Student Guide
Writing Semi-Structured Interview & Focus Group Questions/Prompts

Topic: Children’s thoughts and feelings about a UK law stopping under-16s from accessing social media.

1. What Are Semi-Structured Questions?
Semi-structured questions are pre-planned but flexible questions used in qualitative interviews or focus groups.
You prepare a list of topics and questions, but you can:
· Change the order
· Ask follow-up questions
· Explore unexpected ideas
· Adapt to the participant’s age and understanding
Think of it as a guided conversation, not a script you must stick to word-for-word.

2. When Do We Use Semi-Structured Questions?
Use them when you want to explore:
· Feelings
· Opinions
· Experiences
· Understanding
· Meaning-making
They are ideal when researching children’s perspectives because they allow:
· Clarification
· Age-appropriate explanation
· Emotional sensitivity

3. Start With Your Research Aim
Before writing questions, be clear about your aim.

Example Research Aim
To explore children’s thoughts and feelings about the UK law changing to stop under-16s from accessing social media.

Break This Into Research Questions
· Do children understand the law?
· How do they feel about it?
· What do they think the impact will be?
· Do they see benefits or harms?
· How might it affect belonging or friendships?
These become your question topics.

4. Principles of Good Semi-Structured Questions

1. Open-Ended
Avoid yes/no questions.
❌ “Do you agree with the law?”
✅ “What do you think about the law?”

2. Neutral (Not Leading)
Avoid influencing answers.
❌ “Do you think the law is unfair?”
✅ “How does the law feel to you?”

3. Age-Appropriate
Use language children understand.
❌ “What are your perceptions of legislative reform?”
✅ “What do you think about the new rule?”

4. One Question at a Time
❌ “How do you feel and how will it affect your friendships and school life?”
✅ Break into separate questions.

5. Emotion + Experience Focused
Go beyond opinions.
❌ “Is the law good or bad?”
✅ “How did you feel when you heard about the law?”

5. Structuring a Semi-Structured Schedule
A good schedule moves from:
Easy → Personal → Reflective → Future-focused

Section Flow Example
1. Warm-up
2. Understanding
3. Feelings
4. Impact
5. Relationships
6. Risks/benefits
7. Future views

6. Example Question Schedule
(Children — Social Media Law)

Section 1 — Warm-Up
Purpose: Build comfort and rapport.
· What apps or social media do young people your age usually use?
· What do you like doing online?
Prompts:
· Messaging
· Gaming
· Watching videos

Section 2 — Understanding the Law
Check knowledge before feelings.
· Have you heard about the new rule about under-16s and social media?
· What do you understand about it?
Prompt:
“Tell me what you think it means.”
Avoid assuming knowledge.

Section 3 — Initial Reactions
· What was your first reaction when you heard about it?
· How did it make you feel?
Prompts:
· Angry
· Confused
· Happy
· Worried
Emotion cards can help younger children.

Section 4 — Personal Impact
· How do you think this law would affect you personally?
· What would change in your daily life?
Prompts:
· Talking to friends
· Sharing photos
· Group chats

Section 5 — Friendships & Belonging
Link to social identity.
· Do social media apps help young people feel they belong?
· How might the law affect friendships?
· Would anyone feel left out?

Section 6 — Perceived Benefits
Balance the discussion.
· Do you think the law could help young people in any way?
· What might be good about having less social media?
Prompts:
· Mental health
· Sleep
· Bullying

Section 7 — Risks or Concerns
· Is there anything that worries you about the law?
· Could it make things harder for young people?
Prompts:
· Isolation
· Missing out
· Safety online elsewhere

Section 8 — Fairness & Rights
Older children can reflect critically.
· Do you think the rule is fair? Why or why not?
· Should young people have a say in laws like this?

Section 9 — Future Solutions
· If you were in charge, what rules would you make?
· How could social media be made safer without banning it?

Closing Question
· Is there anything else you want adults to understand about young people and social media?

7. Writing Good Prompts (Follow-Ups)
Prompts help deepen answers.
They are not new questions — just gentle probes.

Types of Prompts
Clarification
· “What do you mean by that?”
Expansion
· “Can you tell me more?”
Example-seeking
· “Can you give an example?”
Emotion-focused
· “How did that make you feel?”
Comparison
· “Would others your age feel the same?”

8. Adapting for Focus Groups vs Interviews

In Interviews
Prompts explore personal experience:
“How did the law affect you?”

In Focus Groups
Prompts explore shared views:
“Do others feel the same?”
“Does anyone disagree?”
Group prompts encourage discussion.

9. Ethical Considerations When Writing Questions
Especially important with children.

Avoid Harm
Do not ask questions that:
· Cause distress
· Encourage illegal disclosure
· Shame participants

Use Safeguarding Language
Example:
“You don’t have to answer anything you don’t want to.”

Avoid Surveillance Framing
❌ “Do you break age rules online?”
✅ “How do young people your age usually use social media?”

10. Common Mistakes Students Make

Too Many Questions
Quality > quantity.
8–12 core questions is enough.

Leading Questions
Push participants toward your bias.

Adult Language
Use child-friendly phrasing.

Ignoring Emotions
Feelings are central in qualitative research.

11. Quick Question Checklist
Before finalising, ask:
· Is it open-ended?
· Is it neutral?
· Is it age-appropriate?
· Does it link to my research aim?
· Could it cause distress?

12. Example: Weak vs Strong Questions
	Weak
	Strong

	Do you like the law?
	What do you think about the law?

	Is social media bad?
	What are the good and bad things about social media?

	Should kids be banned?
	How would banning social media affect young people?



13. Final Tips for Students
· Pilot questions with peers
· Use simple language
· Start broad, then narrow
· Prepare prompts in advance
· Be flexible in delivery
Remember:
The goal is not to “get answers” — it’s to understand children’s perspectives.

