
Ethnography has been described as the inscription of social
discourse (Geertz 1973, p.19) and is a tool of the qualitative
research technique of participant-observation (Emerson et al.
1995, p.1). Oral history collection is a form of ethnography
particularly suited to the study of entrepreneurship.The pop-
ular press is full of the biographies and histories of successful
entrepreneurs (Barton 1998; Berlin 2005; Frolick 1999; Gates
and Hemingway 1999; Kaplan 2000; Rothchild 1991 to name
a few).The field of business management has a long history of
utilizing storytelling in the form of case studies as a pedagog-
ical tool (Alvarez and Merchan 1992, p.29) and more recently
has begun to utilize case studies in research (Chetty 1996;
Eisenhardt 1989; Kanter 1983).As a scholarly tool, oral history
is an accurate collection of subjective evidence (Moss 1974,
p.11) created by the memoirist (Moss and Mazikana 1986,
p.25) in dialogue with the interviewer. Oral history docu-
ments contain the self-created life stories of memoirists.The
life stories that entrepreneurs tell represent their attempts to
make sense of the events of their past.

Alex Stewart has suggested that ethnography is well suit-
ed to the study of entrepreneurship and that participant
observation holds the promise of allowing scholars a unique
glimpse of entrepreneurship’s crucial lore (Stewart 1991,
pp. 77–78). Murray Low and Ian MacMillan indicated the
need for more contextual and process oriented research in
the field of entrepreneurship (Low and MacMillan 1988,
p.156). Howard Aldrich and Ted Baker claim ethnographic
methods may allow researchers to gain new insight from
their field observations (Aldrich and Baker 1997, p.393). If
new and promising research is to be conducted in the
domain of entrepreneurship, it follows that fieldwork is one
promising avenue that must be considered. Stewart has
advanced the use of anthropological theory for the develop-
ment of entrepreneurship research, saying: “Few business
school scholars are trained in anthropology, but it is possible
for them to borrow bundles of concepts from anthropolo-
gy” (Stewart 2003, p.11).

Oral history interview collections can have many uses in
entrepreneurship research. Steinar Kvale suggests two broad
metaphors of the role of the researcher: as a miner and as a
traveler (Kvale 1996). The researcher as miner seeks to
unearth valuable material; the researcher as traveler hears
and reports what he has heard.Oral history can be utilized by
both of these metaphorical researchers in the field of entre-
preneurship research. Researchers who use oral history col-
lection to unearth valuable material can undertake theoreti-
cal studies, such as the author’s dissertation (McKenzie
2003), or inquiries into the tacit knowledge of entrepre-
neurs, such as Chris Steyaert’s investigation of the develop-
ment of local knowledge of entrepreneurship (Steyaert
1995). Researchers who use oral history collection as a form
of travel tend to undertake ethnographic studies such as
David Boje’s study of organization formation through the use
of storytelling in an office supply firm (Boje  1991).

Ethnography in general, and the analysis of oral narrative
in particular hold promise as being well suited to the study
of entrepreneurship  The balance of this article lays out
methodological arguments designed to assist researchers in
the use of oral history collection as a tool for research in
entrepreneurship.

Oral History Collection as a Research Tool
Oral history collection is both a very old phenomenon and a
very new one. David Henige traces the origins of oral history
collection to Homer’s 800 B.C. account of the fall of Troy
(Henige 1982, p.7). Contemporary oral history collection is
credited to Allan Nevins, who established the Columbia
University “Great Man” recording project in 1948 (Evans
1987, p.34; Lummis 1987, p.17; Nevins 1996, p.33;Thompson
1988,p.58).While earlier collections had been undertaken by
Lawrence Reddick and the Federal Writers Project (Starr
1996, p. 43), it was the development of portable tape
recorders that led to acceptance of oral histories as a source
of historical material and then to the recognition of oral his-
tories as valuable data in their own right (Rosenberg 1978, p.
xiv).

Oral history evidence, which is referred to as an actuality
(Ridington 2001, p.1), has been defined as “…an account of
firsthand experience recalled retrospectively, communicated
to an interviewer for historical purposes and preserved on a
system of reproducible sound” (Lummis 1987, p.27). As a
scholarly tool, oral history interviews are an accurate collec-
tion of subjective evidence (Moss 1974, p.11) created by
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Oral history collections can offer a wealth of detailed
information for entrepreneurship researchers. The
stories that entrepreneurs tell provide researchers

with insight into both perspective and into substantive
issues of entrepreneurial behavior.

The life stories of entrepreneurs offer students of entrepre-
neurship insight into both the explicit and the tacit knowl-
edge of working entrepreneurs.
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memoirists in dialogue with the interviewer (Moss and
Mazikana 1986, p.25).The actuality, or audio recording, docu-
ments the lived-in experience of the data collection and
requires little, if any, added detail to transmit the verisimili-
tude of the text.

Clifford Geertz has identified two problems associated
with ethnographic research.The first problem he describes as
the issue of being there (Geertz 1988, p.8).The ethnographic
researcher is expected to produce a convincing amount of
cultural detail to persuade the reader of the verisimilitude of
his or her text. However, the researcher is also expected to
preserve his or her objectivity, clearly distinguishing between
being there and being separated from the phenomenon and
thus objective (Goodenough 1970, pp.98–112). The second
problem identified by Geertz (Geertz 1988, p.17) is the dis-
course problem: What is the work that the author authors?
Roland Barthes tackles this issue by looking at the levels at
which a text can be authored: as a constituent of a genre, as a
device for understanding, as a determination of reality, or as a
collection of the words of others (Barthes 1989, pp.56–64).
Edward Bruner suggests all ethnographies are guided by
implicit narrative structures (Bruner 1986, p.139) and conse-
quently must be seen as merged subjective/objective interpre-
tations of the dominant narrative structure of the time
(Bruner 1986, pp.149–150).This article suggests that oral his-
tory is a particular form of ethnography that is well suited to
resolving these important issues.

Much of the problem, described by Geertz as the issue of
being there, is removed from the ethnographic process by
the use of oral history evidence. The actuality provides an
objective recording of the sounds of the time and place of
the conversation between the memoirist and the interview-
er. The richness of this conversation is preserved in the
recording including the full vocal range of the memoirist and
the subtle background audio environment or soundscape
(Truax 1984, p.9) and thus represents a faithful document
(Ridington 2001;Thompson 1988 p.108).

The discourse problem, identified by Geertz, is also
reduced through the use of oral history evidence. It is impor-
tant to recognize that the actuality represents discourse
between its two authors: the interviewer and the memoirist.
Life stories are derived from the perceptions of individuals
(Thompson 1988, p.150), modified by their interpretation of
these perceptions (Grele and Terkel 1985, p.133) after a peri-
od of reflection (Friedlander 1998, pp.314–318) and are pre-
sented in a form of narrative determined to be suited to the
listener (Kopijin 1998, p.145).Whether oral histories are fac-
tual is not the central consideration.What is important is the
“thick description” (Geertz 1973, p.6) of the memoirist’s
understanding of their entrepreneurial experience: their con-
temporary consciousness (Lummis 1987, p.133). In this light,
the factors of lapsed time and modified perceptions increase

the memoirist’s understanding of the phenomenon in which
he or she has participated (Hoopes 1979,p.47) and thus adds
to the thickness of the description.

Two factors make life stories unique. First, life stories are
not contemporaneous accounts of events; rather they repre-
sent the memoirist’s attempt to recount events, as these
events were perceived to have happened (Watson and Watson-
Franke 1985, p.3).Thus, the story is not an account of events
as they happened, but rather an attempt by the memoirist to
make sense of his or her relationship to past events, often
communicated in the form of a series of anecdotes centered
on past events (Allen and Montell 1981, pp.28–29). Second,
life histories are not self-initiated, but rather are discourses
between the interviewer and the memoirist (Thompson 1988,
p.199) and then between the actuality and the interpreter of
the actuality (Dudley 1998, p.165).While the primary role of
the interviewer is to act as a sounding board for the memoirist
(Evans 1987, pp.26–27), an important secondary role for the
interviewer is to act as the mediator who draws societal mean-
ing out of the memoirist’s internalized perception of events
(Mintz 1996 pp.302–303).Thus, the memoirist claims author-
ship of his or her life history and the interviewer claims
authorship of what Edward Bruner describes as “the three
tellings of fieldwork” (Bruner 1986, p.147).The first of these
tellings is the direction of the memoirist’s recollection by
telling what information the interviewer is seeking.The sec-
ond telling is the part the interviewer plays in the creation of
the actuality: both as a listener and as a questioner.The third
telling is the summary and analysis the interviewer creates for
the audience of his or her scholarly work.

The temporal and authorial flexibility of life histories
make the medium well suited to the understanding of entre-
preneurship (Phillips 1995).The process of new venture cre-
ation often does not conform to linear progression (Hansen
and Bird 1997) and entrepreneurs often have to balance their
perceptions of present and future (Eisenhardt and Brown
1998; Fischer et al. 1997). Similarly, the founding of a new
venture is often shared by a network of founding figures
(Aldrich and Zimmer 1986;Weinstein 1999). Joint authorship
of organizational life histories help entrepreneurs to explain
events without explicit agreement on criteria (Aldrich and
Fiol 1994, p.652), develop a cohesive vision for action
(Alvarez and Merchan 1992, p.40) and build organizational
hegemony (Boje et al. 1999, p.358).

Oral History Data
Selecting Memoirists
Storytelling plays a vital role in the founding and building of a
business (O'Connor 2002, p.39), and often reveals intimate
details of both the venture’s and the entrepreneur’s life in a
form that evokes the empathy of the listener (Steyaert and
Bouwen 1997, p.47). The following transcription of a brief
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excerpt from an actuality exemplifies the intimate details that
can be revealed in entrepreneur’s oral histories:

It took me 15 years to build a company up to $30
million or $25 million or whatever it was and four
days for it to crumble. And…uh…I moved to start
again, and decided I would go into business again
and I moved to Portland, Oregon, and did a consult-
ing business and so forth; came up with this concept
called Convergent Media Network, and I thought this
was where the Internet was going to go and this is
what’s going to happen there; but I really didn’t have
any energy to do anything to be honest…and
in…This may be more than you want to know about
my personal life. On Thanksgiving in November my
wife told me that she wanted me to leave and I found
myself out without a family; without a business and
the only thing that happened was that Christmas I got
my kids and they have lived with me ever since (Vasko
and McKenzie 2002).
The researcher who wants to employ oral history collec-

tion for entrepreneurship research must begin by building
personal relationships with each of the entrepreneurs he or
she wishes to interview.These personal relationships must be
strong enough to warrant the trust as a confidant.To do this,
the researcher must make his or her way into each entrepre-
neur’s social network. An entrepreneur’s social network can
be modeled as a series of outwardly expanding rings of inti-

macy (Adler 1985, p.64) as shown in Figure 1.
The arrow in Figure 1 shows the researcher’s starting posi-

tion as a member of society at large.The arrow points out that
the path toward a position of trust as a confidant means build-
ing personal relationships with advisors,mentors,or directors
of the company or with the entrepreneur’s friends or mem-
bers of his or her organization. Many different personal rela-
tionships can be used to build a path toward a position of
trust with the memoirists, including the interviewing friends
or friends of friends, the receipt of introductions to entrepre-
neurs from trusted advisors or through networking agencies
and meetings with entrepreneurs through social affinity.

Different research projects will require different selection
criteria for memoirists.Some researchers will want to develop
intensive interviews of particular industry or social networks.
An example of this kind of research is shown in Mina Yoo’s
qualitative interviews with immigrant and native-born
Americans operating in high-technology industries in Silicon
Valley (Yoo 2004). Other researchers might take a more open
approach in an attempt to develop a theoretical or random
sample. Dorothy and David Counts took such an approach in
their ethnographic fieldwork exploring the values of seniors
who live in recreational vehicles (Counts and Counts 2001).
Whichever approach is taken, researchers will find that oral
histories provide a rich and relatively bias-free source of
unstructured data.

Data Quality
Within positivistic research, data quali-
ty is usually measured in terms of valid-
ity and reliability. In interpretive
research such as ethnographic studies,
data quality relies on the relationship
between the researcher and his or her
audience (Goldenberg 1992, p.111).
Validity, within positivistic research, is
defined as a measurement of the accu-
racy of information and its generaliz-
ability (Creswell 1994, p.158). In quali-
tative research, the construct of validity
is generalized to truthfulness of investi-
gation (Kvale 1995, p.25). Reliability,
within positivistic research, has been
defined as a measurement of the likeli-
hood of similar conditions giving rise to
similar observations (Aunger 1995,
p.99). In qualitative research, the con-
struct of reliability is generalized to
craftsmanship on the part of the
researcher. Craftsmanship in research
embraces rigorous techniques of
research design, data collection, inter-
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pretation of data, and communication of results (Mays and
Pope 1995, p.110).

Validity can be broken down into two constructs: internal
validity, which concerns the accuracy of information and
external validity, which concerns the generalizability of
findings. The construct of internal validity in positivist sci-
ence corresponds to veracity or the degree of correspon-
dence with objective (Kvale 1995, p.23). Postmodern philos-
ophy of science disputes the notion of objective reality
(Feyerabend 1975, pp.81-92) and substitutes “spirit of truth”
(Ricoeur 1965, pp.189-190) as the measurement of veracity.
Veracity can be tested by comparing the events described in
the actuality for conformity with printed records (Allen and
Montell 1981, p.85).The construct of external validity in pos-
itivist science corresponds to generalizability and is general-
ly treated as a sampling issue in interpretive inquiry
(Zikmund 1994, p.259). Sheldon Goldberg has argued that
the external validity of a study is a combination of the tech-
niques used in establishing a representative sampling and the
negotiation between the researcher and the audience of the
limits of the generalizability of the findings of the study
(Goldenberg 1992, pp.97–98).

Evidentiary reliability is an evaluation of the internal con-
sistency of the memoirist’s narrative (Lummis 1987, p.83).
While remembering that it is the sense-making of the mem-
oirist’s relationship to past that is being recorded, each actu-
ality can be tested for reliability by ensuring the story has
coherence, consistence, and is free of contradictions (Fisher
1985 p.364).Reliability in the interpretation of actualities can
be much more difficult to establish. Care should be taken in
the documentation and the referencing of the interpretation
process to ensure that a clear trail of the researcher’s work
has been left.The design of the documentation of this trail is
laid out in the following discussion of protocols suggested
for oral history collection.

Protocols for Oral History Collection
The protocols outlined in this section are intended to ensure
the authenticity of data collection and replication. In all
cases, the actuality recorded with the memoirist is to be con-
sidered the document of reference. Current best practices in
oral history collection suggest that transcriptions only be
made of sections referred to in the documentation and inter-
pretation of the interviews. These transcriptions must be
made accurately and without editing grammar or syntax
(Davis et al. 1977, p.48–49).

Authorship
In all cases, the interviewer is considered the primary
author of the interview, while the memoirist is considered
the author of his or her actual words (Thompson 1988,
p.224). Copyright for the recording is held by the inter-

viewer, retaining the rights to publish the recording for the
first time, to reproduce the recording in any material form,
to rent it out, and to authorize any such acts (U.S.
Government, 2002, Chapter 2, Section 201). However, any
royalties received from the recording should be split equal-
ly between the interviewer and the memoirist of that
recording (U.S. Government, 2002, Chapter 10 Subchapter
C, Section 1007).

Recording
The current standard device used in oral history recording
is the mini-disc portable recorder coupled with a one point
stereo microphone.However, technological development of
portable recording devices is providing oral history
researchers with increasingly sophisticated field equip-
ment. The primary concern of researchers in evaluating
field equipment should be recording quality. The micro-
phone and recorder should be capable of accurately captur-
ing frequencies between 100 and 15,000 hertz. Secondary
concerns for the evaluation of recording equipment include
field ruggedness, ease of use, size, and storage capacity.
Researchers should also consider the compatibility of their
field equipment with standard desktop and laptop hard-
ware and software.Video recording equipment offers a par-
adox to the oral historian. While the capture of image and
sound should afford increased realism of the memoirist’s
interview, production difficulties associated with video
tend to create a distraction from the easy flow of conversa-
tion. Each researcher will have to determine the costs and
benefits of video capture as a part of his or her style of
interviewing.

Documentation
An oral note of the date, location, and memoirist recorded in
each session should be made at the beginning of each record-
ing disc. If the session extended beyond the length of a sin-
gle disc, subsequent discs should be labeled as soon after the
session as is feasible.

Immediately after each session, it is good practice to acti-
vate the play-only tab on the mini-disc to protect the disc
from erasure.As soon after the interview as feasible, a master
original should be copied from the actuality and an outline
created.A complimentary copy can be made from the master
original and sent to the memoirist along with a letter of
thanks. The original recording should then be placed in a
safety deposit box and the master original should be placed
in a fireproof storage box.The medium, storage, and access
restrictions of each copy of the interviews collected have
been summarized in Table 1.

It is good practice to create an outline of each recording
as a text document, which contains a summary of the mem-
oirist’s conversation.The outlines can be kept as a separate
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document filed with the memoirist’s first and last names.
These outlines should contain a summary of the conversa-
tion at each two-minute mark in time (Hitch and Norris 1988,
p.26; McCracken et al. 1974, p.11). General information,
including the memoirist’s contact information can be stored
in a recording catalog.This catalog can be created using data-
base software in a format designed to be compatible with
standard archival document retrievals system standards
(Langlois 1976, p.24).

A separate physical file should be kept for each interview.
This file can contain copies of correspondence between the
interviewer and memoirist, the signed Participant Consent
form, a paper copy of the recording outline and a working
copy of the interview, as well as any previous or subsequent
documentation of the memoirist and his or her ventures.
These files should be kept in a locked cabinet at the princi-
pal researcher’s workstation. A working copy of the record-
ing catalog should be stored on the principal researcher’s
computer; a backup copy kept in the locked fireproof box
with the master original recordings.

Transcription
A transcription is a text version of what has been said (Taylor
2001, p.36). Paul Thompson has pointed out that transcrip-
tion is a literary form requiring interpretation of the grammar
and phrasing of an oral document (Thompson 1988,
pp.229–232). Accurate transcription takes between six and
eight hours of work for each hour of interview (Ritchie 2003,
p.65). In many history collections, the actuality recorded
with the memoirist is considered the document of reference
(Atkinson 1998, p.54). There is no necessity, therefore for
researchers to attempt the difficult and time-consuming and
costly task of transcribing interviews in their entirety. The
outline of each recording can act as a reference to direct the
researcher to specific parts of the interview.

Transcription of entire interviews served as a ready means
of data transfer when print was the primary form of commu-
nication in the academic community. However, recent devel-
opments in electronic technology have allowed scholars to
accurately and inexpensively transfer audio documents via
the Internet and lightweight compact discs. Interestingly, dif-
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Table 1. Summary of Storage and Access to Recordings

Description Medium Storage Access

Original recording Sony MDW74D

recordable magneto-

optical disc

Safety deposit box Principal researcher

only to create

master original

Master original HHB brand CDR 74

gold or silver

recordable compact

disc

Locked fireproof

box in different

location from

original recording

Principal researcher

only to create

working copies

Working copy

(number)

Generic CDR 74

recordable compact

disc

Locked filing cabinet

at principal

researcher’s work

station

Principal researcher

and others with

specific permission

Complimentary

copy

Generic CDR 74

recordable compact

disc

Delivered to

memoirist

Memoirist

MP3 Copy Generic CDR 74

recordable compact

disc

Locked filing cabinet

at principal

researcher’s work

station and

computer hard drive

General
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ferent cultures regard different media as the primary
research tool. Canadian oral historians have adopted “aural
history” (Langlois 1976, p.24) and thus regard the sound
archive as the document of reference.American researchers
tend to treat the transcript as the primary research tool
(Ritchie 2003, p.87). Differing disciplines tend to have differ-
ing bias toward the use of audio or text as the primary
research tool (Yow 1994, p.227). It would appear that, since
business management is primarily a culture that has a strong
preference for verbal communication (Mintzberg 1971, p.39)
it would be appropriate for management researchers to use
audio recordings as their primary research tool.

Audio documents contain more data than written tran-
scriptions. Thompson summarizes the case for audio docu-
ments in this way:

…the recording is a far more reliable and accurate
account of an encounter than a purely written
record.All the exact words used are there as they were
spoken’ and added to them are social clues, the
nuances of uncertainty, humor or pretence as well as
the texture of dialect (Thompson 1988, p.108).
Seal and Silverman have demonstrated how incomplete

transcription can obscure the researcher’s full understanding
of a conversation (Seale and Silverman 1997).The flatness of
transcription compared to the richness of audio can be imag-
ined by the reader of the following of a piece of an interview:

And I finally said to the guy we were dealing with,
"If you think for one moment, that I’m going to let
you have the source code; I said you're nuts. I will tear

this company down. I will fold this company before I
will ever, ever give you the source code. I will fight this
in court to my last breath.Don't mess with me on this
one." And that was the last guy...and they dropped it
(Stephens & McKenzie, 2002).
Missing from the transcription is the power of the voice of

this female entrepreneur as she recounts one of the most
important battles of her career.The reader cannot build into
the reading of this transcription the memoirist’s sense of frus-
tration and determination.However, the audio recording cap-
tures her emotion in the tonality and phrasing of her words.
A summary of the relative benefits of oral recording and text
transcriptions as primary research document is provided in
Table 2.

Transcription of portions of recorded interviews is a nec-
essary part of interpretation.When capturing the text of por-
tions of an interview for inclusion in an article, the
researcher may find transcription software an asset. Express
Scribe Transcription Playback Software (ExpressScribe
2002) produced by NCH Swift Sound is an excellent free-
ware aid to accurate transcription. Express Scribe
Transcription Playback Software allows the transcriber to
slow down the playback of recordings to an appropriate
speed for accurate transcription.The software uses the func-
tion keys of a standard computer keyboard to control the
playback of a recording.This facilitates the transcriber’s abil-
ity to stop, rewind, and manipulate the speed of the record-
ing without having to remove his or her fingers from the
keyboard.

42 NEW ENGLAND JOURNAL OF ENTREPRENEURSHIP

Table 2. Comparison of Audio Recording and Text Transcription

Audio Recording Text Transcription

Authenticity Fidelity of the sound of

original conversation

Mediated reproduction of text

of original conversation

Cost Relatively low cost, quick High cost, time-consuming

Data richness Reproduction of words,

grammar, phrasing, tonality,

and soundscape of original

conversation

Interpretation of words and

grammar of original

conversation

Distribution Audio files via Internet or

audio compact disc

Text files via Internet or

printed paper

Ease of Analysis Two-step process utilizing

outline and audio recording

Analysis can be performed

directly from digital or paper

text
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Editing
Accuracy is the central goal of editing oral history recordings
(Wilmsen 2001, p.65). The accuracy of the actuality can be
diminished through poor recording quality, misstatement by
the memoirist, or misrepresentation of the discourse of the
interview process.Any decisions to edit an interview should
be made only after discussion with the memoirist or when
the memoirist specifically has asked that comments made
during an interview be kept off the record. Damaged or
excess compact discs should be destroyed according to cur-
rent best practices: placing each disc to be destroyed on a
nonmetallic stand in a microwave oven and subjecting it to
15 seconds of high temperature radiation (Ardant 2000).

Preservation and Archiving
Security of data can best be ensured through a strategy of dis-
tributed storage.This strategy is based on data being stored in
multiple media formats in multiple locations.As soon as pos-
sible after the recording session, the data should be trans-
ferred to an archival compact disc. It is suggested that audio
editor software such as Goldwave Digital Audio Editor soft-
ware (Goldwave Inc. 2003) be used to convert the signal to
WAVE format in 16 bit stereo mode at a sampling rate of
44100 hertz.The resulting file should be recorded on an HHB
brand Compact Disc Recordable (CDR) 74 gold or silver
recordable compact disc using compact disc creation soft-
ware such as Roxio Easy CD Creator software (Roxio 2004).
HHB CDR 74 gold or silver recordable compact discs have
archival stability estimated to be in excess of 100 years.This
disc will act as the "master original." Two other compact disc
copies should also be made at this time, using any available
brand of CDR disc.These discs will act as the “working copy,”
and the “complimentary copy.” A second working copy of
each interview can be created from the master original in
MP3 format using software such as Thompson MP3PRO
Player/Encoder (Thompson 2004). Encoding interviews into
MP3 format allowed all data collected to be stored on one
compact disc and on the hard drives of multiple computers
to further distribute the data.

All labels must be of archival quality to prevent diminish-
ment of the archival stability of the compact disc.The origi-
nal recordings should be used only in the creation of the mas-
ter originals (Langlois 1974, p.28).All master originals should
be stored together in a locked fireproof box (UL rating 350-
1/2hr) kept in an environment with a low, constant tempera-
ture (8 C – 18 C) and constant humidity (40%) (Linstead
2001).The master originals are intended for use only in the
creation of the working copies.

Ethical Considerations
The cardinal principle of research ethics is respect for
human dignity (Medical Research Council et al.1998, i.5).The

spoken word is open to interpretation (Borland 1996),which
can lead to harm of the interview participants. While no
more information is expected from the research subjects
than what he or she would reveal in the normal course of
everyday life, some memoirists may make libelous, slander-
ous, or defamatory remarks during their interviews, as they
would be in the normal course of their everyday life (Moss
1974, p.15). Prior to each recording, the interviewer should
inform the interviewee of his or her responsibility in terms
of libelous, slanderous, or defamatory material. At all times
during the interview, the importance of gaining understand-
ing of the process of entrepreneurship must be balanced
against the potential for harm.

The memoirists who participate in oral history studies can
reasonably expect minimal risk of harm resulting from their
participation. Minimum risk of harm is defined as:

…the probability and magnitude of possible
harms implied by participation in the research proj-
ect will be no greater than those encountered by the
subject in those aspects of his or her everyday life that
relate to the research (Medical Research Council et al.
1998, 1.5).
All subjects participating in oral history interviews must

do so with free and informed consent. Prior to each inter-
view, the researcher should review and have the memoirist
approve a Participant Consent form.While the particulars of
such a form will be negotiated with the Human Subjects
Research Ethics Committee at the researcher’s institution, the
following topics are suggested as guidelines:

1. Contact information for the researcher and for the
researcher’s institution should be given.

2.The nature of the research and if possible specific
research questions should be generally explained.

3. Each participant should be informed that he or she can
withdraw from the research project at any time without
any consequences or any explanation.

4. It should be explained to each participant that he or she
will receive a complimentary compact disc copy of the
actuality produced with him or her. Each memoirist
should be asked to review this complimentary copy to
ensure that there was no material that he or she feels
should be kept "off the record."

5. If there is controversial material in the recording, the
researcher should agree in advance that he or she will
edit the offending material.

6. Copyright and royalty splitting should be clearly stated.
7.The memoirist should consent to the donation of the

recording to a recognized oral history program. This
donation should be granted on a standard Tape Release
form used by that institution. In every case, each partic-
ipant should be asked to sign a copy of the Participant
Consent form and the Tape Release form before the
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interview process begins. Questions from any partici-
pant about the research project should be dealt with
openly and honestly prior to his or her commitment to
participate. A sample Participant Consent form is pre-

sented in Figure 2. This Participant Consent form has
been accepted by the Human Subjects Research Ethics
Committees at two universities.

44 NEW ENGLAND JOURNAL OF ENTREPRENEURSHIP

You are being invited to participate in a study entitled _______ that is being conducted by (Researcher name). (Researcher
name) is a/n (Researcher title) at (Researcher institution) and you may contact him/her  if you have further questions by phon-
ing (Researcher phone number) or by e-mail: (Researcher e-mail). 

The purpose of this research project is (Specify research goals)
Research of this type is important because (Specify importance). It is hoped this research project will contribute to the

field of entrepreneurship research by (specify contribution). The collection of oral histories of entrepreneurs is intended to
become an ongoing source of information for entrepreneurship researchers. 

You are being asked to participate in this study because you have been identified as an entrepreneur through published
description, receipt of nomination/award for entrepreneurial achievement or credible third party reference.

If you agree to voluntarily participate in this research, your participation will include being asked to tell your life history. 
The potential benefits of your participation in this research include having your life story recorded and receiving a copy of

this recording. Society will benefit from this unique collection of oral histories, since oral history collections have become an
important source of historical and cultural data. It is expected that this particular collection of oral histories will contribute
significantly to the knowledge of entrepreneurial decision-making and communication. 

Your participation in this research must be completely voluntary. If you do decide to participate, you may withdraw at any
time without any consequences or any explanation. If you do withdraw from the study your data will be destroyed. 

This research may lead to a commercial product or service. The nature of this commercial use is publication of the study,
which may include publication of part of the recording of your entire interview. I will hold copyright for the recording and will
retain the rights to publish the recording for the first time, to reproduce the recording in any material form, to rent it out,
and to authorize any such acts. You will have the right to use the recording for your own purposes. Any royalties received from
a particular interview will be split equally between the principal researcher and the interviewee in accordance with the US
Copyright Law.

Since you are being asked to record your oral history, any quotations or your remarks will be attributed to you, and no effort
will be made to protect your anonymity in this study. The oral history that you are being asked to provide will be a public docu-
ment. You will be given a copy of the interview for review. Any material, which you deem might be harmful, will be deleted from
the original recording, and a revised recording will be made. Otherwise, no attempt will be made to provide confidentiality of
the information that you have recorded. 

The data collected in this study is intended to form the basis for a public collection of oral histories. It is likely that these
oral histories may be used in subsequent research. When this particular research project is complete, the recordings will be
donated to a suitable recording library. 

I am anticipating that the results of this study will be shared with others through presentation at scholarly meetings. It is
also possible that the results may be published in articles or books.

In addition to being able to contact the researcher at the above phone numbers, you may verify the ethical approval of this
study, or raise any concerns you might have, by contacting (Name and phone number of contact at Institutional Review Board). 

Your signature below indicates that you understand the above conditions of participation in this study and that you have had
the opportunity to have your questions answered by the researcher.

_________________              ________________      __________
Name of Participant Signature Date

A copy of this consent will be left with you, and a copy will be taken by the researcher.

Figure 2. Example of Participant Consent Form
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