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This guide introduces key considerations for planning and undertaking semi structured interviews, including writing a discussion guide
It also offers practical advice for conducting them effectively.
[bookmark: _Toc215837723]What is semi structured interviewing?
Semi structured interviews are a widely used qualitative research method.
Semi structured interviews help you understand why people respond the way they do, and uncover the values, attitudes, beliefs, and experiences that explain their views. and can be a powerful way to explore people’s experiences of health and care services. 
They are particularly useful when you need to explore sensitive topics.
Semi-structured interviewing starts with a pre-determined list of questions, but crucially allows people to go beyond the question list. 
The structure remains essential; it helps to keep you focused and ensures that the data you get remains in scope. However, you have the freedom to follow interesting topics that emerge and explore avenues outside of that structure. This helps you capture richer data, covering issues or insights you might not have considered before.  This lets you understand what lies behind people's responses. 
This requires:
interviewers to have appropriate training and a thorough briefing about the research and the aims of the interviews. 
active listening, so that you hear areas you’d like to explore in more detail. 
The ability to follow up on what people say to ask appropriate questions in response without inadvertently leading the participants to respond in a certain way. Essentially, you need to be able to come up with relevant questions on the spot.
[bookmark: _Toc215837724]Planning Interviews 
Good planning ensures that interviews are ethical, inclusive, safe, and aligned with the research goals. Below are four key elements to address and plan for before arranging any interviews. 
Interview ethics
Before conducting interviews, you should consider whether the ethics of this project and the use of interviews within it warrant attention.  We have comprehensive guidance on ethics, but here are some additional considerations:
Are the staff carrying out interviews appropriately trained and briefed?  
Have potential dangers been considered, for example where and when will interviews take place? Is there a ‘check in’ for staff following interviews. Ideally interviews would not take place in people’s homes or other places leaving staff alone with no course for exit.
Participants’ own safety should also be considered. People taking part must be made fully aware of the purpose of the research, how they can withdraw, what happens to the information they give. A contact point is made available in case of questions.
Have you considered any accessibility adjustments participants may need? (e.g, large-print materials, interpreters, or accessible interview venues)
Sampling and recruitment
You can identify your target participants - who you want to talk to - based on the aims of your research. We have guidance on bias and sampling here. 
It is important to use recruitment methods that are ethical and inclusive (avoid pressuring anyone to take part) and to be transparent in your reporting about how you selected the sample and whether there were any limitations.
Data collection and handling:
Even before data collection begins, plan how you will store, process, and destroy personal data in line with regulations. We have separate guidance on this, which covers how to ensure compliance with GDPR, how to obtain consent, and how to anonymise and store data. Nevertheless, data collection and how it is treated is central to the interview method. You need to consider the following:
What will happen to the resulting transcripts and other records generated from the interview. 
Whether anonymisation will happen during transcription or afterwards. 
Telling people how their data will be used, including whether GenAI is used to transcribe or analyse it
Personal data must be securely stored and, when appropriate, destroyed. 

[bookmark: _Toc215837725]Writing a discussion guide
Effective questions are key to a successful interview Begin by outlining your overall research questions and objectives. Think about how each participant can help you uncover different parts of your topic. Once you have done this, adapt the interview questions accordingly so you can tap into the participants’ experience or expertise. 
Step one: structure your guide into key sections
Doing this will help you focus and check that you have covered everything you set out in your research goals. You can use the following structure:
An introduction and a context to your research
General questions about the topic
Specific questions to take a deep dive into people’s views and experiences
A concluding section to capture anything that you may have missed during the discussion
Step two: think about how you will start the session
Have a question as a ‘discussion starter’. This is a question that presents the primary topic you want to explore and opens the floor to the participant(s) to respond. For example, you can ask them to introduce themselves and share one thing about their experiences related to the topic, such as the last time they used a service or how long they have been experiencing something. Asking a simple and factual question helps the participant(s) feel comfortable and get their head into the topic.
Step three: develop the questions
General
It’s helpful to work with people who are ‘experts by experience’, people who are affected by your research topic, when developing questions. This will help you ensure that they are appropriate, cover everything relevant, and won’t be misinterpreted.
Think about the logical flow of the interview and the questions you should cover first. Begin with general questions before moving on to specific ones. They should address all the major areas you want to explore and tap into your participants’ experience and expertise.
Think about the length and number of questions. Whilst there is scope for flexibility, particularly in semi-structured interviews, a guideline of no more than 45 minutes is suggested. Practise the interview with a colleague or friend to get a rough idea of how long you think it will take. 
Question wording
Ask open-ended questions to elicit a detailed response from your participants – ie those starting with “Why, how, what”, etc.  These allow you to explore the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of a person’s experiences. 
Avoid asking a question your respondents can answer with one word, such as a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ – these can be useful when interviewing someone to check you understand what they are saying but shouldn’t form part of a discussion guide.
Avoid leading questions, as they can bias responses. For example. “You found the hospital parking really difficult, didn’t you?” This suggests a positive experience and may pressure the participant to agree, rather than share their true perspective. A better alternative would be: “How would you describe your experience with the hospital parking?” We have further guidance on bias here.
Keep questions simple and do not ask more than one question at a time.
Adjust the language slightly according to each respondent. For example, if interviewing a medical professional, you could use more clinical language, whereas with a member of the public, you should use plain English terms.
Try to get questions to flow logically and naturally from one to another – this can be refined as you test and carry out the interviews.   
Think carefully about how you would draft difficult or potentially embarrassing questions, but don’t hesitate to ask them as they can be important. You can ask them when you have established a rapport towards the end of the season. For further information on these topics, refer to our guidance on bias and research ethics.
Don’t include questions where you are asking respondents to give you an opinion on behalf of others. Ask them about their own perspective
Step four: think about how you will end the session
The last question should help you close the interview, but leave your respondents feeling empowered and listened to. This is good practice and will help you establish a relationship with your participants. You might want to talk to them again in future to check your findings reflect what they said during the discussion.
Remember, the discussion guide is only a guide. It should help you manage the interview and ensure that you get the information you want, but it should not be used like a rigid questionnaire.
Getting feedback on your discussion guides
You should sense check your discussion guide before running the first interview.  Here are some suggestions on how you can ensure that your discussion guide is appropriate for the topic or group and will elicit good insight:
You could ask other staff to check that the interview questions, format, and plans are appropriate.
Use your Healthwatch board to get feedback. Many are already working as group leaders in the local community.
You can speak to local community and voluntary groups that represent the people you plan to interview.
Healthwatch England’s research team offer clinics on this and other topics and can be contacted by email (research@healthwatch.co.uk) or booked directly using this form.
[bookmark: _Toc189830914][bookmark: _Toc205200410][bookmark: _Toc215837726]Sample discussion guide
	Scenario

	You are interviewing a participant to learn about their experiences with remote GP appointments. You are aware that they have limited knowledge of technology, but have access to a smartphone. Here are some questions you can ask. 



Generally speaking, what is it like to see your GP?
How has the shift to telephone appointments impacted your ability to see a GP?
How has the change to remote appointments affected your desire to see a GP?
How do you feel about the quality of care you receive from your GP over the telephone?
Are there any other issues you experience when having a telephone consultation with your GP?
Would you prefer remote or in-person appointments, if you were able to choose? Why?
How do you feel about using apps on your phone to access GP services?
What would make it easier for you to use the apps on your phone to access GP services?
Do you have anything else to say about your experience of seeing your GP?
[bookmark: _Toc215837727]Running interviews
Once you have chosen your approach, considered ethics and written your questions, it is time for the main task of actually carrying out the interviews.
Especially if you are new to the method, the task of thinking on your feet and responding thoughtfully to a participant’s answers “on the spot” can be daunting.  
However, following some of the simple steps below can help you put the participant and yourself at ease. 
Making participants feel comfortable:
Begin the interview with introductions and clearly explain the aims of the research. Provide the participant with a clear explanation of every step in the interview process so that they know what to expect. 
Make it clear they can take their time responding to each question and can ask for any clarification if they do not understand the questions. 
Remind them they do not have to answer any question if they do not wish to and can stop the interview at any time. 
Offer water and breaks if needed. 
Begin with some more straightforward or biographical questions that can help the participant become accustomed to speaking and establish rapport.
Make yourself feel comfortable:
Prepare well – practise your introductions and your interview questions beforehand. 
Familiarise yourself not only with the questions that need to be addressed, but also more widely with the topic and the broader goals of the research, so they can be at the forefront of your mind during the interview.
Have physical copies of all documents in front of you in case you need any prompts.
Test any recording equipment beforehand and pour yourself a glass of water.
Focus on your active listening skills – be attentive, take notes on their responses if needed, and use open and supportive body language. Listening intently helps you spot if your questions are being understood as intended, as well as making it easier to respond directly to what they are saying. 
Silence can be an important tool – sometimes people need some time to answer. Often, when interviewers are nervous or inexperienced, they can fear silence and try to fill it – that’s when it’s easy to inadvertently give someone an answer and put words in their mouth – particularly when offering an example or sharing their own experience. 
Learn by doing – interviews get a lot easier with experience so do not worry if you are nervous or unsure on your first one.  It is also an inherently iterative process; you should take note of any moments or questions that felt more difficult during the interview and so you can adapt your questions or approach for the next interview. 
After each interview, debrief with yourself or a colleague. Note what worked well and what could be improved.
Remember that it’s OK if the interview doesn’t go well. It isn’t your job to force people to speak to you or to share more information. Sometimes, you might want to say ‘Thank you so much for talking to me today’. 
Probing interviewees
Remember, a research interview is not an interrogation. You want to hear your respondent’s story on their own terms. Prepare possible probing questions when they say something unclear, inconsistent or interesting. For example,
“Would you explain that further?”
“Tell me more about that”
“Could you give me an example?”
“I don’t understand. What do you mean when you say…?”
“You’ve just shared X, could you explain in more detail?”
“How did that make you feel?”
“Why did you respond in that way?”
“What makes you say that?”
Sometimes, repeating their own words back to participants can help them expand further. But make sure you stay true to their original phrasing. 

[bookmark: _Toc215837728]Post- research
Following the interviews ensure that people are aware of the next steps:
When will this project be completed?
What are the plans for any outputs? 
Where can they be found?
Provide contact details for follow up or questions.
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