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Arranging an interview

Make sure your interviewee knows what you want to talk with them about, so that they can think about the subject in advance and also be aware of what use you may make of the interview, e.g. for a publication, academic thesis, website...

The word ‘interview’ can be off-putting for some people, sounding rather ‘official’ or being associated with formal proceedings. You might consider alternative ways of describing it such as ‘recording your memories’.

 Arrange the date and time and confirm this in writing/by email.

Ask the interviewee if they have a time limit/another appointment that might limit the time you have for the interview. 

Ask if you can take a photograph of them on the day – and don’t forget to take the camera with you!

Whenever and however you ask the question,  you  do need to know your interviewee’s age so that you can contextualise what they say. Perhaps ‘When were you born?’ is preferable to ‘How old are you?’. 
Preparing for an interview

Write a checklist of what you need to take to the interview, and check it before you leave home or the office to make sure you have it all! Spare batteries, mains adaptor…
Take a notebook in case the equipment fails.
Prepare at least some questions in advance, but be flexible on the day so that you can respond to what your interviewee actually says. 

Use a ‘mind map’ instead of a list of questions if this works for you.

Do some research into the topic to inform your questions. Showing a little knowledge of a local factory, place etc. can show people that you have done your ‘homework’. 
Consider using objects or photographs as memory prompts. 

Give some thought to your personal safety. Are there any risks involved, and how can you reduce them? Consider what you would do if you felt uncomfortable with your interviewee during the interview itself. (See EMOHA Info Sheet for advice)
Remember the five Ps – Perfect Planning Prevents Poor Performance! 
At the interview
Give yourself time to set up the equipment, test it, and put your interviewee at ease. Telling them a little about yourself while you are doing this can be useful. 

If interviewing someone in their own home, ask where they usually sit as they are likely to feel most comfortable there – and then set up the equipment, furniture etc. around that. 

Explain to the interviewee that you will be checking your equipment or your notes from time to time, so they won’t think you are not listening when you do this. 

Do check it – particularly to make sure that you haven’t left the ‘Pause’ button on.

If you are using a lapel microphone, ask the interviewee to avoid touching it – but explain why!

Conduct your interview in a quiet room if at all possible. You can’t eliminate all background noise, but you can minimise it by turning off computers and mobile phones, and by the way you position the microphone(s).  

Be aware of any disabilities that might affect the interview, e.g. impaired sight or hearing, and consider how you might deal with these.

Ask clear open-ended questions – and listen to the answers!
Show an interest in the subject! Maintaining eye contact is one way; nodding is another. 

Don’t worry unduly about an interviewee ‘going off the point’. Leave them to talk if they have a good story. 

If an answer isn’t clear to you, don’t be afraid to ask for clarification/explanation or more details, e.g. about the people or places mentioned, or the date of a particular memory (asking how old your interviewee would have been at the time is one way of doing this). 

Remember that the interview is about them, not you. Don’t try to impress them with your own knowledge or experience. 

Don’t rush to fill the silences. Give people time to think. 
Respect people’s memories. Don’t argue with them or interrupt, even if you know that what they are telling you is incorrect. 

Be flexible. The interviewee may not want to work with your agenda, but still have lots to say that is useful/interesting. 

Think about issues that may be important to your interviewee - but which they may not think are important to you. 
It may be useful to ask people what they think about their experiences now, with the passage of time. 

Stop for a comfort break if the interview is likely to be lengthy. 

After the interview

If a personal name or place name isn’t familiar to you, check out the spelling with your interviewee at the end of the interview. 

Remember to build in time at the end of an interview to accept hospitality, explain the copyright form, and generally chat, to ensure that your interviewee doesn’t feel that you can’t wait to rush away!

Make sure you have copyright permissions in place. 

Say thank you – and follow this up with a letter or email of thanks.

When you listen back to your interviews, there may be more questions you would like to ask – so do ask if you can go back and interview them again.

Keep your interviewee informed about the progress of your project. Invite them to the launch, if applicable.  
And finally…

Enjoy it! 
Do listen to your own interviews to spot ways of improving your technique – but don’t be too critical of the results. We are only human…
Accept that sometimes it will all go wrong…
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