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Abstract

Aim. To produce a framework for the development of a qualitative semi-
structured interview guide.

Background. Rigorous data collection procedures fundamentally influence the
results of studies. The semi-structured interview is a common data collection
method, but methodological research on the development of a semi-structured
interview guide is sparse.

Design. Systematic methodological review.

Data sources. We searched PubMed, CINAHL, Scopus and Web of Science for
methodological papers on semi-structured interview guides from October 2004—
September 2014. Having examined 2,703 titles and abstracts and 21 full texts,
we finally selected 10 papers.

Review methods. We analysed the data using the qualitative content analysis
method.

Results. Our analysis resulted in new synthesized knowledge on the development
of a semi-structured interview guide, including five phases: (1) identifying the
prerequisites for using semi-structured interviews; (2) retrieving and using
previous knowledge; (3) formulating the preliminary semi-structured interview
guide; (4) pilot testing the guide; and (5) presenting the complete semi-structured
interview guide.

Conclusion. Rigorous development of a qualitative semi-structured interview
guide contributes to the objectivity and trustworthiness of studies and makes the
results more plausible. Researchers should consider using this five-step process to
develop a semi-structured interview guide and justify the decisions made during
1t.

Keywords: interview guide, methodology, nursing, qualitative research, semi-

structured interview, systematic review, thematic interview
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Why this review is needed?

e Semi-structured interviews are a common data collection
method in qualitative research and the quality of the inter-
view guide fundamentally influences the results of the
study.

e Guidelines for developing qualitative semi-structured inter-
views are often fragmented and methodological research is

sparse.

What are the key findings?

e Five phases form a framework for the development of a
semi-structured interview guide, providing a practice-based
tool that can help researchers achieve rigorous data collec-
tion and trustworthiness for their study.

e Presenting the actual interview questions in the study
report enables the study results to be assessed in relation
to earlier knowledge and makes it possible for other
researchers to test and develop the guide further.

How should the findings be used to influence research?

e Researchers should consider proceeding systematically
using a five-step process to develop a semi-structured inter-
view guide and justify the decisions made during it.

Introduction

It has been agreed that in a qualitative study, as in research
methods in general, rigorous data collection procedures are
the main factors that influence quality and trustworthiness
(Kitto et al. 2008) and critically influence the results of the
study (Gibbs et al. 2007). Interviews are the most com-
monly used data collection method (Taylor 2005) and the
semi-structured format is the most frequently used interview
technique in qualitative research (DiCicco-Bloom & Crab-
tree 2006) and in a healthcare context (Gill et al. 2008).
Despite the popularity of this data collection method, there
is a lack of uniform, international advice in the literature
on how to develop a semi-structured interview guide and
the aim of this review was to produce a rigorous tool for
this purpose.

Background

The reason why the semi-structured interview is a popular
data collection method is that it has proved to be both ver-
satile and flexible. It can be combined with both individual
and group interview methods (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree
2006) and the rigidity of its structure can be varied depend-

ing on the study purpose and research questions (Kelly
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2010). One of the main advantages is that the semi-struc-
tured interview method has been found to be successful in
enabling reciprocity between the interviewer and participant
(Galletta 2012), enabling the interviewer to improvise fol-
low-up questions based on participant’s responses (Hardon
et al. 2004, Rubin & Rubin 2005, Polit & Beck 2010) and
allowing space for participants’ individual verbal expres-
sions (RWJF (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation) 2008).

The use of semi-structured interviews requires a certain
level of previous study in the research topic area (Wengraf
2001, RWJF 2008, Kelly 2010) because the interview ques-
tions are based on previous knowledge. The questions are
determined before the interview and formulated using the
interview guide (Mason 2004, Rubin & Rubin 2005, RW]F
2008). The interview guide covers the main topics of the
study (Taylor 20035). It offers a focused structure for the
discussion during the interviews but should not be followed
strictly. Instead, the idea is to explore the research area by
collecting similar types of information from each partici-
pant (Holloway & Wheeler 2010), by providing partici-
pants with guidance on what to talk about (Gill ez al.
2008).

The semi-structured interview is often perceived as an easy
data collection method (Wengraf 2001). However, the
researcher should consider several issues when preparing an
interview guide and a central question is the depth of infor-
mation to be collected. Although the goal of the qualitative
researcher is to gain a rich understanding of the study phe-
nomenon (Polit & Beck 2010), it is ethically dubious to col-
lect data that is not completely necessary for the research
(Gibbs et al. 2007). Several textbooks have focused on
designing semi-structured interviews adequately (e.g. Wen-
graf 2001, Morrow 2005, Rubin & Rubin 2005, Kvale 2007,
Galletta 2012). Nevertheless, there have been questions
about how user-friendly they are because of their complexity
and excessive detail (Gibbs et al. 2007). On the contrary,
methodological research on the development of semi-struc-
tured interviews is sparse. Several editors of scientific publica-
tions have highlighted the importance of rigour when
conducting and reporting qualitative studies (Salmon 2013,
Bell 2014, Cleary et al. 2014). This review was conducted to
provide a practical tool for researchers developing a semi-

structured interview guide as a data collection method.

The review
Aim

The aim of this systematic methodological review was to
produce a framework for developing a qualitative semi-
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structured interview guide, to improve the trustworthiness
of qualitative research. The research question we explored
was: ‘What are the phases of the development of a qualita-

tive semi-structured interview guide?’

Design

This study employed a systematic methodological review.
The review was conducted by adapting the theory review
method (Campbell ef al. 2014).

Search methods

We carried out systematic literature searches (Campbell
et al. 2014), exploring empirical and theoretical scientific
methodological papers or research reports that focused on
the development of semi-structured interview guides. There
were no restrictions on study type and as this was a
methodological review, we decided to include papers that
synthesized evidence that focused on the development of
semi-structured interview guides. We acknowledge that it is
unusual to include evidence syntheses and primary studies
in a review. Checks were made to ensure that studies were
not double-counted by inclusion in evidence syntheses and
inclusion as primary studies. We conducted searches using
the PubMed, CINAHL, Scopus and Web of Science elec-
tronic databases. Searches were initially limited to papers
that were peer-reviewed and published in scientific journals,
in English, between 1 October 2004-30 September 2014.
We chose the search terms based on preliminary searches
on the methodological literature and also consulted an
information specialist. MeSH terms were not applicable
and, as a result, free words were used. Due to the general
nature of the methodological terms, we adjusted the year
limitations and the field options of title or abstract. When
the search result on all fields within the 10-year period was
too high, with each database search resulting in thousands
of papers, we limited it to 5 years. If the result was still too
high, we limited the search to abstracts during the 10-year
period and then reduced it to a 5-year period if necessary.
If the result was still too high, we limited the search to
titles, but in this case, we did not use any year limitations.
That is why two papers from 1994 were included in our
findings. This search method provided 2,703 papers.

We selected papers in two stages (Figure 1), using pre-
defined inclusion and exclusion criteria (Campbell ef al.
2014). Because of the vague nature of the titles, we con-
ducted the first-stage selection by reading both the titles
and abstracts. During this stage, our inclusion criteria were
that the title or

abstract mentioned methodological
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question(s) in relation to a semi-structured interview guide.
We excluded studies if they focused on the other types of
interviews, such as structured and open or diagnostic and
clinical interviews. The first-stage selection was conducted
independently by two of the authors (HK, MK) and
resulted in 21 full texts. During the second stage, we
selected papers based on full texts and redefined our inclu-
sion criteria, so that the full text had to focus explicitly on
the development of a semi-structured interview guide. The
exclusion criterion was that the study focused on the other
phases of the semi-structured interview, such as the selec-
tion of participants. The second-stage selection eventually
resulted in 10 papers and was based on the consensus
between all of the authors.

Search outcome

The 10 papers we selected were published between 1994-
2015 (Table 1)
papers. One paper was originally defined as a discussion

and were theoretical, methodological
paper (Barriball & While 1994) and one as a conceptual
paper (Cridland et al. 2015). The methods used were not
specified in eight papers. Seven of the studies were pub-
lished in journals covering health sciences and three in a
journal that focused on qualitative research methods. Three
studies were conducted in the UK, three in the USA and
one each in Australia, Canada, Finland and Malaysia. The
phases of the semi-structured interview guide development
were described in two papers (Barriball & While 1994,
Krauss et al. 2009), while other papers focused on semi-
structured interview questions (Astedt-Kurki & Heikkinen
1994, Dearnley 2005, Whiting 2008, Turner 2010, Chenail
2011, Rabionet 2011, Cridland et al. 2015) and semi-

structured interview guide development (Baumbusch 2010).

Quality appraisal

All the selected papers were theoretical and the quality
appraisal criteria for methodological studies were not avail-
able. However, during the selection process, it was crucial to
consider the quality of papers (Campbell et al. 2014) to make
sure that we only selected scientific methodological papers or
research reports. We only selected papers that were structured
as scientific methodological articles, based on scientific and
relevant references and published in peer-reviewed journals.

Data abstraction

During the first phase of the analysis, we read papers sev-
eral times to gain an overall understanding of the content.

© 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd
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Stage Il
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PubMed CINAHL Scopus Web of Science
Limitations: Limitétions: Limitations: Limitations:
In English, 10 years Peer reviewed, research  Article, in English, Article, in English,
article, in English, 10 years 10 years 10 years
Search words:
(semistructured OR semi-structured) AND interview*
(in-depth OR focused) AND interview*
interview AND (guide OR frame* OR protocol OR schedule OR question OR operationali*)

“semi-standardized interview*” OR (semi-standardi* OR semistandardi*) AND interview*

“semistandardized interview®” OR

“semi-standardised interview*” OR

“semistandardised interview™”
“interview theme*” OR “theme interview*” : - « . P—
OR (interview AND themati*) interview them*” OR “them* interview
Paperé found Paperé found Paperé found Papers found
n =560 n=618 n =806 n=719

P ¥ v v ¥
D
o]
n

Total papers found N = 2,703

Inclusion criteria:
Abstract referred to methodological interest towards semi-structured interview guide development

Exclusion criteria:
Other types of interviews, such as structured, open, diagnostic and clinical

Selected full-texts Selected full-texts Selected full-texts Selected full-texts
n=7 n=3 n=21 n=9
| T T T
Duplicates Duplicates Duplicates Duplicates
removed (n = 2)

removed (n = 0) removed (n = 8) removed (n = 9)
1 i 1 i

n=5 n=3 n=13 n=0

I I I |

Exclusion criteria:
- other than research paper (n= 1)
| - method other than qualitative semi-structured

interview (n = 2)
- focus in the substance areas of the interview (n = 3)
- focus in the other interview planning (n = 3) Excluded
Full-text . e
- focus in cultural sensitivity (n = 2) papers
papers — n=11
selected
n=21
Inclusion criteria: —_ Included
Development of a semi-structured interview guide papers
in the focus of the study n=10

Figure 1 Flow chart of the literature searches and selection of original studies.
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Table 1 Description of the selected papers.

Authors (year) (country)

Aim

Method (data)

Content of the paper
(Content relevant to our study is underlined)

Barriball and
While (1994)
(UK)

Baumbusch (2010)
(Canada)

Chenail (2011)
(USA)

Cridland et al. (2015)
(Australia)

Dearnley (2005)
(UK)

Krauss et al. (2009)
(Malaysia)

Rabionet (2011)
(USA)

Turner (2010)
(USA)

Whiting (2008)
(UK)

Astedt-Kurki and
Heikkinen (1994)
(Finland)

To address the issues of
validity and reliability in

a semi-structured interview

To describe semi-structured
interviewing style for
specialists in paediatric
nursing

To describe the approach
of interviewing the investigator
for addressing instrumentation
and researcher bias in qualitative
research*

To provide reflections and
recommendations on all stages

of the qualitative research process*

To offer a reflective insight into
using semi-structured interviews
as a method of data collection*

To assist qualitative researchers
by illustrating in detail one
approach for developing a
useful and relevant
interview guide

To summarize a researcher’s
personal journey in crafting an
interview protocol*

To explore the effective way to
conduct in-depth qualitative
interviews for novice
investigators by employing a
step-by-step process for
implementation

To prepare nurses for
conducting semi-structured
interviews

To consider the applicability
of a thematic interview
and narrative method for
nursing research

Theoretical,
methodological
A discussion
paper
(literature)

Theoretical,
methodological
(literature)

Theoretical,
methodological
(literature)

Theoretical,
methodological
A conceptual paper
(literature)
Theoretical,
methodological
(literature)

Theoretical,
methodological
(literature)

Theoretical,
methodological
(literature)

Theoretical,
methodological
(literature)

Theoretical,
methodological
(literature)

Theoretical,
methodological
(literature)

Validity and reliability in a semi-structured interview.
Describing the process of developing an interview

schedule.

Designing the interview guide and conducting a
semi-structured interview.
Describing the structure and stages of a

semi-structured interview guide.

Tools for addressing bias in qualitative research.
Describing the features of discovery-oriented

interview questions.

Experiences of conducting qualitative research with
families living with autism spectrum disorder.
Describing the structure and type of questions in a
semi-structured interview guide.

A reflective insight into using semi-structured

interviews as a data collection method.
Describing the features of semi-structured

interview questions.

Describing the development of a semi-structured

interview guide as a seven-step process.

The required stages to be followed in conducting a
semi-structured interview study.
Briefly describing the development of interview

questions.

Qualitative interview designs, suggestions for

conducting qualitative interviews.
Describing research question construction.

Semi-structured interviews as a research tool and
a process.
Describing types of questions in semi-structured

interviews.

Thematic interview and narrative method as a
data collection method.
Briefly describing the idea of interview themes.

*Due to a lack of information in the original papers, these descriptions have been formulated by the authors based on the full text.

After that, the data were extracted (Campbell ez al. 2014)
and tabulated based on the titles, aims, methods and the
main results. We extracted information concerning the
phases of the development of a semi-structured interview

guide. In original papers, this information was presented in

the sections called introduction, results or discussion.
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Synthesis

We analysed the content of the papers (Campbell ez al.
2014) according to the research question using the qualita-
tive content analysis method (Elo & Kyngis 2008). All the

information about the semi-structured interview method

© 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd
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and its phases were identified, grouped and named induc-
tively as sub-categories based on their similarities and dif-
ferences. After that sub-categories were grouped together
and allocated to the main categories, which covered the
various phases of the study methods. (Elo & Kyngis 2008.)

Results

In the 10 selected papers, the method was named as ‘semi-
structured interviews’ in seven papers, ‘thematic interviews’
in one study (Astedt-Kurki & Heikkinen 1994) and qualita-
tive interviews in two studies (Turner 2010, Chenail 2011).
The form of interview questions was called an ‘interview
guide’ in four papers and there was one each called an
‘interview schedule’ (Barriball & While 1994), an ‘interview
framework’ (Dearnley 2005), an ‘interview protocol’ (Rabi-
onet 2011) and ‘instrumentation’ (Chenail 2011). Concepts
also varied in relation to interview questions. The main
themes were called ‘general questions’ (Krauss ez al. 2009),
‘guiding questions’ (Baumbusch 2010), ‘themes’ (Astedt-
Kurki & Heikkinen 1994), ‘topics’ (Barriball & While
1994, Cridland et al. 2015) and just ‘questions’ (Dearnley
2005, Whiting 2008, Chenail 2011, Rabionet 2011, Crid-
land et al. 2015). In addition, concepts varied in relation to
“follow-ups’ (Turner 2010, Chenail 2011), ‘prompts’ (Whit-
ing 2008, Baumbusch 2010) and ‘probe’ questions (Barrib-
all & While 1994, Whiting 2008, Krauss et al. 2009,
Baumbusch 2010, Turner 2010, Rabionet 2011).

Based on our results, the semi-structured interview guide
development included five phases: (1) identifying the prereq-
uisites for using semi-structured interviews; (2) retrieving
and using previous knowledge; (3) formulating the prelimi-
nary semi-structured interview guide; (4) pilot testing the
interview guide; and (5) presenting the complete semi-

structured interview guide.

Identifying the prerequisites for using semi-structured
interviews

The first phase was to identify the prerequisites for using
semi-structured interviews. The aim of this phase was to
evaluate the appropriateness of the semi-structured inter-
view as a rigorous data collection method in relation to the
selected research question(s). According to the selected stud-
ies, the researcher needed to be able to determine some
areas of the phenomenon based on previous knowledge
before the interview (Turner 2010). In relation to the
research topics, the semi-structured interview method was
suitable for studying people’s perceptions and opinions or
complex (Barriball & While 1994) or emotionally sensitive

© 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd
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issues (Barriball & While 1994, Astedt-Kurki & Heikkinen
1994). The method was also appropriate when participants
had a low level of awareness of the subject or when there
were issues that participants were not used to talking
about, such as values, intentions and ideals (Astedt—Kurki
& Heikkinen 1994). In a semi-structured interview, it was
possible to focus on the issues that were meaningful for the
participant, allowing diverse perceptions to be expressed
(Cridland et al. 2015).

Retrieving and using previous knowledge

The second phase of the development was retrieving and
using previous knowledge. The aim of this phase was to
gain a comprehensive and adequate understanding of the
subject, which required critical appraisal of previous knowl-
edge and the possible need for complementary empirical
knowledge. Previous knowledge created a predetermined
framework for the interview (Barriball & While 1994,
Turner 2010). It was based on pre-interview preparations
(Turner 2010) and it was important for the researcher to
have a good grasp of the substance of the research (Rabi-
onet 2011). The critical appraisal of previous knowledge
could be conducted by carrying out an extensive literature
review (Barriball & While 1994, Krauss et al. 2009)
focused on the purpose of the study (Krauss ez al. 2009).
Thus, previous knowledge created a conceptual basis for
the interview (Astedt-Kurki & Heikkinen 1994).

In the case of sparse or fragmented knowledge in the lit-
erature, empirical knowledge could be used to complement
and deepen the theoretical background. Consulting experts
was one way of gaining the empirical knowledge to seek
understanding of the study phenomenon (Krauss ef al.
2009, Rabionet 2011). Consulting could be conducted
using focus group interviews comprising participants who
were experts in their field and could freely describe the
study phenomenon. Fragmented previous knowledge could
also be supplemented with one or more workshops with
research team members. (Krauss et al. 2009). In addition,
methodological guidance and feedback from the other qual-

itative researchers could be used (Rabionet 2011).

Formulating the preliminary semi-structured interview
guide

The third phase of the development was formulating the
preliminary semi-structured interview guide. The aim of this
phase was to formulate an interview guide as a tool for
interview data collection, using previous knowledge on

structural, logical and coherent forms. An interview guide
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has been defined as a list of questions (Whiting 2008,
Krauss et al. 2009), which directs conversation towards the
research topic during the interview (Astedt-Kurki & Heikki-
nen 1994, Krauss et al. 2009, Cridland et al. 2015). The
quality of the interview guide affects the implementation of
the interview and the analysis of the collected data (Barriball
& While 1994, Krauss et al. 2009, Rabionet 2011, Cridland
et al. 2015). The form of a semi-structured interview guide
was considered loose (;\stedt—Kurki & Heikkinen 1994,
Dearnley 2005) and flexible (Dearnley 2005, Turner 2010),
which allowed dialogue during an interview (Whiting 2008,
Cridland et al. 2015), the opportunity to change the order of
the questions (Dearnley 2005) and easy movement from
question to question (Astedt-Kurki & Heikkinen 1994).

The questions in the interview guide were described, to
achieve the richest possible data (Turner 2010). Well-for-
mulated questions in the guide were participant-oriented
(Barriball & While 1994) and not leading, and also clearly
worded (Astedt-Kurki & Heikkinen 1994, Turner 2010),
single-faceted (Cridland et al. 2015, Baumbusch 2010) and
open-ended (Dearnley 2005, Whiting 2008, Krauss ef al.
2009, Turner 2010, Chenail 2011). The aim of the guide
was to generate answers from participants that were spon-
taneous, in-depth (Dearnley 2005, Baumbusch 2010),
unique (Krauss et al. 2009) and vivid (Dearnley 2005). This
meant that the answers reflected the interviewees’ personal
feelings (Whiting 2008) and stories (Rabionet 2011) and
the interview guide could produce data allowing new con-
cepts to emerge (Dearnley 2005, Krauss et al. 2009).
Descriptive answers could be encouraged by starting ques-
tions with words like what, who, where, when or how
(Chenail 2011). In some cases, the word why could also be
used (Turner 2010).

A semi-structured interview guide consisted of two levels
of questions: main themes and follow-up questions. The
main themes covered the main content of the research sub-
ject and within them participants were encouraged to speak
freely about their perceptions and experiences. Every partic-
ipant would usually be questioned on the main themes (Ast-
edt-Kurki & Heikkinen 1994). The order of the main
themes could be progressive and logical (Krauss et al.
2009). They could be used as a warm-up to break the ice
and create a relaxed environment (Whiting 2008, Krauss
et al. 2009, Rabionet 2011, Cridland et al. 2015). These
questions could be about issues that were familiar to the
participant yet central to the study subject (Whiting 2008).
After that the order of the main themes could move from
the lighter ones to more emotional and in-depth ones
(Whiting 2008, Baumbusch 2010, Cridland et al. 2015)
and then end on lighter themes again (Baumbusch 2010).
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Follow-up questions were used to make the main themes
easier for the participant to understand (Turner 2010) and
to direct conversation towards the study subject (Baum-
busch 2010). The aim was to maintain the flow of the inter-
view (Whiting 2008) and gain accurate (Barriball & While
1994, Whiting 2008, Baumbusch 2010, Rabionet 2011)
and optimal information (Turner 2010). Follow-up ques-
tions could be pre-designed (Whiting 2008, Rabionet 2011)
or spontaneous based on the participant’s answer (Whiting
2008, Turner 2010, Chenail 2011). Pre-designed follow-up
questions could be beneficial in increasing the consistency
of the subjects covered by interviews carried out by differ-
ent interviewers (Krauss et al. 2009). As a spontaneous fol-
low-up question, the interviewer could ask participants to
expand on some particular point that came up in the inter-
view, by asking for more information (Whiting 2008) or an
example of the issue (Dearnley 2003).

Verbal and non-verbal probing techniques could be used
as follow-up questions. Examples of verbal probes included
repeating the participant’s point, expressing interest with
verbal agreement (Whiting 2008, Turner 2010) or giving
the impression that the interviewer was aware of certain
information. Non-verbal probing referred to remaining
silent and allowing the participant to think aloud (Whiting
2008).

Pilot testing of the interview guide

The fourth phase of the development was pilot testing the
semi-structured interview guide. The aim of this phase was
to confirm the coverage and relevance of the content of the
formulated, preliminary guide and to identify the possible
need to reformulate questions and to test implementation of
it. By testing the interview guide, it was possible to make
informed changes and adjustments to the interview ques-
tions (Barriball & While 1994, Chenail 2011) and improve
the quality of data collection (Chenail 2011). Testing could
also produce useful information about research integrity
and improve the pre-assessment of research ethics and the
researcher’s ability to conduct data collection (Chenail
2011). Based on our analysis, the pilot test of the interview
guide could be conducted using three different techniques:
internal testing, expert assessment and field-testing.

Internal testing referred to the evaluation of the prelimi-
nary interview guide in collaboration with the investigators
in the research team (Barriball & While 1994, Chenail
2011). This technique could provide critical information
about the interview guide in general, for instance removing
ambiguities and inappropriate leading questions (Barriball
& While 1994) and highlighting any possible interviewer

© 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd
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bias (Chenail 2011). Researchers might also assume the role
of the participant and be interviewed themselves by another
researcher. Gaining an insight into how it felt to be inter-
viewed, promoted the ethical and responsible way that the
research was conducted around sensitive issues. This tech-
nique could also be useful if other types of pilot test were
not possible (Chenail 2011).

Expert assessment referred to exposing the preliminary
interview guide to a critique by specialists outside the
research team. Assessment by external specialists was par-
ticularly beneficial in assessing the appropriateness and
comprehensiveness of the interview guide contents in rela-
tion to the aims and the subjects of the study. It allowed
the interviewing researcher to discuss the relevance of the
questions and gain valuable guidance about the wording
and the arrangement of the questions (Barriball & While
1994).

Field-testing referred to a technique where the prelimi-
nary interview guide was tested with the potential study
participants. This form of testing was the most commonly
used in the development of a semi-structured interview pro-
cess (Barriball & While 1994, Krauss et al. 2009, Turner
2010). Field-testing simulated the real interview situation
(Barriball & While 1994, Chenail 2011) and provided cru-
cial information about the implementation of the interviews
(Turner 2010). Testing the preliminary guide with potential
participants could be used to assure intelligibility (Barriball
& While 1994, Chenail 2011), make the questions more
relevant (Krauss et al. 2009, Chenail 2011) and determine
whether they truly elicited the participants’ varied percep-
tions and experiences (Barriball & While 1994, Chenail
2011). Based on field-testing, the order and form of the
questions could be re-formulated to be more practical. The
effectiveness of the questions could also be assessed and fol-
low-up questions could be refined to improve the coverage
of the interview guide (Krauss et al. 2009). Field-testing
was also beneficial as it enabled the interviewer to decide
how much time was needed for each session (Chenail 2011,
Cridland et al. 2015) or if there were some other flaws or
limitations in the design (Turner 2010, Chenail 2011).

Presenting the complete semi-structured interview guide

The fifth and last phase of the development process was
presenting the complete semi-structured interview guide in
the study paper. The aim was to produce a clear, finished
and logical semi-structured interview guide for data collec-
tion. The guide that was presented was based on and
reflected the previous phases of the development process
(Krauss et al. 2009). It provided a useful mechanism for

© 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd
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responding to the aims of the study (Barriball & While
1994) and was universal so that other researchers could
also use it (Krauss et al. 2009).

Discussion

Based on our findings, previous studies concerning the
development of a semi-structured interview guide were
sparse and fragmented. In our study, we produced new syn-
thesized knowledge of semi-structured interview guide
development and formulated the aims and content for each
phase of the process (Figure 2). According to our findings,
the inter-related phases of the development process were:
(1) identifying the prerequisites for using semi-structured
interviews; (2) retrieving and using previous knowledge; (3)
formulating the preliminary semi-structured interview
guide; (4) pilot testing the interview guide; and (5) present-
ing the complete semi-structured interview guide. Develop-
ing a semi-structured interview guide rigorously contributes
to the trustworthiness of the semi-structured interview as a
qualitative research method.

According to our findings, the phases of the development
process were inseparable. The five phases were inter-related,
as each phase contributed to the preparation and success of
the next. The development process started with a critical
scrutiny of whether the study purpose and question(s) can
be answered by the semi-structured interview method. If
the prerequisites of using the method were achieved, the
researcher proceeded to the second phase, using the previ-
ous knowledge as a basis for formulating the preliminary
interview guide. The literature review offered an essential
basis for mapping previous knowledge. It was noteworthy,
however, that a diversely composed, comprehensive semi-
structured interview guide often required complementing the-
oretical background with empirical information using the
knowledge of experts in the subject and other researchers.

Having retrieved and mapped the previous knowledge,
the researcher proceeded to the third phase, which was for-
mulating the preliminary interview guide. There are many
things to consider during this phase when it comes to for-
mulating an interviewee- and interviewer-friendly guide.
One of them is how to achieve balance between the main
themes and follow-up questions, which differs depending
on the purpose of the interview. To avoid leading the par-
ticipant’s responses, the main themes usually dominate the
interview pattern and the only necessary follow-up ques-
tions are ‘gentle nudges’ that are used if the participant has
difficulties, for example in understanding the main theme
(Smith & Osborn 2008). However, in some cases, it might
be beneficial to only have a couple of main questions
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- Pre-designed and
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Expert assessment
- Scrutiny of the content

Field-testing
- Testing implementation
- Testing practicality of questions
- For refining follow-up questions

R e T e — N e

Trustworthiness of the study*

‘ Credibility

Confirmability

Dependability

Figure 2 The phases of a semi-structured interview guide development based on the synthesis/review (*added based on the section of

discussion).

supported by several follow-up questions. For example,
when the aim of the study is concept clarification, follow-
up questions are used to approach different nuances of the
concept (Rubin & Rubin 2005), to provide ‘funnelling’
towards specific questions of particular concern (Smith &
Osborn 2008). Ethical considerations related to the research
process are also highlighted in this phase. While formulat-
ing effective interview questions, the researcher has to make
sure that the questions do not cause harm for the partici-
pants. Spontaneous follow-up questions can also create an
ethical dilemma, as some ethical review boards want to
assess every interview question in advance (Kvale 2007).
According to our findings, in the fourth phase, pilot test-
ing, the researcher exposed the preliminary interview guide
to critique and scrutiny to see if changes were needed. Pilot
testing is often understood to be testing the study feasibility
by collecting data using a small sample of participants who
are similar to the actual study participants (Maxwell 2013).
Our results showed that interview techniques and content
perspectives could also be expanded by consulting other
researchers and experts on the subject. Combining all the
pilot test forms most certainly resulted in diverse perception
of the preliminary interview guide but could be burdensome
and too time-consuming compared with the study purpose.
Thus, based on the earlier development phases, the
researcher has to determine which areas of the preliminary

guide need particular scrutiny and choose the appropriate
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pilot test form(s). It is worth mentioning that the interview
guide and questions can also be modified based on the
actual research interview 2005,
Holloway & Wheeler 2010).

In the fifth and last phase of the development, the

experiences (Taylor

researcher presented the finished interview guide. Presenting
the actual interview questions in the study paper enabled
the study results to be assessed in relation to earlier knowl-
edge. This made it possible for other researchers to test and
develop the guide further. Thus, the interview guide should
be prepared so that other researchers could use it as well.
For instance, excluding international study results from the
literature review in the second phase of the development
process could have hindered the universal use of the
interview guide.

Developing a rigorous semi-structured interview guide
enhances the trustworthiness of qualitative research in sev-
eral ways. Observing the principles of Lincoln and Guba
(1985), several phases of the interview guide development
process contribute to the credibility, confirmability and
dependability of the study (Figure 2). Credibility refers to
accurate recording of the phenomena under scrutiny (Shen-
ton 2004). Thus, appropriate and successful selection of the
data collection methodology in the first phase is an essential
basis for the credibility of the study results (Jensen 2008a).
Instead of this, the third phase highlights the communica-
tion of the central concepts and the interview questions,

© 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd
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indicating the success of how the research subject was oper-
ationalized. In addition, presenting the connection between
the study phenomena and interview questions in the last
phase allows reader to evaluate if the study actually mea-
sured what was intended (Shenton 2004). Confirmability of
the study refers to the researcher’s objectivity (Lincoln &
Guba 1985), something that a rigorous development pro-
cess also contributes to in many ways. The subjective role
of the researcher can be reduced using systematically col-
lected literature-based and empirical previous knowledge.
In addition, criticism gained through pilot testing con-
tributes to the objective development of an interview guide.
When a researcher writes a study report and presents a
complete interview guide, they can express confirmability
by making the research process as transparent as possible
and by describing how the data were collected (Jensen
2008b). Dependability refers to repeating the study in the
same conditions (Shenton 2004). Thus, presenting the com-
plete interview guide in the last phase of the development
process is linked to the dependability of the study, allowing
availability of the data collection tool for the other
researchers.

Limitations

The limitations of our study concerned the review method
and the data collection process. As a review method for
theoretical studies was not available, we adapted a review
method for theories (Campbell ez al. 2014). Due to the gen-
eral nature of the search terms and the widely used method
of semi-structured interviews, the identification and limita-
tion of search terms was challenging. Because of the way
that scientific databases are currently structured, it was
impossible to focus literature searches on the methodologi-
cal literature. Based on the classical strategy of literature
searches — using a 10-year time period, searching all fields
and using MeSH terms — we produced 143,919 results,
which was too many to manage rigorously. Therefore, to
identify a reasonable number of papers (N = 2,703), unu-
sual limitations in the literature searches were used. Because
it was not possible to limit the search in the databases to
methodological papers, we had to manually separate the
methodological papers from the empirical ones. This may
have risked excluding some relevant papers from the

review.

Conclusion

Our study shows that rigorous development of a qualitative

semi-structured  interview guide contributes to the

© 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd
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objectivity and trustworthiness of studies and makes the
results more plausible. However, this process has rarely
been described in scientific papers, which hinders opportu-
nity to assess the success of the study methodology.
Researchers should consider proceeding systematically using
five-step process in developing a semi-structured interview
guide and justify the decisions made during it. Further
research is needed to clarify: (1) how to collect empirical
knowledge to complement previous literature-based knowl-
edge, (2) how to formulate a preliminary guide and (3)
how to derive the results from pilot testing into the form of

a presentable, completed semi-structured interview guide.
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