
including how and why the oral histories were conducted, how the project evolved over time, and how the 
archival plan was created. It will help future archivists and users understand the singularities of a project 
or collection, and it will serve to protect narrators and communities from any future misuse due to a lack 
of documentation.  

Below you will find an overview of the topics that have been identified as crucial components to 
developing an archival plan. To read more about each topic, visit the corresponding page numbers of the 
Archives Principles and Best Practices Manual.  

 

Archives Principles and Best Practices 

Appraisal and Accessioning  
The arrival of interviews at a repository is one of the most critical junctures in an interview’s life cycle. 
There are two steps in this process: appraisal (the process of determining which interviews should be 
accepted by a repository) and accessioning (the actions that archivists take to acquire legal and physical 
custody of the interviews). A clear appraisal and accessioning process allows repositories to handle the 
intake of oral histories and makes it easier for potential donors or partners to understand how the 
repository approaches the intake. Responsible accessioning is foundational to good archival practice. It 
protects materials and collects the necessary information to subsequently create metadata for discovery 
and provide access consistent with the intentions of the narrator. 
 
(See Manual Appraisal and Accessioning) 

Metadata and Description  
Metadata and description include specific fields of collected information which help place oral history 
interviews in context and enable discovery and access in a variety of ways. Devoting attention to 
description and metadata at all stages of the process is an essential part of any oral history project. It is 
important to collect the following types of information or metadata categories: administrative, descriptive, 
technical, preservation, and rights and access. All stages in the lifecycle of the interview should be 
considered as opportunities to engage in descriptive practices: pre-interview, interview, processing, 
preservation, and dissemination. Practitioners should also keep in mind that metadata may need to be 
monitored over time and changes or updates to metadata may be required after the interview lifecycle. [2] 
 
(See Manual Metadata and Description) 

Preservation 
It is important for oral historians and archivists to understand the responsibility for ensuring the long-
term preservation of an oral history interview. Oral history as a field of practice prioritizes preserving the 
original recording of the interview as well as related documentation. Therefore, the inherent use of 
audiovisual materials in oral history practice, whether analog or digital,[3] requires an appropriate and 
robust preservation plan. The obsolescence of media formats should be considered and planned 
for. [4] Preservation of other documentation could also include fieldnotes or context statements, 
photographs or moving images, and any publications or documents created using the recording as the 
primary resource. 
Every effort should be made to ensure oral history materials are adequately stored, processed, 
maintained, and made accessible according to archival standards and best practices. [5]Continued 
maintenance of the interviews and related materials ensures continued access to, and viability of, the 
materials for long-term preservation. Oral history practitioners and archival institutions should carefully 
review their infrastructure and resources to determine whether they are able to effectively undertake or 
intake an oral history project/collection.  Individuals and organizations should determine if it’s necessary 
to deposit materials into more experienced or better-supported repositories. 

https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-complete-manual/#Appraisal
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices-glossary/
https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-overview/#_ftn
https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-complete-manual/#Metadata
https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-overview/#_ftn3
https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-overview/#_ftn4
https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-overview/#_ftn5
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(See Manual Preservation) 

Access 

One objective of most oral history projects is to create an opportunity for the public to interact with the 
interviews. There are several key components when considering how oral history interviews will be 
accessed and used:  

1. Permissions and ethical use: Who can (and should) do what with an interview. 
2. Transcription: Transcripts and video captions aid the discoverability and accessibility of interviews by 

allowing users to fully text-search an interview. 
3. Public access and discoverability: Cataloging and providing access to oral histories should follow the 

standards of the collecting institution and/or be based on the capacity of the participants involved. 
 

(See Manual Access) 

Collaboration 

In any collaborative partnership dealing with archiving oral history projects/collections, stakeholders 
should discuss and come to agreements on the following:  

1. Scope: Ascertain that the subject matter of the interviews addresses the needs and interests of each 
stakeholder.  

2. Format: Ensure that the recording(s) will be made in a format and standard suitable for accession, 
preservation, and any specific uses identified by stakeholders. 

3. Rights and permissions: Ensure that a proper legal release is obtained and adheres to each 
stakeholder’s needs and requests. 

4. Long-term preservation plan: Ensure that any partnering repository has the capacity to accept the 
interview materials and is capable of long-term preservation of the objects.  

5. Metadata requirements: Ensure that required metadata is defined at the outset of the project and is 
collected throughout the life cycle of the interview.  

6. Access: Determine who can access the interview, how it is made accessible, and create policies dictating 
future duplication and dissemination of the interview material.  

7. Restrictions on use: Determine any restrictions, and establish how they are handled by project 
stakeholders.  

8. Additional considerations: Discuss any unique or specific wishes relevant to the needs of the narrator, 
community, repository, or other collaborating partner. 

Partners may consider creating a Memorandum of Agreement/Understanding (often referred to as an 
MOA or an MOU) to document the agreed-upon plan to handle the above important issues.  
 
(See Manual Collaboration) 

Ownership and Rights Management 
Oral historians, archivists, and narrators alike must understand the complexity of ownership and rights 
management of oral history interviews. It is important to define ownership before a project starts and 
document any changes throughout the lifecycle of an oral history. This includes preserving narrator rights 
through an ongoing relationship with an archive. It is also important to consider the temporal aspects of 
administration and how practices change over time. Aspects that could impact ownership include changes 
in administrative best practice, in legislation, in societal understanding of ownership, and in technology.  
 
(See Manual Ownership and Rights Management) 

 

https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-complete-manual/#Preservation
https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-complete-manual/#Access
https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-complete-manual/#Collaboration
https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-complete-manual/#Ownership


18 
 

About The Document  
The establishment of the Oral History Association (OHA) Archives Principles and Best Practices Task 
Force grew out of a direct recommendation from the OHA Principles and Best Practices Task Force after 
revision work was completed in 2018. The objective of the task force was to create a document addressing 
issues of best practices regarding the archiving of oral history, not only for archival management of oral 
history material, but also in terms of working with oral historians, narrators, and the public for access and 
care of oral history material. In January 2019 the OHA Council asked the OHA Archives Interest Group to 
form a small task force to take on this duty, with a suggested completion date to coincide with the 2019 
OHA Annual Meeting in October. The task force reached out to the Society of American Archivists Oral 
History Section for support and recruitment of additional task force members. In late-January 2019 the 
task force convened twelve members with an intentional inclusion of backgrounds from large and small 
institutions, academic institutions, non-archivists working with archival collections, non-traditional 
archives, and independent practitioners. 

The co-chairs identified six sections for this document: Appraisal and Accessioning; Metadata and 
Description; Preservation; Access; Collaboration; and Ownership and Rights Management. Ideas for a 
number of these sections came directly from discussions and feedback given by OHA members during the 
review of OHA’s general Principles and Best Practices document in 2018.  

The co-chairs, Ellen Brooks and Jennifer Snyder, are more than grateful to the task force members—
Patrick Daglaris, Sarah Dziedzic, Heather Fox, Lauren Kata, Kristin Leaman, Leslie McCartney, Caitlyn 
Oiye Coon, David Olson, Nicholas Pavlik, Anna Robinson-Sweet, Teague Schneiter, and Steven Sielaff. 
Special thanks to Mary Larson for copy editing.  

 

[1]  Examples include interviews conducted with undocumented immigrants who would be at risk of 
deportation or survivors of domestic violence or stalking who risk being located and harmed by former 
abusers. For an in-depth exploration of the limits of repositories to protect narrators, see 
a statement, discussion, and resources on Boston College’s Belfast Project. 
[2]The Oral History Association Metadata Task Force (OHA MTF) has produced detailed guidelines for 
those working with oral history metadata and description and has worked to develop specific tools for 
metadata and description decision-making, which are based on earlier best practices work. 
[3] A more detailed discussion of digital preservation concepts, including visualizations of systems, can be 
found  in Boyd, Douglas A. “The Digital Mortgage: Digital Preservation of Oral History,” 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/the-digital-
mortgage/. 
[4] A resource on media stability and format longevity/obsolescence can be found 
at https://obsoletemedia.org/media-preservation/. 
[5]  A primer on digital preservation can be found 
at http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/gettingstarted/playlists/digital-preservation/. 

Principles and Best Practices Glossary 

Participating in an oral history interview, whether as the interviewer or narrator, involves technical 
knowledge that crosses several disciplines. Understanding the terminology used by oral historians and 
related professional fields will be helpful. 

 access (see also privacy): Access to a recorded interview can refer to many different formats, including 
physical or virtual access regulated by requests to an archive or individual responsible for the collection 
care, or unfettered access to full recorded and transcribed/indexed interview online. It can also refer to 
the use of recorded interviews in part or full in publication or broadcast. 

https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-overview/#_ftnref1
https://www.oralhistory.org/2014/05/05/oral-history-association-response-to-developments-in-boston-college-case/
https://www2.archivists.org/groups/oral-history-section/live-web-chat?page=1
https://www2.archivists.org/groups/oral-history-section/the-belfast-case-information-for-saa-members
https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-overview/#_ftnref2
https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-overview/#_ftnref2
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/category/metadata/
https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-overview/#_ftnref3
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/2012/06/the-digital-mortgage/
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/2012/06/the-digital-mortgage/
https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-overview/#_ftnref4
https://obsoletemedia.org/media-preservation/
https://www.oralhistory.org/archives-principles-and-best-practices-overview/#_ftnref5
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/gettingstarted/playlists/digital-preservation/
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 anonymous: While a narrator may choose to have their name disassociated from any interview, or 
choose to utilize a pseudonym, there can be no guarantees towards absolute anonymity in the oral 
history process. Information provided to an oral historian is only anonymous if there is no way for 
anyone, at any time, to determine the narrator’s identity from it; that is, there is no identifiable 
information (see term below). This is a very high standard of information security that oral historians 
are only rarely able to offer. 

  

 archives (see also repository): The term archive can refer to permanently valuable records (such as 
photographs, recordings, and letters, to name but a few), an organization that maintains historical 
records and documents, or the physical space where the records are maintained. Since oral history does 
ideally require long-term maintenance and properly managed preservation of all types of records, it is 
most common to work with a well-established archival repository with a clear track record for 
managing the media format and the complexities of the sensitive nature of oral history work. See more 

on this definition at the Society for American Archivists: https://www2.archivists.org/about-
archives; for more on personal archiving—of family recordings, for example—

see http://digitalpreservation.gov/personalarchiving/. 

  

 closed records (also part of collection restriction): Archives and other repositories of oral history 
interviews and related records, often tasked with making records accessible, may also be able to 
withhold records from being used or viewed for a period of time. In this case, the oral history interview 
will still be listed as part of the repository’s collection (often, for instance, via a finding aid), but it will 
be marked as closed and the repository will not willingly grant access to it until the closed period has 
expired. Note that they would still be obligated to provide records in response to a subpoena. 

  

 community: Group of individuals who share a collective geographic space, experience, or level of 
ownership of the content being shared. 

  

 confidential: Confidential information is not necessarily anonymous, but it is protected to the best of 
the oral historian’s ability. This means that the information provided during the interview will not be 
willingly disclosed to others by the oral historian, or any archival repository partner, for an agreed-upon 
period of time. This may require specific data security procedures to ensure that the information cannot 
be accessed, except by the oral historian or other authorized parties. Narrators should feel empowered 
to ask about security measures that may be employed during and after the oral history project. Note 
that oral historians and archives do not have any special legal privileges or protections to withhold 
information about criminal activity. In the event of a subpoena they would be obligated to turn over any 
records or information in their possession. 

  

 copyright: Anyone who creates an original work or unique intellectual property has exclusive rights to 
use, distribute, and profit from that work. Laws regarding copyright will vary depending on an 
individual’s country or municipality. In most cases, a narrators’ oral history interviews are considered 
to be their intellectual property, for which they are either the legal owner or co-owner of copyright. 
Others who wish to use, distribute, or profit from the oral history interview will first need to obtain the 

narrator’s explicit permission, license, or copyright. For more information about copyright, visit the US 
Copyright Office. 

  

https://www2.archivists.org/about-archives
https://www2.archivists.org/about-archives
http://digitalpreservation.gov/personalarchiving/
https://www.copyright.gov/
https://www.copyright.gov/
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 Creative Commons license: These irrevocable licenses are used to define how the narrator, as the 
copyright holder, would like the general public, rather than a specific party, to be able to make use of 
their oral history materials. Further information on specific types of Creative Commons licenses is 

available at creativecommons.org. See more on the case for Creative Commons in oral history work 

here: http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/2012/06/a-creative-commons-solution/ 

  

 deed of gift: A deed of gift agreement defines how the narrator would like materials or rights related to 
an oral history to be managed as a donated collection—that is, transferred to an assigned party, such as 
the project director or a partnering/sponsoring organization or archive. What makes a deed of gift 
unique is that the narrator acknowledges granting these rights or materials without reciprocal 
compensation. 

  

 diverse voices: Diversity should extend to voices both in the types of people interviewed (age, ethnicity, 
sexuality, people of color, and so on) and in the variety of possible perspectives within a project. 

  

 formal agreement (release form): Participating in an oral history interview may involve signing specific 
types of agreements or assigning intellectual property rights. Examples include Creative Common 
licenses, deeds of gift, nonexclusive licenses, permission-to-use agreements, and transfer of copyright. 

  

 identifiable information: Information that could be used to identify the narrator. The term usually 
refers to specific details such as name or date of birth. Narrators need to bear in mind that oral history 
interviews often gather comprehensive narratives about the narrator’s experiences and life story that 
could be recognized by others. 

  

 index (see also time log): To help make an oral history more accessible, one should create a log (or 
index) of its contents. Akin to a book’s table of contents, which links a chapter to a page number, this 
document usually links a summary of a small section of the full recording to a timestamp where that 
summary starts. Different than a word-for-word transcript, the log can serve as an efficient and effective 
way to unlock the oral history’s contents for current and future users. 

  

 informed consent: An agreement that documents, verbally or in writing, that the narrator has been 
given all the information necessary to come to a decision about whether to participate in the oral history 
project. Informed consent does not cover or deal with copyright. The interview process must be 
transparent, with ongoing participation, consent, engagement, and open discussion among all parties, 
from the first encounter between interviewer and narrator to the creation of end products. Informed 
consent plays a key role in ensuring transparency. 

  

 interviewer: OHA’s preferred term to describe the person conducting the interview; it should be noted 
that interviewing is just one part of the oral history process, meaning an interviewer could be, but may 
not necessarily be an oral historian. 

  

 length: One should anticipate an interview lasting at least one hour but may choose to plan for one and 
a half to two hours, depending on the circumstances. The oral historian should give the narrator a time 
frame when scheduling the interview. In the spirit of sharing authority, each party should feel 
empowered to avoid keeping the other longer than scheduled. 

https://creativecommons.org/
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/2012/06/a-creative-commons-solution/
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 living human subjects: A term most commonly used in reference to researchers who are guided by 

an Institutional Review Board (IRB) process. Human subject refers to a living individual who is 
asked to contribute personal information to a research project; this individual may also be considered a 
research participant by an investigator or researcher (that is, the interviewer or project director). 
Human subjects and the data (that is, the stories) collected from them can contribute to a broader study 
of a topic. 

  

 metadata: Information about aspects of an oral history interview; it is essential for the curating, 

discovery, and management of a collection or interview. In an oral history context, Descriptive 
metadata refers to information about the interview or the topic discussed. Technical 
metadata refers to the technical information that makes up the digital data file containing the 

interview, such as file type, codec, file size, and resolution. Administrative metadata refers to 

information related to issues such as rights management. Structural metadata refers to how 

individual parts relate to a whole. (For more on this, see Oral History and the Digital Age) 

  

 narrator: A person being interviewed during an oral history recording. While there are many possible 
terms, including interviewee or chronicler, this iteration of our Core Principles and Practices uses the 
term narrator exclusively. We do this as an acknowledgment that the people we interview have agency 
and are not merely “living human subjects.” 

  

 nonexclusive license: A nonexclusive license can be used by a copyright holder to grant another party 
rights to make simultaneous use of their intellectual property without transferring their copyright to 
that party. 

  

 oral historian: More than just interviewing, the oral historian must keep all aspects of the oral history 
process in mind, including project planning and implementation. 

  

 permission to use: An agreement that defines specific uses a certain party can make of an oral history. It 
often includes circumstances and terms of that use, but does not request any transfer of copyrights. 

  

 privacy: Anyone preserving oral history and making it accessible in any format (that is, unfettered 
online or in-person access) needs to be aware that data privacy standards have changed in the recent 
past. Narrators need a precise understanding of what access to their interview will look like, as well as 
consideration for any third parties discussed within the recording. Access needs to meet local, national, 

and international data and privacy requirements/standards (see the Oral History Society’s page on 
the effect on oral history of recent changes to EU data protection). Anyone conducting or storing oral 
history interviews should take all practicable steps to keep the interviews protected from possible illegal 
or unauthorized uses. 

  

 private information: Sometimes it may be necessary for the narrator to share information with an oral 
historian that they have no intention of allowing them to record, use, or make available to others. 
Interviewers should always make the narrator aware of when they are recording and ask for permission 
to record before they begin. The narrator should let the interviewer know when they need to share 
something privately and ask them to stop recording. If the narrator realizes that they shared private 

http://www.oralhistory.org/about/do-oral-history/oral-history-and-irb-review/
http://digitalpreservation.gov/personalarchiving/
http://digitalpreservation.gov/personalarchiving/
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/gettingstarted/glossary/archiveglossary/technical-metadata/
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/gettingstarted/glossary/archiveglossary/technical-metadata/
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/gettingstarted/glossary/archiveglossary/administrative-metadata/
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/gettingstarted/glossary/archiveglossary/structural-metadata/
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/gettingstarted/glossary/archiveglossary/metadata/
http://www.ohs.org.uk/advice/data-protection/
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information while they were being recorded, they will need to let the interviewer know as soon as 
possible. 

  

 pseudonym: It may sometimes be possible to record an oral history interview with a narrator using a 
pseudonym. In such cases, the oral historian should use only the fictitious name when referring to the 
narrator during the interview or in any related materials, such as transcripts, notes, finding aids, or 
publications. However, this does not mean that the information provided during the interview will be 
anonymous or confidential (see anonymous and confidential). 

  

 public domain: Material not protected by intellectual property laws, such as copyright law; such creative 
work is thus under public ownership and open to use by anyone without permission. 

  

 repository (see also archives): A repository can be either a physical or digital location, depending on the 
recording format and the project goals; in any case, the term refers to the long-term storage of 
permanently valuable material. Since oral history does ideally require long-term maintenance and 
properly managed preservation of all types of records, it is most common to work with a well-
established archival repository with a clear track record for managing the media format and the 
complexities of the sensitive nature of oral history work. Of course, there are instances of oral history 
projects working exclusively in the online sphere with strong archival principles in place for collection 
management, as exemplified in such digital archives 

as https://www.saada.org and https://densho.org. A repository could also be someone personal or 
family archives; for more on personal archiving—of family recordings, for example—

see http://digitalpreservation.gov/personalarchiving/. 

  

 research: In reference to the oral historian, interviewer, or project manager, researching a topic or 
person requires remaining humble and respectful. The interviewer may know a lot about the topic but 
still not know in the way that the individual/community to whom this history/stories/experiences 
belong does. 

  

 restrictions: To enforce specific interviewee/donor requirements such as restriction for period of time 
before public access to the interview is granted, or online vs. physical access to the interview, the 

repository needs to have transparent collections management policies and procedures in place.[1] 

  

 sponsoring institutions: Any organization that maybe affiliated with the oral history project, either by 
paying for the costs associated with oral history work (labor, travel expenses, and so on), providing 
archival services for completed project, or providing in-kind support such as relationship building 
within a community or sharing social capital. 

  

 terms: Specifically in regard to terms of agreement for the use of an oral history interview, these terms 
might include restrictions on public access for a period of time or on access by location. 

  

 time log (see also index): To help make an oral history more accessible, one should create a log (or 
index) of its contents. Akin to a book’s table of contents, which links a chapter to a page number, this 
document usually links a summary of a small section of the full recording to a timestamp where that 

https://www.saada.org/
https://densho.org/
http://digitalpreservation.gov/personalarchiving/
https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices-glossary/#_ftn1


23 
 

summary starts. Different than a word-for-word transcript, the log can serve as an efficient and effective 
way to unlock the oral history’s contents for current and future users. 

  

 transfer of copyright: Many agreements or contracts that narrators are asked to sign may include a 
transfer of their full copyrights in the oral history to another party. (see copyright) 

  

 vulnerable communities: Understanding the power dynamics involved in any oral history interview is 
essential for ethical work in this field. This is especially important when working with vulnerable 
populations—including but not limited to the following: those who might be put in danger or face harm 
by publicly sharing their experience; legal minors, and others with limited agency and freedom, and 
those with impaired ability to fully consent. Examples of groups of people who may fit this description 
include those who have lived through traumatic experiences and those who discuss or describe 
activities, such as immigration, that could technically violate state or federal laws. 

  

  

 

 [1] For an overview of the most prominent case depicting the fallout from managing oral history 
collections with restrictions, see “Secrets from Belfast,” Chronicle of Higher 

Education, https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/belfast. 
 

https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices-glossary/#_ftnref1
https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/belfast.
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 Archives Principles and Best Practices 

Overview 
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Introduction: Notes on Using this Document and Developing an 
Archival Plan  
This document is intended to be viewed in context as an addendum to the Oral History 
Association’s Principles and Best Practices. It is important to note that this document is 
not just meant for professionally trained archivists or practitioners working with a 
traditional repository. Oral history is both created and cared for by a broad and diverse 
set of practitioners, including community organizers, independent researchers, affiliated 
faculty, storytellers, policymakers, journalists, writers, librarians, and families. While 
professionally-trained archivists who work with oral history are encouraged to engage 
with these guiding concepts and best practices, this document was created with all 
practitioners in mind. As a primer, we recommend reading the Society of American 
Archivists Core Values Statement and Code of Ethics, as this document serves to 
“guide archivists, as well as to inform those who work with archivists, in shaping 
expectations for professional engagement.”  
While considering an archival plan for oral history interviews, it will be helpful to 
consider the multifaceted nature of oral history. Oral history interviews are: primary 
sources that are meant to be accessible, discoverable, and understood; evidence for 
historical and anthropological understandings, as well as other disciplines; cultural 
objects; and archival objects requiring long-term preservation. Therefore, the archiving 
of oral history interviews has its own set of principles and best practices that need to be 
acknowledged and addressed in a centralized resource. This document applies well-
established best practices from professional organizations and institutions to oral history 
interviews and collections.  
This guide cannot be a one-size-fits-all resource. Practitioners may need to pick and 
choose from these best practices based on the needs and resources of their 
organization or community. Every oral history project should have a plan for archiving its 
oral histories that aligns with the project’s goals and works within the capacity of the 
project’s partners. Practitioners who are not affiliated with a formal archive should 
consider that capacity may be extended or re-envisioned through resource-sharing with 
repositories that can offer archival support or guidance. A plan for archiving interviews 
should take a form that is uniquely customized for the project, weighing the needs, 
concerns, and strengths of the individuals involved in the project, as well as  the 
narrators. 
 
Some archiving plans may eschew traditional repositories, particularly when working 
with vulnerable communities, or when inclusion in a repository carries the potential for 

https://www.oralhistory.org/principles-and-best-practices-revised-2018/
https://www.oralhistory.org/principles-and-best-practices-revised-2018/
https://www2.archivists.org/statements/saa-core-values-statement-and-code-of-ethics
https://www2.archivists.org/statements/saa-core-values-statement-and-code-of-ethics
https://www.oralhistory.org/vulnerable-communities/
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legal or personal danger.1 When considering whether to donate to or work with a 
repository, it is critical to identify the priorities of the project. Some important questions 
to ask include: Who will have access to the materials and how will access be provided? 
How does a project align with the overall mission of potential partner organizations? 
How will privacy and confidentiality be handled? Plans may also require prioritization of 
immediate needs and uses of the oral histories over the future life of the materials -- for 
example, in instances where projects emerge from political or environmental crises.  
 
Considering all of the above, clear documentation of the archival plan is immensely 
important. This documentation will provide the means for understanding the context of 
the project in the future, including how and why the oral histories were conducted, how 
the project evolved over time, and how the archival plan was created. It will help future 
archivists and users understand the singularities of a project or collection, and it will 
serve to protect narrators and communities from any future misuse due to a lack of 
documentation.  
 
Below you will find an overview of the topics that have been identified as crucial 
components to developing an archival plan. To read more about each topic, visit the 
corresponding page numbers of the Archives Principles and Best Practices Manual.  

Archives Principles and Best Practices 

Appraisal and Accessioning  
The arrival of interviews at a repository is one of the most critical junctures in an 
interview’s life cycle. There are two steps in this process: appraisal (the process of 
determining which interviews should be accepted by a repository) and accessioning (the 
actions that archivists take to acquire legal and physical custody of the interviews). A 
clear appraisal and accessioning process allows repositories to handle the intake of oral 
histories and makes it easier for potential donors or partners to understand how the 
repository approaches the intake. Responsible accessioning is foundational to good 
archival practice. It protects materials and collects the necessary information to 
subsequently create metadata for discovery and provide access consistent with the 
intentions of the narrator. 
 
(See Manual pg. 2-3) 

Metadata and Description  
Metadata and description include specific fields of collected information which help 
place oral history interviews in context and enable discovery and access in a variety of 
                                                
1 Examples include interviews conducted with undocumented immigrants who would be at risk of 
deportation or survivors of domestic violence or stalking who risk being located and harmed by former 
abusers. For an in-depth exploration of the limits of repositories to protect narrators, see a statement, 
discussion, and resources on Boston College’s Belfast Project. 

https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices-glossary/
https://www.oralhistory.org/2014/05/05/oral-history-association-response-to-developments-in-boston-college-case/
https://www2.archivists.org/groups/oral-history-section/live-web-chat?page=1
https://www2.archivists.org/groups/oral-history-section/the-belfast-case-information-for-saa-members
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ways. Devoting attention to description and metadata at all stages of the process is an 
essential part of any oral history project. It is important to collect the following types of 
information or metadata categories: administrative, descriptive, technical, preservation, 
and rights and access. All stages in the lifecycle of the interview should be considered 
as opportunities to engage in descriptive practices: pre-interview, interview, processing, 
preservation, and dissemination. Practitioners should also keep in mind that metadata 
may need to be monitored over time and changes or updates to metadata may be 
required after the interview lifecycle.2 
 
(See Manual pgs. 4-6) 

Preservation 

It is important for oral historians and archivists to understand the responsibility for 
ensuring the long-term preservation of an oral history interview. Oral history as a field of 
practice prioritizes preserving the original recording of the interview as well as related 
documentation. Therefore, the inherent use of audiovisual materials in oral history 
practice, whether analog or digital3, requires an appropriate and robust preservation 
plan. The obsolescence of media formats should be considered and planned for.4 

Preservation of other documentation could also include fieldnotes or context 
statements, photographs or moving images, and any publications or documents created 
using the recording as the primary resource. 
 

Every effort should be made to ensure oral history materials are adequately stored, 
processed, maintained, and made accessible according to archival standards and best 
practices.5 Continued maintenance of the interviews and related materials ensures 
continued access to, and viability of, the materials for long-term preservation. Oral 
history practitioners and archival institutions should carefully review their infrastructure 
and resources to determine whether they are able to effectively undertake or intake an 
oral history project/collection.  Individuals and organizations should determine if it’s 
necessary  to deposit materials into more experienced or better-supported repositories. 
 
(See Manual pgs. 6-9) 
 

                                                
2 The Oral History Association Metadata Task Force (OHA MTF) has produced detailed guidelines for 
those working with oral history metadata and description and has worked to develop specific tools for 
metadata and description decision-making, which are based on earlier best practices work. 
3 A more detailed discussion of digital preservation concepts, including visualizations of systems, can be 
found  in Boyd, Douglas A. “The Digital Mortgage: Digital Preservation of Oral History,” 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/the-digital-
mortgage/. 
4 A resource on media stability and format longevity/obsolescence can be found at 
https://obsoletemedia.org/media-preservation/. 
5 A primer on digital preservation can be found at 
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/gettingstarted/playlists/digital-preservation/. 

https://www.oralhistory.org/the-oha-metadata-task-force-mtf/
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/category/metadata/
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/2012/06/the-digital-mortgage/
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/2012/06/the-digital-mortgage/
https://obsoletemedia.org/media-preservation/
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/gettingstarted/playlists/digital-preservation/
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Access 

One objective of most oral history projects is to create an opportunity for the public to 
interact with the interviews. There are several key components when considering how 
oral history interviews will be accessed and used:  

1. Permissions and ethical use: Who can (and should) do what with an interview. 
2. Transcription: Transcripts and video captions aid the discoverability and 

accessibility of interviews by allowing users to fully text-search an interview. 
3. Public access and discoverability: Cataloging and providing access to oral 

histories should follow the standards of the collecting institution and/or be based 
on the capacity of the participants involved. 

(See Manual pgs. 9-11) 

Collaboration 

In any collaborative partnership dealing with archiving oral history projects/collections, 
stakeholders should discuss and come to agreements on the following:  
 

1. Scope: Ascertain that the subject matter of the interviews addresses the needs 
and interests of each stakeholder.  

2. Format: Ensure that the recording(s) will be made in a format and standard 
suitable for accession, preservation, and any specific uses identified by 
stakeholders. 

3. Rights and permissions: Ensure that a proper legal release is obtained and 
adheres to each stakeholder’s needs and requests. 

4. Long-term preservation plan: Ensure that any partnering repository has the 
capacity to accept the interview materials and is capable of long-term 
preservation of the objects.  

5. Metadata requirements: Ensure that required metadata is defined at the outset of 
the project and is collected throughout the life cycle of the interview.  

6. Access: Determine who can access the interview, how it is made accessible, 
and create policies dictating future duplication and dissemination of the interview 
material.  

7. Restrictions on use: Determine any restrictions, and establish how they are 
handled by project stakeholders.  

8. Additional considerations: Discuss any unique or specific wishes relevant to the 
needs of the narrator, community, repository, or other collaborating partner. 

Partners may consider creating a Memorandum of Agreement/Understanding (often 
referred to as an MOA or an MOU) to document the agreed-upon plan to handle the 
above important issues.  
 
(See Manual pgs. 11-15) 
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Ownership and Rights Management 
Oral historians, archivists, and narrators alike must understand the complexity of 
ownership and rights management of oral history interviews. It is important to define 
ownership before a project starts and document any changes throughout the lifecycle of 
an oral history. This includes preserving narrator rights through an ongoing relationship 
with an archive. It is also important to consider the temporal aspects of administration 
and how practices change over time. Aspects that could impact ownership include 
changes in administrative best practice, in legislation, in societal understanding of 
ownership, and in technology.  
 
(See Manual pgs. 15-18) 
 

About The Document  
The establishment of the Oral History Association (OHA) Archives Principles and Best 
Practices Task Force grew out of a direct recommendation from the OHA Principles and 
Best Practices Task Force after revision work was completed in 2018. The objective of 
the task force was to create a document addressing issues of best practices regarding 
the archiving of oral history, not only for archival management of oral history material, 
but also in terms of working with oral historians, narrators, and the public for access and 
care of oral history material. In January 2019 the OHA Council asked the OHA Archives 
Interest Group to form a small task force to take on this duty, with a suggested 
completion date to coincide with the 2019 OHA Annual Meeting in October. The task 
force reached out to the Society of American Archivists Oral History Section for support 
and recruitment of additional task force members. In late-January 2019 the task force 
convened twelve members with an intentional inclusion of backgrounds from large and 
small institutions, academic institutions, non-archivists working with archival collections, 
non-traditional archives, and independent practitioners. 
 
The co-chairs identified six sections for this document: Appraisal and Accessioning; 
Metadata and Description; Preservation; Access; Collaboration; and Ownership and 
Rights Management. Ideas for a number of these sections came directly from 
discussions and feedback given by OHA members during the review of OHA’s general 
Principles and Best Practices document in 2018.  
 
The co-chairs, Ellen Brooks and Jennifer Snyder, are more than grateful to the task 
force members—Patrick Daglaris, Sarah Dziedzic, Heather Fox, Lauren Kata, Kristin 
Leaman, Leslie McCartney, Caitlyn Oiye Coon, David Olson, Nicholas Pavlik, Anna 
Robinson-Sweet, Teague Schneiter, and Steven Sielaff. Special thanks to Mary Larson 
for copy editing.  
 
 
 



Guidelines for Social Justice Oral History Work 
 
In 2019, the Oral History Association’s Council commissioned a Social Justice Task Force 
(SJTF) to develop a document of practice, which better serves vulnerable communities and 
assists practitioners seeking to center the narrator utilizing ethical and procedural standards. 
These guidelines will add to the organization’s Principles and Best Practices suite. This report, 
sample templates, and glossary serve as a framework to clarify the meaning of social-justice-
centered oral history and its practice from start to finish.  
 
This document serves as a mosaic of collective experiences from oral historians who work on 
the ground with vulnerable communities. These oral historians learned from their narrators who 
deeply inspired the creation of new methodologies that interrogated standard OHA best 
practices. This occurred in four areas: project development, permission process, ownership, and 
protective and access measures. These distinctions became central to developing a social 
justice practice that took a narrator-centric focus that allowed for flexibility in project creation and 
completion. It also reshaped oral history into a perspective that welcomes extended timelines to 
reflect stronger trust relations and power sharing praxis. In short, social justice praxis “moves at 
the speed of trust,” empowering the narrator at every step. This document condenses these 
experiences into a holistic piece that helps practitioners learn from this shared experience. It is 
also a directive that secures power and protection for narrators.  
  
The SJTF composited a committee of oral historians who reflected diversity in race, gender, 
sexuality, age, region, and institutional/non-institutional affiliation. These participants translated 
their professional experience into a set of principles that embodied a more nuanced and 
complex outline of models for ethical practice. Although this outline appears to focus on a 
“social justice” format, it is important to acknowledge that it reflects the central nature of oral 
history work. 
 
The Social Justice Task Force was guided by several essential questions which helped support 
its exploration of social justice oral history.  

●  What does it mean to conform oral history to those we learn from?  
●  How might our procedures, methodology, and intent change if we operate in 

conversation with the guiding principles of vulnerable communities and activists’ ideals 
and missions?  

●  What does it mean to accept that oral history work is political, particularly with regard to 
social justice groups and vulnerable communities? 

● How can we embrace this reality and operate accordingly? 
● What are oral history ethics without accountability?  

The SJTF answered these questions in two ways. First, it defined Social Justice Oral History by 
ethical and procedural focus on the narrator (concerns, vulnerabilities, and desires). Second, it 
centered on a consistent effort to co-create and share power. This approach challenged 
previous authority that heavily weighted the interviewers and future researchers over the 
narrator. This recentering process requires a flexible approach which may alter project course. 

https://www.oralhistory.org/principles-and-best-practices-revised-2018/
https://www.oralhistory.org/principles-and-best-practices-revised-2018/
https://www.oralhistory.org/principles-and-best-practices-revised-2018/
https://www.oralhistory.org/principles-and-best-practices-revised-2018/


This flexibility is guided by 1) action steps that move listening beyond the audio to listening with 
an ear toward power sharing before, during, and after interview, 2) redirection away from 
institutionalized ideological methods, 3) expanded community definition, and 4) extended 
accountability. Specifically, SJTF defines listening as project co-creation. If desired, community 
members are included within structure, preservation, access, usage, text production, and 
multiple other areas of hidden and not hidden processes in oral history creation. 

  
First, these action steps nullify academic monopoly. SJTF centers the beliefs and/or needs of 
vulnerable communities over institutional practices, which historically normalize  the institution’s 
own standards as the only standard. Academic validation, institutionally-driven oral history 
projects, funding fixation, preservation expectations, and researcher interest must be 
subordinate to community stipulations. Ethically-centered oral history projects avoid extraction, 
exploitation, and entrenched power structures.  
 
Second, extraction includes methods that are preconceived and preconstructed toward 
interviewer/researcher-centric interests. For example, researcher-centric approaches create 
permission forms that define narrator stories as secured contracts of ownership. Instead, social 
justice praxis sees community collaboration as a continuing relationship with an expectation of 
lifetime respect, active partnership, and free access. For extended conversation on these ideas, 
see the SJTF reference page. 
  
Third, these contentious power dynamics also directed SJTF’s considerations in defining 
communities by circumstances that demand greater power sharing and protection. The Oral 
History Association defines community as a group of individuals who share a collective 
geographic space, experience, or level of ownership of the content being shared. SJTF 
recognizes the essential need to intentionally address vulnerable communities within these 
definitions to acknowledge both the insecure circumstances of many narrators and the rights of 
persons impacted, connected, or referenced by oral history participants. 
  
Fourth, Black Lives Matter surveillance, the Sabaya and The Infiltrators documentaries, and the 
Boston College Belfast Project cases demonstrate the obvious and pernicious perils of ignoring 
potential risks to narrators or narrowly defining community to active project participants. The 
Sabaya documentary controversy reveals how filmmakers ignored the dangers posed by public 
exposure for Yazidi women brutalized by sexual exploitation, and issues around language 
differences. Black Lives Matter surveillance, The Infiltrators documentary, and the Belfast 
Project all illustrate how the state can use oral history to overpower institutions or target 
individuals. The Belfast case also demonstrates how the individual narrator is not the only 
consideration. All persons who knew, worked, and lived with the narrator may also face threat. 
In this case, and reflected in much social-justice-centered work, vulnerability is collective as 
much as it is individual. Oral historians who power share must actively raise questions about 
third-party interference as well as potentially respond to factors that may affect narrators and 
their communities. 
  

https://www.oralhistory.org/community/
https://theconversation.com/police-surveillance-of-black-lives-matter-shows-the-danger-technology-poses-to-democracy-142194
https://theconversation.com/police-surveillance-of-black-lives-matter-shows-the-danger-technology-poses-to-democracy-142194
https://www.thedailybeast.com/iraq-yazidi-women-sexually-enslaved-by-isis-say-they-didnt-consent-to-documentary-sabaya
https://www.thedailybeast.com/iraq-yazidi-women-sexually-enslaved-by-isis-say-they-didnt-consent-to-documentary-sabaya
https://www.thedailybeast.com/ice-deported-me-for-appearing-in-a-film
https://www.democraticprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Belfast_Project-ENG-version.pdf
https://www.democraticprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Belfast_Project-ENG-version.pdf


SJTF sees accountability as a protective pre-measure for vulnerable communities or cases that 
may involve state or societal harassment and violence. Black, Indigenous, and LGBTQ 
communities are example groups which grapple with issues of protection around identity and 
activism. Some storytelling can make groups further susceptible to surveillance, harassment, 
and other forms of violence. As oral historians, we must enter this work with that consideration 
and understand the potential consequences. Having transparent conversations with narrators 
and community members will help center on their safety and well-being. Finally, this decision-
making occurs within the context of an evolving relationship and recognizes how changing 
social and political contexts may invite a revisiting of these decisions. 
  

Fundamentally, we believe that oral history must not only center the narrator, but that oral 
history work itself must be transformed and guided by the most vulnerable. Social-justice-based 
oral history reminds us to enact ethical oral history. As asserted by task force member Sherrie 
Tucker, 

“We seek narrators not from the idea that their stories must be included in the historical 
record, but that the paradigms that excluded them in the first place are challenged and 
reshaped as a result.” 

 
  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE ORAL HISTORY 

INTRODUCTION: 

Recommendations follow a similar structure to Oral History Association’s Principles and Best 
Practices documents. The SJTF is not fanatically attached to this formula but utilized the most 
familiar framework to the institution’s online instruction and arrangement. It is important to note 
that SJTF views social justice oral history as much a process as an ideological standpoint. This 
process starts before a project idea and inculcates within project outcomes space for fluidity, 
flexibility, and timelessness. To that end, these categories are not hard boundaries. We also 
provided supporting documents that model social justice practice. 
 
  
PROJECT PLANNING: 
Self-Reflection and Self-Interrogation: 
Positionality is more than an individual background. There are fundamental questions regarding 
an interviewer’s status in relation to the narrator, which may include issues around sensitivity, 
power, and intent. Each project coordinator must ask the essential question, “Are we the best 
people for this project?”  
  
Other issues to consider: what harm might emanate from doing this project; what are the 
interviewer/institutional limitations within this project; how does this project empower, improve, 
or preserve community participants; have we crafted a mutually beneficial relationship with the 



community before starting the project; and in what ways do community participants support this 
project? 
 
 
Pre-Permission 
Interviewers should confer with potential participants to receive feedback on planned oral history 
projects and try to incorporate narrator ideas on methodology, timeline, and output. Consider 
how the narrator might need or require labor compensation, public acknowledgment, and/or 
other forms of support. Finally, review with participants how they conceptualize final 
presentation form, distribution of information, oral history as a form of advocacy, and archival 
preservation. 
 
Outreach/Relationship Building: 
Outreach may take many forms, but interviewers should avoid moving from idea to 
implementation with little attention to relationship cultivation. Interviewers should also formulate 
and sustain consistent relationships. Interviewers can build relationships with community 
members over an extended period or share tools and strategies for community members to be 
their own oral historians. If interviewers lack such extended relationships, it is incumbent upon 
each person to immerse themselves in the literature, community, history, and/or culture of the 
designated narrators. 
  
The outreach and relationship building process must address community concerns that oral 
historians authentically collaborate and work for mutual benefit, and it must clearly communicate 
to interviewees and other participants that oral history is not a transactional experience in which 
an interviewee gives and an interviewer receives. 
 
Pre-Protection Planning 
Interviewers must consider the possible elements of conflict, danger, or harassment associated 
with both the narrator and narration. Does the narrator’s story potentially cause physical or 
mental harm or trauma to the interviewer, the narrator’s network, or the narrator? We must 
review risks with the narrator and consider potential availability of individual and/or institutional 
support. Along with evaluating protection needs, the interviewer should construct or review 
procedures on narrator anonymity safeguards. 
 
Additionally, interviewers should recognize that trauma is not only situated in the present but 
follows from the past. It is important to read and process historical context to understand the 
powerful ways history informs the lived experiences of communities. This awareness helps to 
avoid assumptions that misconstrue historical trauma as failures of individuals or the 
community. Otherwise, the lack of awareness can act to recreate trauma and cause harm. 
 
Language and Translation 
Interviewers should work with participants to determine interview and translation language 
format and discuss how to ensure accessibility of interviews in the language of participants. 



Additionally, interviewers should consult with participants about translator choices and the final 
linguistic form(s) of the transcript. 
 

BEFORE THE INTERVIEW: 

Informed Consent: 
Informed consent plays a key role in ensuring transparency. Here we suggest a more full-bodied 
approach to informed consent, which includes mutual understanding, review of privacy/access, 
shared power, and rolling consent, all of which are detailed below. However, it’s also important 
to recognize that not all communities view the consent process, particularly the utilization of 
forms, as an acceptable format for establishing agreement or partnership. In these 
circumstances, oral historians and institutions must work with vulnerable communities to 
determine how to formalize oral history usage and preservation.  
  
Mutual Understanding: 
Narrators may not share similar notions about oral history, terminology, and/or the processes 
around its creation, usage, and preservation. This ALL must be explained, including but not 
limited to verbal description or written glossary of terms. (See attached for example template.) 
  
Project Background Information: 
Funding: Corporate, academic, and philanthropic funding shape oral history projects. These 
funding sources can direct narrator focus, geographical location, political impact, and they bring 
up many other issues that create power conflict between funder, institution, narrator, and 
interviewer. Narrators and oral history project participants should be informed of participating 
funding entities involved in projects. 
Project: Interviewers should provide professional, experiential, and project background and 
should inform narrators of intended and potential usage. 
Outcomes: Interviewers should review with narrators possible unintended third-party outcomes, 
dangers, or complications. They should also discuss preservation processes and detail short- to 
long-term access options for interviewees. 
  
Privacy and Access: 
Narrators need a precise understanding of what access to their interview will look like, as well 
as consideration given to any third parties discussed within the recording. Anyone conducting or 
storing oral history interviews should take practical steps to guard interviews from unauthorized 
uses. Interviewers should also provide explanations on the security and preservation protection 
measures in place for interviews. 
  
Shared Power: 
The standard Deed of Gift both inherently assumes that the item should be given away rather 
than being a shared enterprise and presupposes a shared definition of “gift,” dictated by the 
receiver versus the giver. A narrator-centered oral history agreement shares power. 
Additionally, it follows a praxis of “giving” that is neither fixed nor an instrument that obviates the 
interviewer or institution from further responsibility to the narrator. SJTF recommends 



incorporating a higher degree of shared power along with what SJTF member Amaka 
Okechukwu termed “rolling consent.” 
  
Rolling Consent: 
Rolling consent restructures the fixed nature of the permission form by inserting checks and 
balances that reestablish or change consent as requested by the narrator. These circumstances 
might occur, for example, due to technological and exhibition decisions not referenced or 
explained in the earlier mutual understanding. A changing social and political context may also 
influence a decision to limit or expand interview access. Outreach is repeated and reconfirmed. 
See sample alternative form here. 
  
Participatory Power: 
Shared power introduces a thorough partnership, highly focused on narrator decision-making 
and concerns. This full-bodied agreement might exercise participatory power in multiple areas, 
including: 

1. Co-constructed consent and preservation form 
2. Automatic shared copyright 
3. Co-determined interview usage (rolling consent requires reconfirmation for 

interviews utilized outside mutual understanding) 
4. Co-created access levels centered on narrator, narrator family and associates, 

community, and then researchers 
5. Co-admittance (no firewalls) to all interview forms/outcomes for narrators, heirs, 

and other designated parties 
  

Translations: 
All documents, particularly permission forms and other key documents, should be translated into 
the participant’s language. 
 
 

DURING THE INTERVIEW: 

Interviewers should reiterate mutual understanding expectations and avoid jargon or academic 
rhetoric. If needed, provide a copy of glossary terms related to the shared consent for the 
narrator’s records (See SJTF glossary as template). Interviewers should also provide primary 
and secondary contact information to the narrator should they have immediate or future 
questions. 
The narrator may share information which they initially intended to exclude. Interviewers should 
always remind narrators that aspects of the recording can be withheld temporarily or 
permanently, along with the process for opening or closing private information. 
  
AFTER THE INTERVIEW: 

Interview Notes, Time Log, Transcripts: 



Interviewer notes contain both the reflections of the narrator and the presumptions and/or 
assertions of how the interviewer understands the conversation. Though these materials are 
normally considered confidential and the possession of the interviewer, they ignore how the 
interviewer might act to usurp or ignore the narrator’s own understanding of themselves and 
what they say. Narrators should receive a copy of audio, transcript, associated notes, time log, 
and proposed index to allow for clarification, challenge, and alteration to incorrect or unclear 
information or perspectives. While interviewers may wish to highlight or focus on a particular 
subject matter, the incorrect structuring of the log outline might mislead the researcher about the 
narrator’s point, focus, or intent. Translate these documents as necessary. 
  
Preservation 
Decisions regarding preservation and archiving practices occur before the interview. Follow-up 
after the interview involves confirmation of these choices and a review of access policies both 
long-term and on a revolving basis. Considering that circumstances change for both parties 
(oral historians and institutions), a framework should be created which allows for free 
accessibility despite changes among persons or spaces. 
 
Digital preservation is another tool for communities and organizations to maintain oral history 
interviews. Preservation will require long-term planning for the physical and financial 
maintenance of digital collections. Independent, community-based preservation will also require 
plans for sustainability. One way to address the issue is to have collective ownership of the 
material with requirements for each person holding the collection. In all cases, flexibility and 
creativity will be key for long-term independent preservation. Plan preservation of oral history 
interviews with an eye toward maintaining your collection well into the future. 
  
Interpretation  
Other considerations include community stakeholder collaboration on interpretation, 
dissemination, and presentation of oral history interviews. Work to create exhibit locations, types 
of media, and final projects that best suit access for narrator communities.  
Considerations should also include how oral history projects operate not only to preserve history 
but also as a working tool for aiding community efforts for social justice. 
  
Protective Considerations 
State and institutional surveillance and harassment present complicated legal and ethical 
challenges to interviewers, organizations, and narrators. After narrators are informed of these 
possible implications, the interviewer and institution should address the issues of access, record 
keeping, potential disposal of sensitive materials, anonymity and protection protocols, 
confidentiality etc. These considerations should be addressed within the context of mutual 
understanding and participatory consent. Protective methods might include: 

1.Collection Restriction - limiting or closing collections for a specified period of time. 
2.Deploying digital firewalls - This may require specific data security procedures to 

ensure that the information cannot be accessed, except by the oral historian or 
other authorized parties. Narrators should be assured about security measures 
that will be employed during and after the oral history project. 



3. No Protective Consideration - Oral historians and archives must communicate that 
they have no special legal privileges or protections. These parties may be legally 
required to provide narrator information. In the event of a subpoena, the 
institution must turn over any records in its possession. 

4.Using pseudonyms - In such cases, the oral historian should use only the fictitious 
name when referring to the narrator during the interview or in any related 
materials, such as transcripts, notes, finding aids, or publications. 

5.Reviewing project release dates and considering embargo time frames to reduce 
potential harm. 

6.Discussing protections for potential impact on family members, references, 
associates. 

7.Limiting public marketing. 
8.Providing legal assistance/consultation for individual participants left open to 

political harassment. 
  
Sustained Relationships 
The interviewer should consider sustaining relationships with narrators. This can include inviting 
narrators to future events sponsored by the interviewer or group, interviewer engagement with 
events that are narrator-driven, participation in educational outreach related to the project, 
consultations, or other mutually beneficial endeavors. 
  
CONCLUSION: 
The SJTF does not presume to offer a comprehensive approach to Social Justice Oral History. 
Instead, we reframe oral history to embody the spirit of resistance reflected in/by those whose 
story we presume to preserve. We think about what it means to not only do oral history on social 
justice but also to do oral history in the spirit of social justice, in shared power and 
accountability. For continued learning on this approach, see the SJTF short list of references.  
  
Special thanks to our reviewers: Wesley Hogan, Malinda Lowery, Nepia Mahuika, Sarah 
McNamara, Rozanne Gooding Silverwood, and Yuri Ramírez and copy editor Micki White. Final 
thanks to Voice of Witness, the New Zealand Oral History Association, and Groundswell: Oral 
History for Social Change, whose ideas and spirit of true oral history are reflected in this 
document. 
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Consent to Participate in the hear/say Oral History Project  
and Media Release Form 
The hear/say oral history project aims to record and respectfully share the personal stories of aging people 
(with and without dementia), caregivers, and people working in the field of dementia. The hear/say project 
shares the stories with the public via different forms of media (written, audio, photography, and video). 
Sharing these narratives with the broader community can redefine and inform attitudes and action around 
aging, dementia, and caregiving.  

The hear/say project is supported by the Global Brain Health Institute (GBHI) based at the University of 
California, San Francisco (UCSF) and Trinity College Dublin. GBHI works to reduce the scale and impact 
of dementia by training leaders in brain health through the Atlantic Fellows for Equity in Brain Health 
program at GBHI. Materials created during this project will be used in furtherance of GBHI’s education 
and public service mission. 

The steps below describe the stages of the hear/say project. Your initials and date at each level denote 
consent. We will confirm your consent at each stage. If you do not speak English, you will be provided 
with an interpreter who will explain this consent form in your language. 

Even if you agree to participate now, you can refuse to answer any question at any time. You can withdraw 
permission to use a part or all of your interview for future use, but not where the story has already been 
published or performed. Your story will not be published without your consent, and you will be able to review 
the final edited draft of your narrative for feedback and final approval before publication. You can select to 
use your full name, your first name only, or a fictitious name in the final story. 

INITIALS DATE Audio: I ____________________________________ (PRINT FULL NAME) voluntarily give my 
consent to GBHI to be interviewed and audio-recorded for the hear/say project and grant 
access to my location for the hear/say personnel to make these recordings. I may request 
a transcript and/or recording of my interview for my personal use. 

  Video: I agree to my interview being video-recorded. 

  
Publication: I agree to my interview transcript being edited into a story and considered for 
publication (print or digital) that may include identifying images or audio. 

 

 

Multimedia: I agree to my interview recording being edited into a story and considered for 
a multimedia exhibit, public performance, or broadcast that may include identifying images 
or audio.  

I and my successors waive any right to compensation or copyright. I and my successors further release and 
forever discharge GBHI, UCSF, Trinity College Dublin, Voice of Witness, their officers, agents, employees, 
and licensees from any and all claims, demands, or causes of action, at law or in equity, arising out of or in 
connection with the creation and use of said photographs, sound recordings, and videos, including but not 
limited to any and all claims for injury, invasion of privacy, defamation, or infringement of copyright. 

I agree to jurisdiction of state and federal courts located in San Francisco, California and that California law 
shall govern this agreement, and hereby specifically waive the right to equitable relief or to enjoin, restrain, 

GLOBAL 
BRAIN HEALTH 
INSTITUTE 

hea~say 
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or interfere with, the production, distribution, exploitation, exhibition, or use of any of the rights granted 
herein. 

I understand that my contact details, signed consent form, original recordings, and transcript of my interview 
will be retained in a secure digital archive for the maximum duration permitted by applicable law. Access 
to these materials will be limited to members of GBHI and will not be used beyond the spirit of GBHI’s 
education and public service mission. I am entitled to access the information I have provided at any time 
while it is in storage. 

If you would like further clarification or information, please contact the hear/say project team at  
hear-say@gbhi.org. You have a right to receive a copy of this signed consent. 

Signature of Participant or Participant’s Lawful Conservator/Guardian  Date 

Print Name   

If signed by someone other than the participant, indicate relationship: _____________________ 

Contact information: 

Email  Phone 

Street Address   

City, State, ZIP, Country   

Witness (name of person securing this form): 
I believe the participant is giving informed consent to participate in this project. 

Signature of Witness  Date 

Print Name   
 



OHA Social Justice Task Force: Glossary of Terms  
 
Rolling Consent 
Agreement to participate in a project with an understanding that participants 
(narrators) have the right to give or withdraw consent at each step of the project’s 
process without consequences of any kind. Some of these steps can include editing, 
publication, media broadcast, and future use. 
 
Informed Consent 
An agreement that documents, verbally or in writing, that the narrator has been 
given all the information necessary to come to a decision about whether to 
participate in the oral history project. Informed consent does not cover or deal with 
copyright. The interview process must be transparent, with ongoing participation, 
consent, engagement, and open discussion among all parties, from the first 
encounter between interviewer and narrator to the creation of end products. 
Informed consent plays a key role in ensuring transparency.  
 
Educational Purposes 
Educational Purposes means use for the purpose of education, teaching, distance 
learning, private study and/or research. When a project’s stated goal is for 
Educational Purposes, this does not free institutions or individuals of obligations 
related to copyright, informed consent, fair compensation, and more.  
 
Copyright 
The exclusive legal right to reproduce, publish, sell, or distribute the matter and 
form of something (such as a literary, musical, or artistic work). An agreement that 
documents, verbally or in writing, that the narrator has been given all the 
information necessary to come to a decision about whether to participate in the oral 
history project. Informed consent does not cover or deal with copyright. The 
interview process must be transparent, with ongoing participation, consent, 
engagement, and open discussion among all parties, from the first encounter 
between interviewer and narrator to the creation of end products. Informed consent 
plays a key role in ensuring transparency. 
 
Co-Copyright 
When two or more authors prepare a work with the intent to combine contributions 
into inseparable or interdependent parts, the work is considered "joint work," and 
its authors are considered joint copyright owners. In oral history, Co-Copyright can 
include narrators, interviewers, and organizations/institutions. 



 
Shared Authority 
Shared authority removes the hierarchy commonly practiced within cultural 
institutions. Moving away from a top-down approach, shared authority is geared 
toward collaboration that includes dialogue and participatory engagement. The 
practice of shared authority creates opportunities for oral and written histories 
contributed by individuals outside the strictly academic community in conjunction 
with more traditional scholarly essays, text panels or exhibit labels. 
 
Shared Agreements  
Shared agreements are standards and behaviors that a group creates together and 
agrees to stick to. Shared agreements establish ways of working and being together 
throughout an oral history project, conference, workshop, etc. Shared agreements 
are meant to hold all participants accountable to each other. 
 
Shared Accountability 
Shared accountability is a model for shared leadership that stresses that all 
participants in an oral history project (narrators, community partners, etc.) have a 
"seat at the table" and are equally held accountable for decisions made before, 
during, and after the project has been completed. Shared accountability addresses 
inequities when decisions are made solely by a designated manager or leader.  
 
IRB (Institutional Review Board) 
A specifically constituted review body established or designated by an institution 
to protect the rights and welfare of human subjects recruited to participate in social 
science research. According to the Oral History Association, “Recent revisions to 
the U.S. Department Health and Human Services ‘Policy for Protection of Human 
Research Subjects’ (known as the Common Rule) in 2019 now exclude oral history 
from IRB review through a strict definition of research.” 
 
Social Justice Framework 
An analysis of how power, privilege, and oppression impact our experience of our 
social and cultural identities. This analysis contributes to and becomes a main 
focus and topic of exploration, for oral historians who collaborate primarily with 
vulnerable communities. 
 
Sponsoring Institutions 
Any organization that may be affiliated with the oral history project, either by 
paying for the costs associated with oral history work (labor, travel expenses, and 



so on), providing archival services for a completed project, or providing in-kind 
support such as relationship building within a community or sharing social capital.  
 
Narrator-Centered 
A practice or set of guidelines and principles for oral historians that centers 
narrator agency and power. This practice places narrator agency on equal (or 
greater) footing as institutions and their agents. This practice could include issues 
of representation, ownership, access, privacy, intent, and more. 
 
Vulnerable Community 
Understanding the power dynamics involved in any oral history interview is 
essential for ethical work in this field. This is especially important when working 
with vulnerable populations—including, but not limited to, the following: those 
who might be put in danger or face harm by publicly sharing their experience; 
legal minors, and others with limited agency and freedom; those with impaired 
ability to fully consent, and Indigenous and communities of color who experience 
social stratification and recent or intergenerational trauma.  An additional example 
of groups of people who may fit this description includes those who discuss or 
describe activities, such as immigration, that could technically violate state or 
federal laws.  
 
Closed Records 
Archives and other repositories of oral history interviews and related records, often 
tasked with making records accessible, may also be able to withhold records from 
being used or viewed for a period of time.  
 
Privacy (Narrator and Community Access) The practice of preserving oral history 
and making it accessible in any format. Narrators need a precise understanding of 
what access to their interview will look like, as well as consideration for any third 
parties discussed within the recording. Access needs to meet local, national, and 
international data and privacy requirements/standards. Anyone conducting or 
storing oral history interviews should take all practicable steps to keep the 
interviews protected from possible illegal or unauthorized uses. 
 
Confidentiality 
Confidentiality is the keeping of another person’s or entity’s information private. 
Certain professionals are required by law to keep information shared by a client or 
patient private, without disclosing the information, even to law enforcement, 
except under certain specific circumstances. In oral history projects, confidentiality 
cannot be totally guaranteed, despite best intentions. 



 
Anonymity 
While a narrator may choose to have their name disassociated from any interview, 
or choose to utilize a pseudonym, there can be no guarantees toward absolute 
anonymity in the oral history process. Information provided to an oral historian is 
only anonymous if there is no way for anyone, at any time, to determine the 
narrator’s identity from it; that is, there is no identifiable information (see term 
below). This is a very high standard of information security that oral historians are 
only rarely able to offer.  
 
Pseudonym 
It may sometimes be possible to record an oral history interview with a narrator 
using a pseudonym. In such cases, the oral historian should use only the fictitious 
name when referring to the narrator during the interview or in any related 
materials, such as transcripts, notes, finding aids, or publications. However, this 
does not mean that the information provided during the interview will be 
anonymous or confidential. 
 
Community 
Community is defined as a “group of individuals who share a collective geographic 
space, experience, or level of ownership of the content being shared.” This 
definition includes individual narrators, individuals connected to the narrator, 
referenced by, or ancillary to narrators and other project participants. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Sample Procedural Approach: Undocumented and Asylum-Seeking Narrators 
  
Conducting oral histories with undocumented or asylum-seeking narrators presents challenges 
that might not be readily apparent to interviewers, institutions, and other oral history project 
participants. The following is a list of practices and considerations when working with this 
particularly vulnerable population. It is not meant to be comprehensive but merely to open a field 
of inquiry into creating an ethical, legal, and moral framework for collaboration. 
  
Project Planning: Creating a Rubric 
Many potential narrators who are undocumented, have detainee status, or are asylum seekers 
may be willing to be interviewed for a project, knowing full well the potential risks (legal and 
otherwise) to themselves, their families, and other people they’re connected to. As an interviewer 
or project lead, what ethical and legal responsibilities do you have in this situation? If they’re 
willing to take the risk, should you be willing, also? By not providing these narrators an 
opportunity to be heard, are you silencing them or robbing them of their agency? In addressing 
these questions and more, you may want to consider creating a rubric or set of guidelines to help 
all project participants make informed decisions. 
  
For example, the Australian oral history project, Behind the Wire, was organized around a group 
of interviewers wanting to shed light on the experiences of asylum seekers in mandatory 
detention on islands off the Australian coast. The interviewers created a legal classification 
system for potential narrators according to their visa status. The rubric included former detainees 
who had become Australian citizens up to asylum seekers currently in a detention facility. 
Through this process, the interview team was able to determine what they felt were “low-risk” 
narrators, “middle-of-the-risk-scale” narrators, and “high-risk” narrators. By creating this rubric, 
the project leads were better able to make ethical decisions about whom they would interview 
and could better articulate the potential risks to their narrators. https://behindthewire.org.au/ 
  
Pre-Interview Planning 
When preparing for interviews with undocumented narrators, consider the following: 
  

·   Provide consent forms in a narrator’s chosen language, but also don’t insist on a 
signed hard copy. Many narrators may not (for good reason) want a “paper trail” with 
potentially sensitive information about themselves being created. In many cases, an audio 
recording of consent being given is an option. 
  
·   Give narrators the choice of anonymity. Many narrators may choose to employ a 
pseudonym to protect themselves and the people they’re connected to. As an 
interviewer/project lead, it is your responsibility to articulate that anonymity is not a 

https://behindthewire.org.au/
https://behindthewire.org.au/


guarantee of narrator safety and may not be able to be maintained under certain 
circumstances. 
  
·   Explain to narrators and other project participants the limitations of your legal 
obligations. 
  
·   In preparation for the interview, discuss with your narrator and other project 
participants whom the interview may impact. This could include family members, co-
workers, friends, and more. 

  
After the Interview 
When project interviews have been completed, there are additional considerations for the editing 
and storing/archiving of the audio and text files. Many of these considerations should be 
addressed during project planning: 
  

·   Altering sensitive information in the transcript. Narrators may share information 
during their interview that contains details that may put them or others at risk. This could 
include physical descriptions about location, communities, or mentions of specific people 
the narrator is connected to. Some of this information may need to be altered to protect 
narrator safety. 
  
·    Safety and access of audio and text. For example, if the project has institutional 
or academic partners, how will narrators access the material? Storing the materials on a 
university-sponsored database or CARTA (where multiple people have access) might be 
the norm but does little to protect narrator safety when it comes to sensitive information 
needing protection. Can other storage options be explored? 
  
·   Ensuring narrator control of public displays of information related to the project. 
This includes narratives or any information about the narrator and other project 
participants. All materials should be vetted and approved by narrators before being 
publicly shared. 
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