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You are about to embark on a very privileged journey. Discovering a person’s life story is a rare honour and must be treated with the utmost respect, dignity and confidentiality.

While there are many excellent resources to help you find the facts about somebody’s origins and circumstances, here we set out to help you learn about the individual and document their personal story. Doing this will help you make the connections between the subject and members of their family. You will be writing what will probably be the single most important record of that person’s life, values, thoughts and wishes.

Certain feelings, observations, emotions and temperaments are often found in common in family members. By capturing these in this story you will be showing the true connections that the family shares, and will help ensure that your interviewee’s legacy — their emotional inheritance — is seen, understood, recognized, valued and secured forever.

But first, a note of caution: interviewing someone and then writing their life story requires a high level of commitment, integrity, focus and some hard work. It requires organizational ability, a great deal of sensitivity and true listening skills. You are not about to start a chat with someone or commence a series of relaxed discussions — you are embarking upon a structured interview. It has nothing to do with you, and if you find yourself talking about yourself during this process, you probably should not be doing it. Neither is it a test nor an in-depth probe of your interviewee.

The story must be recorded in the way that the interviewee wants it to be told, not how you want to tell it. They say what is included and what is not. They decide who gets to read what and when. If you have contracted your services professionally to conduct the interview and produce the story, your job is to follow the wishes of the interviewee whether they or someone else is paying for your services.

GETTING STARTED

There a few things that should be done before the first interview. You will need to establish the correct names and any previous names of the interviewee and those of their family members likely to be mentioned, as well as their relationships to one another, for example, aunt or brother or step-daughter or niece.

Ascertain the interviewee’s place and date of birth, their full current address and general details about where and when they have lived elsewhere.

Depending on how much mental energy the interviewee has available in advance of your meeting them, you would ideally prepare an outline chronology of their life, including the names and details of the places where the interviewee has studied and worked. Some people might find this a very difficult process and it would be better if this was done with your or a relative’s help. Elderly people can find many benefits from overviewing their life story, and seeing their timeline in the right order can be reassuring and clarifying.

At the end of this process, in addition to a clear outline of the person’s life you should have a sense of:

•The highlights of their life

•Their accomplishments

•Any challenges and difficulties

•The period in which they have lived

•Their values and beliefs

•Who and what is important to them

•What messages and advice the person is bestowing

•Their favourite sayings and idioms — their voice.

While you will create your own chapter headings, the questions are divided into main sections:

•Family history

•Early years — childhood and teenage years

•Adulthood

•Marriage and parenthood

•Retirement years — or the wisdom years

•Reflections on self

•The cultural world

•The future

•Leaving advice

Your narration should follow this order.

Prior to the interview, you will need to make and confirm clear arrangements — when you are making these, clarify who you are dealing with for practical matters.

Confidentiality is vital. Consider how you will arrange to respect your interviewee’s privacy and confidentiality. Interviewers from Emotional Inheritance are subject to stringent confidentiality requirements and I recommend that you tangibly commit to do all you can to keep your interviewee’s story and data private to those with whom the interviewee wants to share the information.

Are you dealing with the interviewee themselves or a family member or a caregiver? Who, if anyone, does the interviewee want to be present at the interview? If you have not been told this directly by the interviewee, clarify it on arrival. While there are advantages in having another family member or a caregiver present, their presence can sometimes curtail an interviewee’s sense of freedom to speak.

Where will the interview be held and is there anything you need to know about the place — for example, is there a dog on the premises? To go through all the questions, you may need two separate interviews, and these should be scheduled close together.

Ahead of the interview you can ask for a few (do stress a few) family photographs to be made available, together with any artefacts that the interviewee may want to mention.

Now you are ready to start, introduce yourself and share a little of your background. Explain the process and the nature of the questions. Be clear that they can pass on any question they like or add things that are different. You, of course, must listen carefully, being empathetic wherever you can and careful and respectful with your own language. Remember that all lives have loss and grief, and your interviewee may have lost babies, children, jobs, pets and partners. Talking about them may bring up long-suppressed emotions. Be sensitive to this.

The normal minimum time taken in the interview process is two sessions of up to four hours each. It can be much longer, but the process is tiring for all concerned and the quality of the interview diminishes if spread over a long period. I recommend that you complete the interviewing and writing within six weeks of commencement.

WRITING THE STORY

If you are making a recording of the interview, it is worth knowing that a rough rule of thumb allows for four hours transcribing a tape for each hour of an interview.

You will need to have decided on a word length before you start to write. Given all the information that you now must distil, you may find it easier to write a longer rather than a shorter book. The normal length is generally around 20,000 words but many an interesting life story has been written in around 10,000 words. Full-length biographies can run to 50,000 words or more. Ideally you will not be imposing your voice but using the interviewee’s, with you providing the linking passages and creating the narrative flow.

It is important that you manage the interview process sufficiently well so that you can follow the sequence of the questions. Remember then, the story needs to read smoothly and well. Keep things simple. Use short sentences and plenty of paragraphs for clarity. If repeating the interviewee’s words verbatim, use quote marks. Avoid expressions that are likely to date, unless they’re a direct quote from the interviewee.

Keep in mind that people who have not met the subject will be reading your story possibly decades into the future, so be careful about contemporary references.

Give yourself a timeline for full completion of the project and produce a rough draft as soon as possible. Share this with the interviewee. Did you get the facts right? Is there anything they want to add or even subtract? At this stage, Emotional Inheritance’s staff have a formal sign-off process — and you could do the same. Once you have absorbed the changes, we strongly suggest that you contract an independent professional editor to polish, finalize and proofread your work.
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On the left-hand side of this book are questions you can ask your interviewee. On the right-hand side are thoughts and notes regarding each question. It is important that you read all of the questions before you start the interview. You do not have to follow the notes; rather they are there to help stimulate your thoughts and enable you to move smoothly through the interview.

If you have the separate deck of question cards, you will see that they are the same questions as those on the left-hand side of your book. Have the book open in front of you and place the card in front of the interviewee. When you have finished with the question put the next card on top of it and turn the page of the book.

As you work through the cards you will find that using them in this way helps to keep the interview focused and on track. The interviewee does not need to see the book.

Because you or other people may want to use this book again, we do not recommend writing in it. At Emotional Inheritance, our interviewers electronically record the interview in full, and make physical notes for answers that are expressed through body language as much as the spoken word.

Some questions demand more time than others, and it is possible that not every question is relevant to your interviewee. You will also find that a few questions overlap. Several questions, like numbers 91 and 92, may require a little preparation so think about what you are going to let your interviewee know about before the interview. Too much detail will not help the process.

How much time you spend on the interview is discussed in the introduction, but it is important that you follow the order of the book. Do not skip any question that is applicable, and most of them do apply to just about everyone. Fully complete at least one section at a time. If you do this, and take note of the guidance in the introduction, you will find that you have all the material you need in the correct order to write your interviewee’s life story.
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FAMILY HISTORY

_______________ [image: images] _______________

This interview process is about establishing someone’s life story. These questions will help older people consider the question ‘who am I?’, and for the interviewer they start to point the way towards revealing how the interviewee has constructed their own narrative. Often this is not consciously articulated by them and part of the interviewer’s role is to facilitate this as well as to record and observe.

When you start writing the story, knowing what to leave out will require a series of judgements. To help you with those judgements it is important to have some understanding of who will be reading the story — who is your audience and what aspects of the subject’s life will they be most interested in? Also, what does the subject — the interviewee — wish to stress and emphasize about their life. You can assess this by listening to the level of interest the interviewee displays and the time they take to talk about the varying questions.






1What culture or ethnicity do you identify with?



For many people their sense of self is profoundly inseparable from their identity with their kinship and origins. This is sometimes more pronounced for recent-generation immigrants.

This question will guide you towards finding out from what vantage point the interviewee normally looks at life. Being genuinely sensitive and understanding of this will help you build the necessary objective rapport with the interviewee. Some people linger over this question because for them it touches something important, so don’t rush to get an answer but use the time taken to help establish a thoughtful, considered tone for the rest of the interview.

For other people such generally inherited factors mean very little and they will be keen to get on with the interview. If they give a quick reply, be respectful of it.

FOLLOW-UP QUESTION

What kinds of people have you shared your life’s journey with?




2Do you feel connected to your parents’, grandparents’ or other ancestors’ places of birth? How?



The kind of connection that is felt can often be deeply revealing. ‘Yes, I always think of the mountain I grew up on as my safe place and I often imagine myself there’ gives you very different information from ‘I am proud of being born in Texas, but I didn’t grow up there and I don’t wear a hat.’

Often in nations such as the United States of America (USA) or Australia people can regularly move big distances for new opportunities. If the interviewee moved a lot as they were growing up, their sense of place may not be as profound as it can be for someone who stayed largely in one area.

FOLLOW-UP QUESTIONS

How do you feel connected?
Is there anywhere in particular you have a deep connection with?
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