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ABSTRACT

100 People began as an artist residency that explored connections between 
people and places in an inner-urban part of Newcastle upon Tyne (UK). 
Recordings of conversations between community members, developed as part 
of this project, now form the basis of the Dwellbeing Shieldfield Commu-
nity Archive. Those involved in the process included children and young 
people, people who had lived in Shieldfield their whole lives and people who 
had moved to the community from many places; people with high levels of 
literacy in multiple languages and people for whom written communication 
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is a struggle. This article outlines the participatory and ethical process devel-
oped so that the people sharing their stories have control over the outcomes. 
In this article, we share some of the learnings, challenges and outcomes of 
this project. This paper is important for any oral historian wanting to reflect 

on their own ethical practice. 

This article tells the story of an approach to ethical co-production in the development 

of a community archive in the North East of England. As part of an artist residency 

project called 100 People, artist and filmmaker Andrew Wilson invited the other 

co-authors of this paper and members of the surrounding communities to partici-

pate in an experimental process of co-producing consent protocols and metadata for 

a collectively owned community archive. Working collaboratively, 100 People set out 

to produce a feature film that would demonstrate the complex relationships between 

ordinary people who live and work in a small residential neighbourhood called Shield-

field. In this paper, we consider what ethical practice and collaboration look like from 

our different perspectives as oral historian (Alison), filmmaker (Andrew), artists 

(Andrew and Hannah), and community practitioners (all), as well as drawing on the 

perspectives of the community collaborators who took part in this project. While the 

recordings themselves are not oral histories as traditionally understood, the model has 

the potential to be reused by oral history practitioners working in diverse contexts. 

Shieldfield is a tiny inner suburb of Newcastle upon Tyne in the North East of England. 

‘Shield’, a common place word around this region, comes from an old name for a 

summer camping ground.1 This was once an area of farming and horticulture, and a 

place where Charles I of England played golf whilst imprisoned during the English civil 

war. However, during the industrial era, Shieldfield was transformed into a busy neigh-

bourhood of workers who serviced the roperies and other industries on the nearby 

River Tyne.2 Between the 1950s and 1970s, those industries closed and old terraced 

1	 Historic England, Shielings: Introductions to Heritage Assets, (Swindon: Historic England, 2018). Available 
at https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/iha-shielings/heag233-shielings/. Accessed 
17 March 2025.

2	 Ian Carmichael, ‘The Demolition of Housing and the Destruction of Communities: Shieldfield in Newcas-
tle in the 1950s’, in Becky Tunstall (ed.), Breaking up Communities? The Social Impact of Housing Demolition 
in the Late Twentieth Century (York: The University of York, 2012), 41–43. 
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housing was redeveloped as a new social housing estate, designed around plans for a 

Neighbourhood Centre and high-rise flats. The flats were built, but the community 

services never fully materialised. Over time, the pubs, workers’ clubs and other social 

infrastructure of the area have been badly depleted. In the past decade, a lot of cleared 

land has been sold to international developers and turned into luxury flats for univer-

sity students,3 who come in and out of the area but rarely find ways to make friends 

with their neighbours. Over the same time period, the British government responded 

to the global financial crisis of 2008 with a policy of austerity, resulting in increasingly 

punitive welfare reforms and cuts to government spending at all levels, including local 

government.4 Much of the remaining housing stock in Shieldfield is public housing, 

and residents are a mixture of those whose families have been in the area for genera-

tions and new migrants, many of whom are refugees who have been moved into an area 

that is already struggling. This is an area that is often described as ‘deprived’, when it is 

described at all.5

A number of different community groups and projects operate within and on the 

boundaries of Shieldfield and try to respond to the needs of the neighbourhood. Jill, 

from the Community Forum Café, has described it as a jigsaw where all the pieces 

come together to create a whole picture.6 To give a sense of that jigsaw, the commu-

nity co-operative Dwellbeing Shieldfield was initially supported by Shieldfield Art 

Works (a project of the Methodist Church and formerly The Holy Biscuit). Now oper-

ating as separate organisations, they regularly work in partnership with one another, 

3	 Josh Chambers, James Maloney, George Spurgeon, Hannah Swainston and Hannah Woodall, ‘What would 
it be without it? The Rise of Purpose Built Students Accommodation in Shieldfield, Newcastle’ (Newcas-
tle: Dwellbeing Shieldfield, 2019). Available at https://static1.squarespace.com/static/608521c2d04565
20a10073e1/t/6091566da75b0e1df6b5e5a1/1620137589940/Linked+Research+Group+Report+Fi-
nal+21.05.19.pdf. Accessed 15 March 2025. 

4	 Paul Griffin, ‘Expanding Labour Geographies: Resourcefulness and Organising Amongst “Unemployed 
Workers”’, Geoforum no. 118. (2021): 159–68.

5	 Julia Heslop, Josh Chambers, James Malone, George Spurgeon, Hannah Swainston and Hannah Woodall, 
‘Re-contextualising Purpose-built Student Accommodation in Secondary Cities: The Role of Planning 
Policy, Consultation and Economic Need During Austerity’, Urban Studies 60, no. 5 (2023): 923–40; 
Rowan M. Tinlin, Lauren Mawn & Zoe Gotts, ‘“Being Canny”: Exploring “community” in the North East 
of England and acknowledging the need for community psychology’, Clinical Psychology Forum, vol. 1 
(2020): 19–25.

6	 Dwellbeing Shieldfield, Doing It Ourselves: A How-to Guide for Messy Archiving (Newcastle: Dwellbeing 
Shieldfield, 2024). 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/608521c2d0456520a10073e1/t/6091566da75b0e1df6b5e5a1/1620137589940/Linked+Research+Group+Report+Final+21.05.19.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/608521c2d0456520a10073e1/t/6091566da75b0e1df6b5e5a1/1620137589940/Linked+Research+Group+Report+Final+21.05.19.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/608521c2d0456520a10073e1/t/6091566da75b0e1df6b5e5a1/1620137589940/Linked+Research+Group+Report+Final+21.05.19.pdf


Studies in Oral History 2025

26

for example, co-hosting a weekly shared lunch with the community gardening group. 

Other organisations and groups include the community laundrette, the local Anglican 

church, more recently the Big River Bakery social enterprise, and The NewBridge 

Project artist studios and gallery. On the outskirts, but increasingly involved, is The 

Star & Shadow Cinema, which also runs as a co-operative.

While the three authors took on responsibility for leading and developing this project, 

it is important to understand that all of the activity described in this article was deeply 

embedded within the local context, and our approach was informed by multiple 

conversations, for example, at the Community Forum Café, or during Dwellbeing 

Shieldfield’s weekly Friday walks or Monday coffee meet-ups. Indeed, the idea of a 

collectively owned community archive, hosted by Dwellbeing Shieldfield, evolved out 

of conversations between the three co-authors during some of these activities. In the 

summer of 2021, weekly online check-ins hosted by Dwellbeing Shieldfield throughout 

the COVID-19 lockdowns had morphed to regular coffee meet-ups in outdoor spaces. 

It was at one of these that Alison got talking to Andrew about the residency idea he 

was developing with Shieldfield Art Works (SAW), which would involve recording 

local people in order to tell the story of the Shieldfield ‘jigsaw’. At that time, Alison’s 

research involved engagement with the North East Film Archives, and as a member of 

the Newcastle University Oral History Unit & Collective (NOHUC), she had been 

involved in many conversations about the value of community archives. Alison was also 

aware of long-running conversations that Hannah, with other Dwellbeing members, 

had been having about the importance of collecting and preserving historical docu-

ments, photos and stories about the neighbourhood. She asked Andrew what he was 

planning on doing with the recordings for his film. The idea of formally handing those 

recordings over to Dwellbeing Shieldfield to form the start of a community archive 

developed from there. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Anna Sheftel and Stacey Zembrzycki argue that oral history ethics are dominated by 

twin fears: the fear of failing as a researcher and the fear of failing in our duty of care 

towards our narrators.7 In the Australian context, Lenore Layman has categorised these 

as twin obligations, and similarly argues that there has been a shift within oral history 

as a field of practice, from an early focus on the ethical obligation to historical truth 

towards a primary ethical responsibility to those who choose to tell their stories.8 Since 

Michael Frisch introduced the idea of ‘shared authority’ in the 1990s,9 questions of 

where power lies within the oral history interview have been continuously explored.10 

Valerie Yow suggests that, ‘The stance that there is a researcher and there is a subject is 

replaced by the conviction that two people, each bringing a different kind of knowledge 

to the interview, share equally in a process of discovery’.11 As we explain in the second 

part of this article, our project ultimately adopted this approach. As a starting point, 

however, shared authority for us meant considering the ethics of this project as both 

art and archive. To begin with, our focus was on the ethical responsibility of devel-

oping a shared understanding of the project as a whole, and ensuring that this shared 

understanding was clearly communicated to everyone involved. Rather than presenting 

a traditional literature review, here we outline some of the influences that informed our 

individual approaches to this project, before considering points of convergence that 

shaped the way we approached the project collectively. 

Andrew Wilson has a long-term relationship with many people who live, work and play 

in Shieldfield, and his art studio is located in The NewBridge Project. The 100 People 

7	 Anna Sheftel and Stacey Zembrzycki, ‘Who’s Afraid of Oral History? Fifty Years of Debates and Anxiety 
About Ethics’, The Oral History Review 43, no. 2 (2016): 338–366.

8	 Lenore Layman, ‘Ethical Imperatives in Oral History Practice’, Studies in Western Australian History 26 
(2010): 130–50.

9	 Michael Frisch, A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1990).

10	 See for example Michael Frisch, ‘Commentary-Sharing Authority: Oral History and the Collaborative 
Process’, The Oral History Review 30, no. 1 (2003): 111–13; Steven High, ‘Sharing Authority: An Intro-
duction’, Journal of Canadian studies 43, no. 1 (2009): 12–34; Sheftel and Zembrzycki, ‘Who’s Afraid’, 
338–366.

11	 Valerie Yow, ‘Ethics and Interpersonal Relationships in Oral History Research’, The Oral History Review 22, 
no. 1 (1995): 51–66. https://doi.org/10.1093/ohr/22.1.51.
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project developed out of a six-month Newcastle City Council Residency hosted by SAW 

in 2018/19 (the NorthEastEnders project) that included filmmaking workshops with 

community members, sharing of personal archive footage (cine film and video) and a 

celebration event that involved community storytelling and story-sharing, both on film 

and in person. Following the success, and unfulfilled potential, of this residency, SAW 

invited Andrew back to work with them in 2020. After finding a budget to match the 

ambition of the project, 100 People began in 2022. Running 2022–2023, the project 

resulted in a film (100 People: a portrait of co-existence),12 an exhibition (A Community 

of Objects),13 an original score by cellist Ceitidh Mac and composer Anna Hughes, and a 

folk song (‘A Song for Shieldfield’) co-written by an intergenerational mix of community 

members within a workshop led by Andrew and composer Ceitidh Mac.14 

Andrew’s approach to storytelling aligns with what in narrative practice is called 

‘double storying’ or ‘counter storying’; a listening beyond the ‘first story’ of suffering 

and pain to the stories of joy and resistance.15 In the case of Shieldfield, this means 

listening past some of the narratives outlined above, which are about social and 

economic deprivation, and negative terms often used to describe places like Shieldfield, 

such as ‘marginalised’ and ‘at risk’. In a recent article Andrew argued that, ‘if we look 

closer to home, we may find different stories, much gentler stories, of ordinary people 

demonstrating the political potency of a society based on solidarity, mutual aid, and 

what Lynne Segal has named “radical happiness”’.16  

Andrew’s art-making aims to provide opportunities for encounter. He is interested 

in collective experiences of joy and peer-led models of support and education. This 

approach is embedded in a dialogic practice, as described by Peter Westoby as:

12	 https://www.100peopleshieldfield.org/ 

13	 https://www.100peopleshieldfield.org/video

14	 https://www.100peopleshieldfield.org/song-1

15	 Suzanne McKenzie-Mohr and Michelle Lafrance, ‘Narrative Resistance in Social Work Research and Prac-
tice: Counter-storying in the Pursuit of Social Justice’, Qualitative Social Work 16, no. 2 (2017): 189–205. 

16	 Lynne Segal (2017), cited in Andrew Wilson, ‘Documenting a Gentle Resistance’, Makings 5, no. 1 (2024). 
Available at https://makingsjournal.com/documenting-a-gentle-resistance/. Accessed 24 July 2025. 

https://www.100peopleshieldfield.org/
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a deep, challenging, responsive, enriching, disruptive encounter and 

conversation-in-context; and also a mutual and critical process of building 

shared understanding, meaning and creative action amongst groups of people. 

The actors in such dialogue can include community development practitioners 

and also members of groups, communities or community-based organisations.17

In agreeing to take on a second residency with Shieldfield Art Works, Andrew’s aim was 

to connect rather than displace the activities and relationships already at play in the local 

area. The residency title, ‘100 People’, is taken from an article by author Rebecca Solnit, 

where she addresses the myth of the lone hero.18 In the article, Solnit observes that:

We are not very good at telling stories about a hundred people doing things 

or considering that the qualities that matter in saving a valley or changing the 

world are mostly not physical courage and violent clashes but the ability to 

coordinate and inspire and connect with lots of other people and create stories 

about what could be and how we get there.19

The aim of this project, therefore, was not simply to collect the stories of 100 people 

living in a particular place, but to find ways to demonstrate the important inter-

relationships between them and the ways these relationships constitute small acts of 

resistance.

The second author on this paper, Hannah Marsden, is a worker-member of Dwellbeing 

Shieldfield. Indeed, Dwellbeing grew out of Hannah’s social art practice with JHA, 

an artist collective formed by Hannah and two other local artists in 2017 with the 

aim of exploring forms of artistic practice that could facilitate reciprocal relationships 

between people and place.20 She has written about the development of Dwellbeing 

17	 Peter Westoby, ‘Theorising Dialogue for Community Development Practice: An Exploration of Crucial 
Thinkers’, Journal of Dialogue Studies 2, no. 1 (2014): 69–85. 

18	 Rebecca Solnit, ‘When the Hero is the Problem’, Lit Hub, 2 April 2019. Available at https://lithub.com/
rebecca-solnit-when-the-hero-is-the-problem/. Accessed 15 March 2025. 

19	 Solnit, ‘When the Hero’. 

20	 Other members of JHA were Julia Heslop, an artist and academic whose work explores urban development, 
and Alison Merrit-Smith, a former director of the Holy Biscuit/Shieldfield Art Works (2010–2019), an arts 
and community space within the Shieldfield area.
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as part of her PhD thesis titled, ‘Making worlds between extinction and care: a study 

of values and imaginaries in social art practice’, grappling with the idea of ‘relational 

ontologies’21 – a way of considering multiple ways of re-making worlds or, in other 

words, an imaginative capacity to see the world differently.22 Hannah sees this work 

always through the lens of people and relationships – after all, it is people who do the 

imagining necessary to re-make the world. This has important implications for Dwell-

being Shieldfield, a community co-operative that aims to make the local, place-based 

community ‘better’. What this ‘better’ looks like means different things to different 

people, and respecting such difference while finding points of shared meaning is an 

ethical consideration at the heart of Dwellbeing’s work. 

Hannah’s practice is grounded in a prefigurative politics that both acknowledges pain, 

loss and suffering as a feature of life, and ‘opens up care as a speculative project’.23 In the 

case of Dwellbeing, Hannah’s engagement with residents began through their struggles 

to comprehend change and loss as a result of the large-scale urban development and 

loss of social infrastructure described in the introduction to this article. In seeking to 

understand her role in context, Hannah has drawn on Maria Puig de la Bellacasa’s work, 

rooted in a feminist new materialism, which highlights the role of care in the politics 

of living with difference.24 

Alison Atkinson-Phillips brings a commitment to participatory public history, and 

in particular a ‘dig where you stand’25 approach, in terms of seeking to do work that 

is contextual and grounded in place.26 This approach has its roots in her upbringing 

by youth worker parents in Sunderland, another North East England city, and is 

21	 Arturo Escobar ‘Sustainability: Design for the pluriverse’, Development (Society for International Develop-
ment) 54, no. 2 (2011): 137–140.

22	 Hannah Louise Marsden, ‘Making Worlds Between Extinction and Care: A Study of Values and Imaginaries 
in Social Art Practice’ (PhD diss., Newcastle University, 2022).

23	 Marsden, ‘Making Worlds’, 57. 

24	 Maria Puig de la Bellacasa, Matters of Care: Speculative Ethics of More Than Human Worlds (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2017)

25	 Sven Lindquist, Dig Where You Stand: How to Research a Job, Andrew Flinn and Astrid Von Rosen (eds) 
(London, Repeater Books, 2023). 

26	 See Alison Atkinson-Phillips, ‘Australian Welcome Walls and Other Sites of Networked Migrant Memory’, 
in Sarah Dornhof and Ulrike Capdepon (eds), Contested Urban Spaces: Monuments, Traces, and Decentered 
Memories (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2022), 48. 
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also influenced by years of living as a settler-coloniser in Whadjuk country, Western 

Australia, listening to and learning from Aboriginal leaders about the importance of 

Country. Alison’s involvement in this particular project was also shaped by her personal 

relationships with people in the neighbourhood. Her involvement in Dwellbeing 

Shieldfield began as a resident (2018–2020) and developed as part of the Stewards 

group during the process of formalising Dwellbeing as a community benefit society 

from 2019 to 2021. 

At the same time, Alison’s approach to this project was also shaped by her oral history 

community of practice, the Newcastle University Oral History Unit & Collective 

(NOHUC). NOHUC included academic and community oral historians, providing 

a space for rich learning and development of relationships of trust. Members often 

collaborated on projects and developed patterns of work that allowed for both inten-

tional and ad-hoc discussion of oral history practice, often centred around the various 

ethical entanglements of oral history work. A key framework informing NOHUC’s 

work is a commitment to sharing authority, beyond shared meaning-making in the 

intersubjectivity of the oral history interview itself, to the broader project design and 

collaboration.27 Some members of NOHUC had experience as archivists, and an 

ongoing discussion was the importance of community control of archives. This was in 

response to the under-resourcing of local government agencies and recurring stories 

from community members who had donated items or oral history recordings to local 

government collections and then were refused access to their own records. 

It may already be clear that despite differences in our roles within the project, we 

brought some shared understandings and ethical approaches. For each of the authors, 

‘deep hanging out’ has gone beyond an embedded, relational research method. Our 

approach, and that of Dwellbeing Shieldfield, is grounded in an ontological politics 

that seeks to live out the change we want to see in the world, through relationships 

of care, respect and friendship. We also brought a shared commitment to listening 

to the stories of Shieldfield people in all their complexity, including stories of pain 

27	 Graham Smith, ‘Oral History in Higher Education in Britain, c. 1969–2021’, Oral History 50, no.1 (2022): 
113; Michael Frisch, ‘Commentary-sharing Authority: Oral History and the Collaborative Process’, The 
Oral History Review 30, no. 1 (2003): 111–13.

Atkinson-Phillips, Marsden and Wilson, Exploring ‘Informed Consent’ In a Diverse Community



Studies in Oral History 2025

32

and loss, stories of care and solidarity, stories of pure joy and stories of boredom and 

banality. This approach relates to Carrie Hamilton’s challenge that oral historians move 

beyond empathy with their narrators to solidarity that involves ‘an analysis of relations 

of power in the past and a commitment to action in the present’.28 In the following 

section, we explain how we approached explorations of informed consent. While this 

exploration began with process, including how to provide information in a way that 

could be understood, it developed into in-depth discussions of ‘situational ethics’.29

TRANSLATING INFORMED CONSENT INTO ON-THE-GROUND PRACTICES

In practical terms, the process of gaining informed consent for an oral history inter-

view involves a formalised process which includes some or all of the following: written 

information sheet about the project, pre-interview conversations, pre-interview 

permission forms and post-interview copyright agreements.30 An established part of 

oral history practice is also the seeking of post-interview consent by providing a copy 

of the complete interview, either audio or transcribed, to the narrator and seeking 

their agreement to proceed with archiving or other forms of use. These processes vary 

from country to country and also depend on whether the oral historian is operating 

in a university context and needs to comply with human research ethics committee 

oversight. Filmmakers, again depending on their context, will also seek written and 

verbal consent to participate. However, we realised early on that Alison’s approach to 

consent and ethics as an oral historian working in an academic context was a little bit 

different to Andrew’s as an artist and filmmaker. We knew that if we wanted to archive 

the recordings, we needed robust consent processes, but they also needed to be fit for 

purpose. Myriam Fellous-Sigrist argues that formal consent processes are essentially 

tools to build and support trust, and at the heart of our ethical project was the question 

of how to ensure that both 100 People and the resulting archive were held in a high 

28	 Carrie Hamilton, ‘On Being a “Good” Interviewer: Empathy, Ethics and the Politics of Oral History’, Oral 
History 36, no. 2 (2008): 35–43.

29	 Layman, ‘Ethical Imperatives’, 147.

30	 Donald A. Ritchie, Doing Oral History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 62–69; Layman, ‘Ethical 
Imperatives’, 141–42.
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level of trust within the Shieldfield community.31 As mentioned, Shieldfield is a diverse 

area, and we knew the recordings would include people with a wide range of written 

and spoken English literacy. The Shieldfield Youth Programme was also involved in the 

project, so informed consent needed to consider the needs of children. 

Two sets of workshops fed into this process, one with the Shieldfield Youth Programme 

(a collaboration between Dwellbeing Shieldfield and The NewBridge Project) and 

another with local adults, although one young person did participate in both. Three 

Youth Programme workshops were co-facilitated by Andrew and Dan Russell, the 

artist development worker at The NewBridge Project, with support from Kate Jeffries, 

Youth Worker at the Shieldfield Youth Programme (a full partnership between Dwell-

being Shieldfield and The NewBridge Project), and Elaine Robertson, Community 

Co-ordinator at The NewBridge Project. These workshops invited children and young 

people to think about what it might mean to ask and answer questions on film. Using 

costume and role play, the young people created a range of characters, diverse in age and 

ethnicity, to represent the broad range of people who live in Shieldfield, then designed 

a series of conversation starters for each character. These conversation starters, cate-

gorised by the young people as either ‘small talk’, ‘middle talk’, or ‘big talk’, depending 

on their subject matter, were collated into a small booklet which was later used within 

some of the 100 People project’s recorded conversations. 

The two adult workshops included an introductory session, in which Andrew Wilson 

introduced the concept of 100 People, and invited people to nominate someone in the 

neighbourhood whose story they would like to know more of. Following on from this, 

anyone who had expressed an interest in participating in 100 People was invited to a 

‘Do It Ourselves Archive Workshop’ for those interested in exploring the archiving side 

of the project. This workshop explored questions of ethics and informed consent, with 

the aim of co-producing a protocol for the project that would be appropriate to the 

local context. It is important to note that the 12 participants in this workshop did not 

fully reflect the usual diversity of Shieldfield and/or Dwellbeing’s adult members in 

31	 Myriam Fellous-Sigrist, ‘Consent in the Digital Context: The Example of Oral History Interviews in the 
United Kingdom’, in V. Ginouvès and I. Gras (eds), La diffusion numérique des données en SHS: Guide des 
bonnes pratiques éthiques et juridiques (Provence: Presses Universitaires de Provence, 2018), 141–55.
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terms of cultural background. For example, the Shieldfield Grows community garden 

group and Dwellbeing Community Chefs include many people from migrant 

backgrounds, primarily North and West Africa, and most of these are women with 

caring responsibilities. For this workshop, we offered support to anyone needing 

childcare; however, no-one took us up on that request and the women from these 

groups were under-represented in this particular workshop. Ensuring that projects 

appropriately reflect the diversity of the local community is at the core of Dwellbeing’s 

community-led approach which values local knowledge and lived-experience in shaping 

our activities. But this is an ongoing challenge that Dwellbeing addresses in a range of 

ways. This limitation notwithstanding, the project reflected diversity in many aspects 

including age, gender, educational background and lived experience.

Figure 1 Dwellbeing members role play during first archive workshop. Photograph by Alison Atkinson-Phillips.

The aim of the ‘Do It Ourselves’ workshop was to design a truly participatory and 

ethical process, so that the people sharing their stories (being filmed/recorded) were 
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involved in designing the process and retained control over the outcomes. One of 

Dwellbeing’s guiding principles is that if people are giving up their time for an activity, 

it needs to have an element of fun. We started the workshop with a role play where 

the co-authors – Alison, Andrew and Hannah – acted out the roles of interviewer, 

interviewee and camera person using giant cardboard props. However, rather than role 

playing the interview itself, we acted out arriving at someone’s house and getting them 

to fill in forms to give written consent. This immediately raised people’s awareness of 

the potential barriers to gaining trust and informed consent, while also breaking down 

the barriers between the facilitators and the group, since everyone got to have a laugh 

at us. 

The cake metaphor: If the cake is a community archive that creates a positive experi-

ence for the people of Shieldfield… What kind of ingredients do we need? 

Using the metaphor of a cake, Alison outlined the approach to consent, metadata and 

archiving she would typically bring to an oral history project. We considered that we 

needed five things to be able to turn the recorded conversations from the 100 People 

project into an archive:

1.	 The recording

2.	 Permission (informed consent)

3.	 Metadata (information about the recording to help us make sense of it in 

the future)

4.	 A home – somewhere to store the data from 1 to 3

5.	 A system to help people find and use the data from 1 to 3. 

With the workshop focused on the recording stage of creating the archive, we unpacked 

what is meant by informed consent, and what kinds of information might need to 

be provided to people so that they can make informed decisions to participate in a 

recorded conversation where they are asked to share personal information about their 

life story. 
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Following some information sharing and discussion, participants workshopped the 

ideas of informed consent in groups, again using the cardboard props to help under-

stand how it might feel to be met with permission forms and a recording device. While 

not everyone has experience of being part of a recorded conversation, each participant 

brought their own life experiences of being asked to give permission for things they are 

unsure about, being asked to fill in forms without fully understanding what they are 

agreeing to, or perhaps being the person knocking at the door to ask. The embodied 

enactment in this exercise allowed people to connect with their own lived expertise, 

and deepened their understanding of consent. It led to thoughtful conversations about 

what it feels like, both to ask and give consent, the kinds of social practices involved, 

and some of the barriers that get in the way including politeness, personal relationships 

of trust (or lack thereof ) or worries about seeming foolish. 

Consent was discussed with the young participants on several occasions with support 

from Elaine Robertson, the Community Co-ordinator at The NewBridge Project; 

firstly, as part of the three initial workshops and then again prior to any recording 

activity. The young participants and their parent/guardian were aware of the value 

and significance of photo/film permissions, as they had already given consent to be 

recorded as part of some youth program activities. Nonetheless, we recognised that 

this project was different in scope and therefore made sure that these differences were 

understood. Respecting the agency of the young people, verbal consent was first sought 

from the participant, followed by a photo/film release form which was handed to and 

completed by their parent/guardian prior to any recording.

One thing that became obvious was that people would be more comfortable the more 

they knew what to expect up front. Of course, this is already an established part of the 

informed consent process; one of the reasons participants are provided with informa-

tion ahead of time is so that they know what to expect and are able to appropriately 

prepare themselves in both practical and emotional terms for telling their story.32 

However, this workshop pushed us all to think further about ways to develop a sense of 

32	 Anisa Puri, ‘Oral History Ethics: The Australian Generations Project’, INSITE Magazine, November 
2014– January 2015. Available at https://www.monash.edu/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/1678741/
ma-vic-insite-article1.pdf/. Accessed 24 July 2025.

https://www.monash.edu/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/1678741/ma-vic-insite-article1.pdf/
https://www.monash.edu/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/1678741/ma-vic-insite-article1.pdf/
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safety and comfort for participants. Information about the project was shared with 

participants in three ways to make it more accessible; alongside traditional information 

sheets and a website, we used storyboards and videos to show people what to expect. 

Figure 2 Andrew Wilson (2022) 100 People Invitation Flyer (back and front)

Another important learning from the workshop was that people have quite particular 

associations with the word ‘interview’, and often these are negatively connected to uneven 

power relationships. Since this was unhelpful for the kind of project Andrew had in mind 

for 100 People, he decided to use the term ‘recorded conversation’ instead. In many ways, 

this approach framed the dynamics of the whole project. While oral historians do also 

understand their interviews as a conversation,33 such conversations usually involve an 

interviewer who asks questions, and a narrator who answers them. In explicitly framing 

the recording as a ‘conversation’, Andrew introduced ideas of hospitality, renaming the 

interviewer as the ‘host’ and the narrator as the ‘guest’. The intention behind this use of 

hospitality was to shift the dynamics of power away from Andrew, as the artistic lead on 

the project, especially when it came to deciding who gets to host and who gets to be 

33	 Lynn Abrams, Oral History Theory (New York: Routledge, 2010): 54–77.
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hosted within these recorded conversations, but also to encourage a fluid dynamic 

between the two participants where the role of interviewer and narrator became inter-

changeable. At the same time, it was important to ensure there were some defined limits 

to this conversation. As Boschma et al. point out, ‘Defining the boundaries and making 

the boundaries clear prevents revelation of very intimate or intensely personal informa-

tion that is not relevant and could be damaging’.34 We created a protocol whereby if you 

identified as someone who lives, works, or plays in the neighbourhood then you were 

encouraged to identify yourself as a ‘host’ who would invite someone of your choosing, a 

‘guest’, to have a recorded conversation with. This could have been someone you knew 

well, someone you had met only in passing, or perhaps someone you would be meeting 

for the very first time. An A5 invitation flyer was available for hosts to use if they wanted 

to approach their guest directly. Ahead of recording, we ensured any access barriers were 

identified, such as language, mobility, childcare, or anything else that might limit some-

one’s ability to join in, and each recording took place at a venue and time of day of the 

host’s choosing, lasting between one and two hours. 

Figure 3 Andrew Wilson (2022) 100 People filming protocol diagram 

34	 Geertje Boschma, Olive Younge and Lorraine Mychajlunow, ‘Consent in Oral History Interviews: Unique 
Challenges’, Qualitative Health Research 13, no. 1 (2003): 132.
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By April 2023, we had 35 recordings, ranging from 15 minutes to over an hour in 

length. The oldest participant was John, aged 97, who remembered growing up in the 

1930s Depression. One of the youngest was Albie, a member of Shieldfield Youth 

Programme who talked about how much he loves ‘old’ tech, like Game Boys. We had 

people who have lived in Shieldfield all their lives, both long and short, others who have 

come from all over the world – Sudan, Hong Kong, Poland to name a few places, and 

students who are mostly just passing through for a couple of years. For each recording, 

a host self-identified as someone who would like to have a conversation with one of 

their neighbours (the conversation guest). Some of these pairings developed out of the 

initial workshops where people had nominated a neighbour they would like to know 

more about. Even though the conversations cover over 100 years of the social history of 

Shieldfield and the life stories of those people who have made it their home, the guest-

host approach moved away from a traditional oral history approach of narrator and 

listener. While the act of the conversation is still history-making, in terms of creating 

new source material, the conversational dynamic included more interaction, dialogue 

and two-way knowledge sharing.  

COLLABORATIVE ETHICS AND METADATA – THE WATCH PARTIES 

The consent process developed for the 100 People project ensured participants 

understood that their recorded conversation would become part of the Dwellbeing 

Shieldfield Community Archive. Some basic metadata was captured at the time of 

recording, and Andrew also created file summaries for each conversation as part of the 

process of putting together the feature-length documentary film, 100 People: A Portrait 

of Co-Existence. However, during a meeting to discuss handover of the files, Andrew 

expressed concern that this approach would mean future understanding of the record-

ings would be filtered through one person’s interpretation of what was important (his). 

As Elinor Mazé has argued: 

Any metadata which documents the what-is-this-about – the so-called about-

ness – of an object is always generated from a point of view. Creating metadata 
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is a process of deconstruction; that process will always be indelibly marked by 

the person who does it, and it will never be static across contexts and time.35 

Instead, we wanted to find a shared way of doing this so that the information contained 

in the summaries was not just one person’s interpretation of what was important. 

‘Watch Parties’, communal sessions where community members review and analyse the 

video footage, were developed as an approach to bring the collaborative ethics of the 

100 People project into the archive. 

The idea for watch parties developed out of the COVID-19 lockdown experience of 

co-watching movies online. For example, Alison had joined global movie watching 

parties run by historians in Australia and the US, where they co-critiqued historical 

films on social media, drawing out shared or contrasting themes. In the 100 People watch 

parties, we first invited anyone who had been involved in the project, plus all members 

of Dwellbeing Shieldfield, to two workshops that were held in the cinema space of The 

NewBridge Project. Twenty-minute excerpts of three recordings were selected by the 

group (at random), and participants were asked to note anything of interest to them 

in the recordings. From the first workshop, we settled on six overarching themes that 

connected across all the recordings: people, relationships, organisations, places, events 

and emotions. From these themes, in the second workshop we developed a process for 

collaboratively summarising each recording. Refining further, we linked the themes 

into three groups of two co-themes: people–relationships; organisations–places; 

events–emotions. The process requires a minimum of three participants to watch a 

whole recording from start to finish, pausing every five minutes or so to add notes 

to a shared document that can be turned into a time-stamped summary. We are still 

working on improving this process to ensure we can capture verbal contributions from 

people who are not comfortable with writing. 

35	 Elinore Mazé, ‘Deconstruction Without Destruction: Creating Metadata for Oral History in a Digital 
World’, in Douglas A. Boyd and Mary A. Larson (eds), Oral History and Digital Humanities: Voice, Access, 
and Engagement (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014): 145–156.
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Watch party participants also carry out a sensitivity check,36 by noting any concerns 

that might prevent a recording from being made public. This could include:

•	 mention of very personal information about other people (not the guest 

or host)

•	 controversial personal opinions or activities described that may open up 

the person speaking to criticism. 

We developed a protocol whereby any issues raised are discussed with the person 

involved and/or their family. An example of this was a conversation mentioning a 

neighbour whose child has an autism diagnosis. While the group agreed that autism 

should not be a sensitive topic, they also felt that it was the family’s decision whether or 

not to have the child’s medical diagnosis shared publicly. Because of this, that section 

of the recording will not be included in the archive until the neighbouring family gives 

permission. Once a recording has gone through this sensitivity check, any member 

of Dwellbeing Shieldfield can access the recordings via a password-protected Vimeo 

account. Similar to oral history archival practice, participants can request that sections 

of viewable recordings be restricted. We have already received requests from partner 

organisations and the local council, and these are reviewed by the Dwellbeing Stewards 

(management committee), to check that the proposed use is in line with an agreed 

Values Statement. Our take-down policy ensures that consent can be withdrawn at 

any time.

This kind of collaborative meaning-making is slow work. However, while it is 

demanding of people’s time, it is also richly rewarding. Oral historians well understand 

the joy of listening to people tell their stories, and this is amplified when it happens in 

a group setting. Continuing the theme of hospitality, participation in the metadata 

development is offered as an invitation. We continue to test out what works and what 

doesn’t. Dwellbeing Shieldfield currently has an Archive Working Group that is in the 

36	 Sensitivity checking the UK context is partly influenced by new General Data Protection Regulations 
brought in the EU in 2018, but our process was also influenced by learnings from the Australian Genera-
tions project’s traffic light system, see for example Kevin Bradley and Anisa Puri, ‘Creating and Oral History 
Archive: Digital Opportunities and Ethical Issues’, Australian Historical Studies 47, no. 1: 75–91.  
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process of hosting regular watch parties until summaries for all 35 recordings have been 

produced. Importantly, people continue to show up and to offer their time and energy 

to the project, suggesting that the process itself has value.  

Figure 4 Messy Archive booklet launch party (2024). Photograph courtesy of Dwellbeing Shieldfield.

CONCLUSION

Oral historians know that their/our responsibility to the narrator goes beyond the 

moment of the interview. While there is a rich archive of literature related to oral 

history ethics, it remains important to keep reflecting on and developing our ethical 

practices. Working collaboratively with people who bring different experiences and 

disciplinary perspectives in this project offered an opportunity to keep exploring what 

we mean when we talk about sharing authority. In this project, our diversity included 

cultural and linguistic differences but also age, class, gender, physical abilities, mental 

abilities, learning styles and various neurodivergences. Working with filmmakers, 

artists, community workers and community members, we all brought our own ethical 

frameworks, but found an underlying agreement that ethical practice means ensuring 

that people are valued, informed and included in decision-making.
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This article has described our particular approach to working ethically across differ-

ence. This approach included explorations of ways that we could invite as many people 

as possible to shape both the process and the end result, moving the focus away from 

the lone or isolated expert. It also involved practices of experimentation, embodied 

learning and learning-through-doing, slowly and iteratively with time to reflect. Refo-

cusing the interview as a recorded conversation with a guest and host re-balanced the 

power dynamic within the interview, but it also means that no one recording contains 

only one narrator’s story. This can make things messy when it comes to metadata, while 

also bringing the richness of shared and intersecting experiences. Something else that 

has been at the core of this approach, although sometimes taken for granted, is a sense 

of playfulness that makes things light and fun and allows relationships of trust to build 

along the way. Our collaborative ethics meant that we could bring together the best 

aspects of various disciplinary and experiential perspectives, and mix in the slow, reflec-

tive and joyful approach that is at the heart of Dwellbeing Shieldfield’s community 

practice. The project described here is not necessarily transferable to traditional oral 

history projects. Nonetheless, we offer a contribution to conversations about ethical 

practice as a living, relational process, rooted in solidarity and care.
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