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Introduction
This is an interview about the story of your life. As a social scientist, I am interested in
hearing your story, including parts of the past as you remember them and the future as
you imagine it. The story is selective; it does not include everything that has ever
happened to you. Instead, I will ask you to focus on a few key things in your life – a few
key scenes, characters, and ideas. There are no right or wrong answers to my questions.
Instead, your task is simply to tell me about some of the most important things that have
happened in your life and how you imagine your life developing in the future. I will
guide you through the interview so that we finish it all in about two hours or less.
Please know that my purpose in doing this interview is not to figure out what is wrong
with you or to do some kind of deep clinical analysis! Nor should you think of this
interview as a “therapy session” of some kind. The interview is for research purposes
only, and its main goal is simply to hear your story. As social scientists, my colleagues
and I collect people’s life stories in order to understand the different ways in which
people in our society and in others live their lives and the different ways in which they
understand who they are. Everything you say is voluntary, anonymous, and confidential.
I think you will enjoy the interview. Do you have any questions?

A. Life Chapters
Please begin by thinking about your life as if it were a book or novel. Imagine that the
book has a table of contents containing the titles of the main chapters in the story. To
begin here, please describe very briefly what the main chapters in the book might be.
Please give each chapter a title, tell me just a little bit about what each chapter is about,
and say a word or two about how we get from one chapter to the next. As a storyteller
here, what you want to do is to give me an overall plot summary of your story, going
chapter by chapter. You may have as many chapters as you want, but I would suggest
having between about 2 and 7 of them. We will want to spend no more than about 20
minutes on this first section of the interview, so please keep your descriptions of the
chapters relatively brief.
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[Note to interviewer: The interviewer should feel free to ask questions of clarification
and elaboration throughout the interview, but especially in this first part. This first
section of the interview should run between 15 and 30 minutes.]

B. Key Scenes in the Life Story
Now that you have described the overall plot outline for your life, I would like you to
focus in on a few key scenes that stand out in the story. A key scene would be an event
or specific incident that took place at a particular time and place. Consider a key scene to
be a moment in your life story that stands out for a particular reason – perhaps because it
was especially good or bad, particularly vivid, important, or memorable. For each of the
eight key events we will consider, I ask that you describe in detail what happened, when
and where it happened, who was involved, and what you were thinking and feeling in the
event. In addition, I ask that you tell me why you think this particular scene is important
or significant in your life. What does the scene say about you as a person? Please be
specific.
1. High point. Please describe a scene, episode, or moment in your life that stands out
as an especially positive experience. This might be the high point scene of your entire
life, or else an especially happy, joyous, exciting, or wonderful moment in the story.
Please describe this high point scene in detail. What happened, when and where, who
was involved, and what were you thinking and feeling? Also, please say a word or two
about why you think this particular moment was so good and what the scene may say
about who you are as a person.
2. Low point. The second scene is the opposite of the first. Thinking back over your
entire life, please identify a scene that stands out as a low point, if not the low point in
your life story. Even though this event is unpleasant, I would appreciate your providing
as much detail as you can about it. What happened in the event, where and when, who
was involved, and what were you thinking and feeling? Also, please say a word or two
about why you think this particular moment was so bad and what the scene may say
about you or your life. [Interviewer note: If the participants balks at doing this, tell him
or her that the event does not really have to be the lowest point in the story but merely a
very bad experience of some kind.]
3. Turning point. In looking back over your life, it may be possible to identify certain
key moments that stand out as turning points -- episodes that marked an important change
in you or your life story. Please identify a particular episode in your life story that you
now see as a turning point in your life. If you cannot identify a key turning point that
stands out clearly, please describe some event in your life wherein you went through an
important change of some kind. Again, for this event please describe what happened,
where and when, who was involved, and what you were thinking and feeling. Also,
please say a word or two about what you think this event says about you as a person or
about your life.
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4. Positive childhood memory. The fourth scene is an early memory – from childhood
or your teen-aged years – that stands out as especially positive in some way. This would
be a very positive, happy memory from your early years. Please describe this good
memory in detail. What happened, where and when, who was involved, and what were
you thinking and feeling? Also, what does this memory say about you or about your life?
5. Negative childhood memory. The fifth scene is an early memory – from childhood
or your teen-aged years – that stands out as especially negative in some way. This would
be a very negative, unhappy memory from your early years, perhaps entailing sadness,
fear, or some other very negative emotional experience. Please describe this bad memory
in detail. What happened, where and when, who was involved, and what were you
thinking and feeling? Also, what does this memory say about you or your life?
6. Vivid adult memory. Moving ahead to your adult years, please identify one scene
that you have not already described in this section (in other words, do not repeat your
high point, low point, or turning point scene) that stands out as especially vivid or
meaningful. This would be an especially memorable, vivid, or important scene, positive
or negative, from your adult years. Please describe this scene in detail, tell what
happened, when and where, who was involved, and what you were thinking and feeling.
Also, what does this memory say about you or your life?
7. Wisdom event. Please describe an event in your life in which you displayed wisdom.
The episode might be one in which you acted or interacted in an especially wise way or
provided wise counsel or advice, made a wise decision, or otherwise behaved in a
particularly wise manner. What happened, where and when, who was involved, and what
were you thinking and feeling? Also, what does this memory say about you and your
life?
8. Religious, spiritual, or mystical experience. Whether they are religious or not,
many people report that they have had experiences in their lives where they felt a sense of
the transcendent or sacred, a sense of God or some almighty or ultimate force, or a
feeling of oneness with nature, the world, or the universe. Thinking back on your entire
life, please identify an episode or moment in which you felt something like this. This
might be an experience that occurred within the context of your own religious tradition, if
you have one, or it may be a spiritual or mystical experience of any kind. Please describe
this transcendent experience in detail. What happened, where and when, who was
involved, and what were you thinking and feeling? Also, what does this memory say
about you or your life?
Now, we’re going to talk about the future.
C. Future Script
1. The next chapter. Your life story includes key chapters and scenes from your past,
as you have described them, and it also includes how you see or imagine your future.
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Please describe what you see to be the next chapter in your life. What is going to come
next in your life story?
2. Dreams, hopes, and plans for the future. Please describe your plans, dreams, or
hopes for the future. What do you hope to accomplish in the future in your life story?
3. Life project. Do you have a project in life? A life project is something that you have
been working on and plan to work on in the future chapters of your life story. The
project might involve your family or your work life, or it might be a hobby, avocation, or
pastime. Please describe any project that you are currently working on or plan to work
on in the future. Tell me what the project is, how you got involved in the project or will
get involved in the project, how the project might develop, and why you think this project
is important for you and/or for other people.

D. Challenges
This next section considers the various challenges, struggles, and problems you have
encountered in your life. I will begin with a general challenge, and then I will focus in on
three particular areas or issues where many people experience challenges, problems, or
crises.
1. Life challenge. Looking back over your entire life, please identify and describe what
you now consider to be the greatest single challenge you have faced in your life. What is
or was the challenge or problem? How did the challenge or problem develop? How did
you address or deal with this challenge or problem? What is the significance of this
challenge or problem in your own life story?
2. Health. Looking back over your entire life, please identify and describe a scene or
period in your life, including the present time, wherein you or a close family member
confronted a major health problem, challenge, or crisis. Please describe in detail what
the health problem is or was and how it developed. If relevant, please discuss any
experience you had with the health-care system regarding this crisis or problem. In
addition, please talk about how you coped with the problem and what impact this health
crisis, problem, or challenge has had on you and your overall life story.
3. Loss. As people get older, they invariably suffer losses of one kind or another. By
loss I am referring here to the loss of important people in your life, perhaps through death
or separation. These are interpersonal losses – the loss of a person. Looking back over
your entire life, please identify and describe the greatest interpersonal loss you have
experienced. This could be a loss you experienced at any time in your life, going back to
childhood and up to the present day. Please describe this loss and the process of the loss.
How have you coped with the loss? What effect has this loss had on you and your life
story?
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4. Failure, regret. Everybody experiences failure and regrets in life, even for the
happiest and luckiest lives. Looking back over your entire life, please identify and
describe the greatest failure or regret you have experienced. The failure or regret can
occur in any area of your life – work, family, friendships, or any other area. Please
describe the failure or regret and the way in which the failure or regret came to be. How
have you coped with this failure or regret? What effect has this failure or regret had on
you and your life story?

E. Personal Ideology
Now, I would like to ask a few questions about your fundamental beliefs and values and
about questions of meaning and morality in your life. Please give some thought to each
of these questions.
1. Religious/ethical values. Consider for a moment the religious or spiritual aspects of
your life. Please describe in a nutshell your religious beliefs and values, if indeed these
are important to you. Whether you are religious or not, please describe your overall
ethical or moral approach to life.
2. Political/social values. How do you approach political or social issues? Do you have
a particular political point of view? Are there particular social issues or causes about
which you feel strongly? Please explain.
3. Change, development of religious and political views. Please tell the story of how
your religious, moral, and/or political views and values have developed over time. Have
they changed in any important ways? Please explain.
4. Single value. What is the most important value in human living? Please explain.
5. Other. What else can you tell me that would help me understand your most
fundamental beliefs and values about life and the world? What else can you tell me that
would help me understand your overall philosophy of life?

F. Life Theme
Looking back over your entire life story with all its chapters, scenes, and challenges, and
extending back into the past and ahead into the future, do you discern a central theme,
message, or idea that runs throughout the story? What is the major theme in your life
story? Please explain.

G. Reflection
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Thank you for this interview. I have just one more question for you. Many of the stories
you have told me are about experiences that stand out from the day-to-day. For example,
we talked about a high point, a turning point, a scene about your health, etc. Given that
most people don’t share their life stories in this way on a regular basis, I’m wondering if
you might reflect for one last moment about what this interview, here today, has been like
for you. What were your thoughts and feelings during the interview? How do you think
this interview has affected you? Do you have any other comments about the interview
process?
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The life story interview. Robert Atkinson. Telling the stories of our lives is so basic to our nature that we are largely unaware of its
importance. We think in story form, speak in story form, and bring meaning to our lives through story. People everywhere are telling
stories about some piece of their lives to friends and strangers alike. The stories we tell of our lives carry ageless, universal themes or
motifs, and are always variations of one of the thousands of folk tales, myths, or legends, that have spoken to us for generations of our
inner truths. Stories connect us to our roots. In tr The method was first used when interviewing indigenous peoples of the Americas and
specifically Native American leaders who were asked by an interviewer to describe their lives with an insight as to what it was like to be
that particular person. The purpose of the interview was to capture a living picture of a disappearing (as such) people/way of life. Later
the method was used to interview criminals and prostitutes in Chicago. Interviewers looked at social and police-records, as well as the
society One of the latest volumes in the Qualitative Research Methods series, The Life Story Interview provides specific suggestions
and guidelines for preparing and executing a life story interview. Author Robert Atkinson, Director of the Center for the Study of Lives at
the University of Southern Maine, places the life story interview into a wider research context before moving on to planning and
conducting the interview.Â As the use and study of narratives continues to grow in importance throughout the research enterprise, The
Life Story Interview becomes an even-more valuable tool for qualitative researchers in all disciplines. Available Formats. ISBN:
9780761904274.

