
Family History Oral Interviews handout
Arranging your interview must put the person at their ease. If you are going to take notes do so without
fuss and without interrupting the conversation. If you do use a cassette tape recorder or Dictaphone
place it in a way it does not intimidate. Have any photos or documents easily to hand but do not
produce them until relevant and helpful.

These are helpful tips found in the following online advice page
http://genealogy.about.com/od/oralhistory/tp/g reat stories. htm

The best interview should be a conversation or storytelling session, rather than a Q&A. This can be
especially difficult when the interview makes your storyteller uncomfortable, such as when it is being
recorded. The next time you're conducting an oral history interview, try these tips for making the
conversation flow.

1. Stay Engaged
People are generally much happier to share their stories when they feel that you are truly interested in
what they have to say. Maintain eye contact and really listen as they speak. Show interest by leaning
forward, nodding, using appropriate facial expressions, or occasionally asking relevant follow-up
questions.

2. Don't Be Afraid of Silence
Don't let periods of silence fluster you. The whole point of an interview is to allow your family member
to tell her story. When she pauses she may just be thinking or remembering; it can take time to call up
memories of events she hasn't thought of in years. Instead of jumping right in with the next question
each time there is a pause, give your interviewee a little time to see if she has anything else to add
before moving on.

3. Ask the Right Questions .
The best interview stories come from questions that ask when, why, how, where and what, instead of
just requiring a "yes" or "no" response. Along with that, you may also want to ask how the event made
your interviewee feel. Emotions are a big part of your family's story and something you won't generally
learn from documents and records.
When you ask a series of questions at once, chances are that the interviewee will only answer the first
or the last. Keep your questions brief, and present them one at a time.

4. Follow up on the Good Stuff
For any event or account brought up during the interview, follow up with additional questions to find out
not only what the person did, but also what she thought and felt about what she did. You should also
try to establish where your interviewee was and what they were doing at the time of the event. This
helps you to learn how much of what they are telling you is first-hand knowledge, and how much is
based on the stories of others.

5. Be Yourself
If you're relaxed, then it's more likely your interview subject will be relaxed as well. Don't worry about
fumbling a few questions or "doing it right." This will only show that you're human and help to put your
subject at ease.
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