Additional file 1
Semi-structured interview guide and interview-based field-note prompts
Note. This semi-structured interview guide was developed specifically for the present study by the research team. It was not adapted from a previously published interview schedule. Data collection was conducted in Chinese. This additional file presents an English translation of the final Chinese-language guide used in the study. The questions were intended to elicit broad accounts of practitioners' experiences. Their wording and order, and the use of optional prompts, were adapted flexibly to participants' responses and professional roles.

Participant background information
The following information was recorded for sample description:
	Item
	Response

	Participant identifier
	P___

	Age (years)
	_____ years

	Gender
	____________________________

	Highest educational qualification
	____________________________

	Professional role
	____________________________

	Years working in palliative care
	_____ years

	Institution type
	____________________________


Interview questions
A. Professional role and work context
1. Please tell me about your current role and what a typical working day in palliative care is like for you.
Optional prompts:
• What are your main responsibilities?
• Can you give an example of a recent day at work?
• What parts of your work take most of your time or attention?
2. How would you describe the demands and working conditions of your role?
Optional prompts:
• Which parts of the work do you find easier or more difficult?
• Can you give a recent example?
• What, if anything, contributes to making some situations easier or more difficult than others?
• Do the demands vary across situations, times, or settings?
• Do different demands sometimes occur together or build up over time?
3. Please describe an experience or situation in your palliative care work that stands out in your memory.
Optional prompts:
• What happened, and what was your role in the situation?
• Why does this situation stand out for you?
• What were you thinking or feeling at the time, if anything?
• How did you respond during and after the situation?
• Was any support available or needed?
B. Experiences and responses in practice
4. How does palliative care work affect you personally or professionally?
Optional prompts:
• Does the work affect you during working hours, outside work, or neither?
• Would you describe its effects as positive, difficult, mixed, or something else?
• Has this changed with experience? If so, how?
• How, if at all, do you manage the boundary between work and life outside work?
5. People use terms such as occupational stress or burnout in different ways. What do these terms mean in your workplace, if anything, and do they relate to your own experience?
Optional prompts:
• Are these terms commonly used among practitioners in your setting?
• In what situations, if any, would you use either term?
• How would you distinguish a temporary difficult period from a longer-term change in your relationship with the work?
• Are there other words you would use to describe such experiences?
6. How are emotional responses generally understood, handled, or discussed in your workplace, if at all?
Optional prompts:
• Can you recall an occasion when this became noticeable?
• Does this vary according to the situation or the people present?
• What have you noticed about how people in your workplace respond in such situations?
• How, if at all, are these understandings communicated or reinforced within teams or institutions?
• How do they influence practice, if at all?
7. Please describe a recent care interaction, whether routine or unusual.
Optional prompts:
• What was happening at the time?
• What, if anything, did you notice about your thoughts, feelings, or behaviour?
• What did you say or do, and what influenced that response?
• Did you think about or discuss the experience afterwards?
C. Learning, continuation, and support
8. How have your ways of understanding and approaching palliative care changed, if at all, over time?
Optional prompts:
• What experiences or learning have shaped your approach?
• Has your understanding of illness, death, or care changed? If so, how?
• Have your relationships with patients and families, or your professional boundaries, changed?
• What gives the work value or meaning for you, if anything?
• What makes it easier or harder to continue in this field?
• Is there anything about your approach that has remained unchanged?
9. When the work is demanding, how do you usually respond or recover, if at all?
Optional prompts:
• What, if anything, is helpful?
• Are there approaches that are less helpful?
• Does the way you respond vary across situations? If so, how?
• Has the way you respond changed over time?
• Are there times when your usual approaches are insufficient?
10. What formal or informal support, if any, is available in your institution, and how well does it meet practitioners’ needs?
Optional prompts:
• What forms of support are available, if any, and how are they accessed?
• What currently works well?
• Are any aspects less helpful or difficult to use?
• Does support vary across teams, departments, or institutional settings?
• What, if anything, should remain the same or change at institutional or wider policy level?
D. Closing
11. Is there anything else you would like to share about your experience of palliative care work, how practitioners respond to the work, or the support available to them?
Post-interview procedures
• Inform the participant that the interview has concluded and stop the audio recording.
• Ask how the participant found the interview and invite any questions.
• Briefly remind the participant of the study purpose and how their contribution will be used.
• Thank the participant for their time.
Interviewer guidance
• Begin with descriptive questions and move towards more emotionally sensitive topics after sufficient rapport has been established.
• Use open, neutral wording. Optional prompts should be used only where relevant and should not be read as a checklist or used to suggest an expected answer.
• Invite concrete descriptions of events, interactions, and cases when answers remain general, while allowing participants to define what is important in their own terms.
• Follow the participant’s own framing of their experience. Use neutral prompts to clarify meanings, examples, and variation without assuming that one kind of account is more complete or authentic than another.
• Participants may decline any question, pause, or stop the interview. If a participant becomes distressed, check whether they wish to continue and follow the study’s agreed support procedure.


Interview-based field-note prompts
These prompts were used by the interviewer and the second researcher to record contemporaneous contextual observations alongside the interview. Observations were recorded descriptively, including continuity as well as change, and were not treated as standalone evidence of an internal psychological state.

	Field-note item
	What to record

	Interview topic
	The topic, question, case, or event being discussed.

	Observed feature
	Any notable nonverbal or paralinguistic feature, change, or continuity, including facial expression, gaze, posture, movement, bodily tension or relaxation, silence, speech rate or volume, vocal disruption, laughter, smiling, or no observable change.

	Location in the account
	The point in the participant’s account at which the feature occurred.

	Interactional context
	What preceded and followed the observation, including relevant interviewer prompts.

	Descriptive note
	A neutral description of what was observed, including uncertainty and plausible alternative interpretations. Avoid diagnostic, causal, or psychological inference.
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