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Method: Synchronous Text-based Interviews
A report on the use of IRC-platforms (Internet Relay Chat) for interviewing file-sharers
 
I recently finished my master’s thesis in Library and Information Studies and noticed a void 
in the research on synchronous methods for interviewing in digital landscapes, even though 
these methods have been used in a fair amount of studies. For example, Kozinets’s (2010, 
Netnography: Doing Ethnographic Research Online) recent handbook in netnography contains 
very few discussions on synchronous interviews online. In my thesis, I discuss different 
problematic aspects of online interviewing as well as potential benefits.
 
Particularly in the case of file-sharing sites, which is the object of study of my thesis, IRC 
provides a fitting arena for carrying out interviews. However, I believe that research on other 
community-like groupings that are digitally situated also would benefit from interviews on IRC. 
Although it is certainly not suitable for all types of studies, IRC is an interesting alternative 
when it comes to studying online phenomena, where users are familiar with the platform. This 
enables the researcher to meet the informants in an arena that they are comfortable with, which is 
important in offline situations, but to some degree has been overlooked in online environments. 
An interesting exception to this is so called “in world” interviews in, for example, MUDs (Multi-
User Dungeon), which take place within the textual environment (e.g. Sundén 2002, Material 
Virtualities: Approaching Online Textual Embodiment). Because of the fictional nature of these 
environments, their context and constructed nature is often taken into account; such an approach 
is, in my opinion, beneficial for studying other kinds of online activity as well.
 
This textual context is of great importance in the case of online interviews. The ability to 
communicate via text also necessarily requires an interface. The interface does, however slightly, 
affect the informants’ perceptions of the interview situation. In my interviews, most informants 
exhibited a tacit knowledge of how to “behave” on IRC. In interviewing young drug users via IM 
(Instant Messaging), Barratt (2011, “The Efficacy of Interviewing Young Drug Users Through 
Online Chat”) finds that her informants exhibited a similar comfort with IM. 
 
These textual environments have an effect on the interview itself. In this case, IRC could not be 
substituted for IM and vice versa. Rather, which digital platform is suitable should be explored 
in advance, for example through pilot studies. As these environments affect the way informants 
interact with the researcher, it is important to consider what specific environments should be 
used for a study, if they are to be used at all.
 
 
 


