
The Australian Generations 
Project is a large-scale oral 
history program that makes an 
excellent case study about the 
management of privacy and 
the close relationship between 
privacy and ethics. Anisa Puri 
explains how the Generations 
Project is managed and what 
contemporary factors have 
influenced its development.

The Australian Generations Oral History 
Project is a nationwide project led by 
historians at Monash and La Trobe 
Universities in partnership with the 
National Library of Australia and ABC 
Radio National. The project recorded the 
life stories of 300 Australian residents 
born between 1920-1989 in every state 
and territory. The interviews explore 
Australian life and society across time 
and illuminate generational change. 
Project researchers and radio producers 
are now using this 1220 hour-long 
collection to investigate 20th and 21st 
century history and memory.

Ethical decision-making has informed 
each step of the project’s processes and 
workflow. Our decisions about selecting 
interviewees, inviting them to participate, 
commissioning interviews, recording and 
documenting interviews, following up 
with interviewees, storing project 
materials in a research database, using 
the interviews in research, archiving the 
interview material at the National Library, 
and whether and how interviews are 
made available are all shaped by the 
ethical, archival and intellectual decisions 
of the project to enable the project to be 
sustainable, now and in the future. 

When an interviewee is selected to 
participate, they receive a letter 

explaining the project and its aims, and 
what to expect in the interview. They also 
receive a copy of a Rights Agreement 
form and a National Library booklet 
containing general information for 
interviewees. The project is ethically 
responsible for ensuring interviewees are 
appropriately prepared, and it allows 
them to consider what they are prepared 
to put on record and what they will agree 
to make available. 

After the interview, the interviewee 
completes the Rights Agreement and 
selects whether to make their interview 
available for research, personal, public 
and online use. Interviewees can 
stipulate conditions of use by the general 
public, and some people select 
restrictions–such as only making their 
material available if their written 
permission is sought each time someone 
wishes to access their interview–because 
the National Library does not offer an 
anonymity option. 

The project’s Rights form is a modified 
version of the National Library’s standard 
agreement. It contains an additional 
series of questions about the immediate 
use of the interview material by 
Australian Generations project 
researchers. Interviewees are asked 
whether their material can be used in 
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Australian Generations’ publications and 
radio broadcasts. In this section, they can 
select to be anonymised or to identify 
certain sections of their interviews that 
they do not want researchers to use. 
Providing these options has enabled our 
research team to work with all but three 
of the 300 interviews. Interviewees are 
informed that they can contact the project 
or National Library to alter any of the 
access conditions outlined in their form 
at any time. Soon after the interview, the 
interviewee receives a package 
containing a complimentary mp3 player 
with a copy of their interview, a thank you 
letter, a copy of their Rights Agreement 
and a feedback form.

In a wonderful recent article, US oral 
historian Mary Larson canvasses the 
current state of oral history ethics in the 
digital age and notes that there is now 
more pressure on oral historians to be 
accountable, as easy access to online 
interviews increases the risk that 
interviews may be misused.1 While I 
agree with this sentiment, the fact that 
two-thirds of our interviewees have 
chosen to make their interviews available 
online through the National Library’s 
catalogue and only twenty-two have 
decided to close access to the interviews 
for a set period of time indicates that our 
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interviewees are less concerned. 
An unexpected outcome of the project 

is that we have created a rich archive for 
researchers interested in domestic 
abuse, marital breakdown and mental 
illness. While this is an important 
resource for those investigating these 
issues and the changing social attitudes 
that impact how people discuss these 
experiences, it poses tricky questions 
about how we manage access and use of 
such material. 

The National Library and the project 
developed an internal review system to 
assess interviews that contain 
defamatory or potentially actionable 
material. We have had to make difficult 
decisions about how to make sensitive 
material available, and in some cases, 
have restricted access to certain 
interviews that we do not believe should 
be publicly available, even though the 
interviewee had decided on open access. 
The degree to which we have restricted 
access depends on the content of the 
interview—some interviews remain 
available for research use at the National 
Library but are not uploaded online, while 
a handful have been closed for a number 
of years. This process is an act of 
balancing competing ethical 
responsibilities to the interviewee, to the 

historical record and to those who might 
be hurt or offended by their testimony.

It’s worth stepping back to consider the 
popularity of oral history and storytelling 
in our current social climate. Oral 
histories tell us about the relationship 
between the past and the present, and 
the cultural framework in which we’re 
operating influences how we understand 
our ethical responsibilities in recording 
oral histories. Initiatives such as 
StoryCorps, the development of local 
storytelling festivals and the recent 
renaissance of radio documentaries 
including programs like This American 
Life celebrate storytelling and the notion 
of everyone having a story to tell, and 
encourage people to publicly share their 
life experiences.2

The Australian Generations project 
focused on non-elite experiences and 
solicited interviewees who identified as 
‘ordinary Australians’. Interviewees were 
self-selecting and were asked to submit 
a written Expression of Interest to lodge 
their interest in participating in the 
project. We received almost 700 of these 
written expressions. So while discussions 
about the ethical and privacy concerns of 
managing oral history interviews are 
essential, there’s value in remembering 
that our interviewees often chose to 

participate so that their stories would be 
included in the historical record and 
made available to friends, family, 
researchers, perhaps the public too. Our 
interviewees are generally delighted 
when segments from their interviews are 
used in research, radio broadcasts, 
publications and presentations, and 
consistently express their gratitude to the 
project for providing a platform for them 
to add their voice to history.

Anisa Puri is the Australian Generations Project 
Officer. Learn more about the Australian Generations 
Project and listen to their interviews at: 
http://artsonline.monash.edu.au/australian-
generations/

1 Mary Larson, ‘Steering Clear of the Rocks: A Look 
at the Current State of Oral History Ethics in the 
Digital Age’, Oral History Review, 40.1 (2013), 36-49.

2 Since 2003 StoryCorps has collected over 50,000 
interviews. See StoryCorps at: http://storycorps.org 
This American Life is a themed weekly public radio 
show broadcast to about 2.2 million listeners. Find 
This American Life at: www.thisamericanlife.org
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