
Guidelines for submitting and oral history project to 
the IRB 

Oral history is defined by the Oral History Association (OHA) as "a method of gathering 
and preserving historical information through recorded interviews with participants in 
past events and ways of life." Many oral history projects do not need to be submitted for 
IRB review, because they do not seek to contribute to generalizable knowledge and 
therefore are not "research" per the federal regulations governing the IRB process. 
Instead, such projects aim to provide a deep understanding of specific historical events 
and actions.  

On the other hand, some oral history projects do seek to contribute to generalizable 
knowledge and therefore would be considered research and should be submitted to the 
IRB. Columbia University's policy statement on oral history and IRB gives this example: 
a study of the long term social impact of the Vietnam War on American culture that 
includes oral history interviews with veterans (not generalizable knowledge) vs. 
research using oral histories to gain an understanding of the impact of PTSD on 
Vietnam veterans as part of a project to allow the researcher to predict what kinds of 
exposure in war situations lead to the development of PTSD (generalizable 
knowledge).   

Also, IRB review is required for any oral history studies, whether or not they seek to 
develop generalizable knowledge, posing greater than minimal risk to participants. 
Minimal risk means that the probability and magnitude of harm or discomfort anticipated 
in the research are not greater in and of themselves than those ordinarily encountered 
in daily life or during the performance of routine physical or psychological examinations 
or tests. If the research is more than minimal risk, it should be submitted to the IRB no 
matter what. Finally, researchers conducting oral history projects for which IRB review is 
not required may, at their discretion, voluntarily request IRB review if required by 
granting agencies or for any other reason. 

In summary, please submit your oral history project for IRB review if it: 

1. Seeks to contribute to generalizable knowledge; OR 

2. Poses more than minimal risk to participants; OR 

3. Is one that you wish to have reviewed by IRB for grant review or other 
purposes.   

Otherwise, if none of the above conditions holds, then do not submit it for IRB review. 
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