Qualitative Semi-Structured Interview Guide
Project Title: Experiences of Students in the "Ben-Bo" (BSN-PhD) Excellence Program at Xiangya School of Nursing, Central South University

Module 1: Initial Expectations and Early Experiences
1. Reflecting on the moment you decided to apply for the BSN-PhD program, what was the most compelling factor that attracted you? What were your greatest expectations or imaginings about this program at that time?
2. After being enrolled for a while, what do you see as the greatest alignments and the most significant discrepancies between your initial expectations and your actual experiences?
· Probe: Some participants have described this relationship using metaphors such as a "journey" or "forced growth" – does any image or comparison come to mind for you?
3. How do you understand the training objectives of this "Ben-Bo" Excellence Program?

Module 2: Role Learning, Negotiation, and Identity Construction
(Note: Data from this module were used in the separate preprint on identity; the present analysis draws primarily on Modules 3, 4, and 5.)
4. How did you experience the transition from the undergraduate phase to the doctoral phase? How were the connections and disconnections managed?
5. Could you describe a specific incident where you felt tension among your different roles – for example, as a student, a clinical learner, and a researcher? How did you make sense of and cope with that feeling? How do you perceive the relationship between clinical practice and research?
6. After joining the BSN-PhD program, how do you introduce yourself to others? How has your internal self-positioning and role identity shifted over time?
7. Have you noticed any differences between yourself and peers who followed the traditional master's-to-PhD pathway? What have you observed, and how does that affect you – for example, in terms of your sense of integration or belonging?
8. Transitioning directly from an undergraduate to a doctoral student, have you experienced any sense of "identity discontinuity"? Could you recall a specific incident that brought this transitional impact to the forefront for you?
9. Looking back, which individuals (e.g., supervisors, clinical nurses, senior peers, family) or events have critically influenced your aspiration to become a certain type of nursing researcher, prompting you to join this program? How did they influence you?
10. Please describe a specific experience where you strongly felt your identity as a "nursing researcher" or "nursing scientist" (e.g., during research participation, an academic presentation, or an in-depth discussion with your supervisor). What did this experience mean to you?
11. Looking to the future, how do you envision the ideal portrait of a "nursing scientist"? How has this portrait evolved compared to when you first entered the program?
12. What is your attitude towards research? How has this attitude changed before and after joining the BSN-PhD program?
13. Are there moments when you felt your identity as a doctoral student or researcher was particularly affirmed or validated? What contributed to that feeling?

Module 3: Psychological Adaptation, Stress, and Wellbeing
(Core module for the present analysis on stressors and psychological trajectories)
14. After being selected for this program, how has your mindset and mood evolved over time? Have you experienced periods of low mood, anxiety, or self-doubt? What typically triggers these emotions?
15. Could you share a moment when you felt immense pressure, even to the point of doubting your suitability for this path? What were the specific circumstances?
· Probe: Did this pressure stem more from supervisor expectations, external evaluations, peer comparison, self-imposed standards, or uncertainty about the future?

Module 4: Key Support, Challenges, and Meaning-Making
(Core module for the present analysis on support systems and adaptation)
16. In the face of these challenges, have you sought psychological or emotional support (e.g., from supervisors, classmates, family, or university counselling services)? How effective did you find these supports?
17. On your academic and research journey, what do you perceive as the most stable and powerful source of support? Please provide specific examples.
18. Outside of coursework and research, what strategies do you use to maintain psychological balance and a healthy life rhythm (e.g., sports, hobbies, socializing)?
19. Given these difficulties, how do you rediscover the meaning and motivation to move forward? Was there a particular belief, goal, or retrospective insight that helped you through challenging periods?
20. The programme has a policy that allows students to transfer to a master's track if certain milestones are not met. Have you heard about this, and what does it mean to you?
· Probe: Some refer to this as a "dynamic exit/transfer" mechanism – does that term resonate with what you understand? How does it influence your study behaviours, mindset, and commitment to the programme?

Module 5: Boundary Experiences and Future Projections
(Partially used in the present analysis, particularly items 21–25)
21. Have you ever transformed a problem observed in clinical practice into a research idea? Can you describe this "from clinical to research" thought process? Did it feel smooth? What were the primary obstacles or sources of inspiration? Where do your research ideas usually come from?
22. In your view, what are the most critical core competencies required to successfully complete doctoral training and become an independent researcher? Which competency do you feel currently requires the most systematic training, and why?
23. Beyond the support currently available, what additional support – including psychological support – do you wish to receive to better navigate your BSN-PhD journey?
24. How have your career expectations changed since joining the BSN-PhD program? How much do you know about the career destinations of nursing PhD graduates? Is this information sufficient for your career planning? What kind of career guidance would you find helpful?
25. If a peer support platform or mentorship program were to be established specifically for direct-entry PhD students, how would you feel about that? What features do you think would be most valuable, and why?
26. If you were to use a metaphor (e.g., a journey, a plant's growth, an expedition) to describe your overall growth experience in this program, what would it be? Why?
27. Based on your own experience, what advice would you give to junior students who may follow this BSN-PhD path, particularly regarding how to better integrate clinical nursing with academic research identities?

Module 6: Closing and Reflection
28. Before we finish, is there anything we haven't touched on today that you feel is important for us to understand about your experience? Looking back at this conversation, is there a moment or theme you'd like to emphasise further?

