Topic Guide
	Study focus
	Women apprentices in business-related roles in England; employability, workplace recognition and generative-AI-related change.

	Method
	Semi-structured qualitative interview

	Approximate length
	45–60 minutes

	Mode
	Online video interview

	Recording
	Audio-recorded with participant consent



Interviewer note. The guide was used flexibly. Core questions established common domains across interviews, while follow-up prompts were used selectively to clarify examples, explore differences across workplaces, and ask participants to explain how they interpreted changing expectations. Prompts were not intended as a fixed questionnaire and were not necessarily asked in the same order or wording in every interview.
0. Opening and orientation
Opening. Thank the participant for taking part and briefly explain that the conversation is about apprenticeship experience, workplace expectations, employability and changes associated with digital tools and generative AI.
Consent check. Confirm that the participant has read the study information, has had an opportunity to ask questions and agrees to audio recording.
Remind the participant that participation is voluntary and that they may skip a question, pause or stop the interview.
Ask the participant to avoid naming employers, colleagues or identifiable workplaces where possible.
If terms such as “employability”, “job-ready” or “generative AI” feel too formal, invite the participant to answer in their own words.
Warm-up. Could you tell me a little about what your apprenticeship looks like day to day at the moment?
1. Apprenticeship context and current role
Q1. Could you briefly describe your apprenticeship route, what you are currently training towards and where you are in the programme?
What kind of work do you usually do?
Which parts of the role feel most central to your apprenticeship?
What are you currently expected to demonstrate to your employer, training provider or assessor?
Has your role changed since you started the apprenticeship?
If your workplace and apprenticeship programme seem to expect different things, what does that look like in practice?
2. What competence and employability mean in practice
Q2. When you think about “doing well” or being seen as competent in your apprenticeship, what does that mean in practice?
Is competence mainly about being able to complete tasks, explain what you are doing, make good decisions, work independently, or something else?
Who tends to decide whether you are doing well?
Are there things you know you can do that are difficult to demonstrate to other people?
Are there things that look impressive on paper but do not necessarily show how capable someone is?
What tends to make a manager, assessor or colleague trust that you know what you are doing?
3. Formal apprenticeship requirements and workplace expectations
Q3. If you separate what your apprenticeship formally asks you to demonstrate from what your workplace actually values, how similar are those two sets of expectations?
What do the apprenticeship standard, KSBs, assessment requirements or provider guidance emphasise?
What does your employer seem to value most in everyday work?
Where do the two align well?
Where do they feel out of step?
Can you think of something that is important in your job but is not strongly reflected in formal apprenticeship requirements?
Can you think of something formally assessed that feels less important in your actual work?
4. Digital tools, automation and changes in task content
Q4. Have any parts of your work changed because of digital tools, automation or generative AI?
Are there tasks that now take much less time?
Have any tasks disappeared, been reorganised or become more important?
Have new activities appeared, such as checking, editing, prompting, documenting or explaining AI-assisted work?
Are there tasks where AI is useful only for a small part of the process?
Are there tasks where you would avoid AI even if it could technically help?
If you rarely or never use generative AI, what has limited its use: relevance, policy, confidentiality, reliability, preference or something else?
Q4a. When AI helps with a task, what still has to be done by you before the work is usable?
Do you check accuracy, tone, context, calculations, sources or compliance?
Do you have to decide what to accept, reject or rewrite?
Who is responsible if the final output is wrong?
Does AI reduce effort overall, or does it move effort into checking and judgement?
5. Rules, legitimacy and acceptable AI use
Q5. What rules or informal expectations shape when generative AI is acceptable in your workplace or apprenticeship?
Are there tasks where AI use is openly encouraged?
Are there tasks where it is discouraged or prohibited?
Do confidentiality, client data, assessment rules or authenticity concerns affect what you can use?
Are expectations clear, or do people have to interpret them locally?
Do people disclose AI use? Does disclosure change how the work is judged?
Have you ever chosen not to use AI, or used it more cautiously, because you were unsure how someone would interpret the result?
6. Evidence of capability and human contribution
Q6. What counts as convincing evidence that you are competent or job-ready, and who has the authority to accept that evidence?
Does the final piece of work usually speak for itself, or do you also need to explain how you produced it?
Who is most important here: a line manager, senior colleague, assessor, training provider, recruiter or someone else?
Do different evaluators look for different kinds of evidence?
Does being observed while doing the work make a difference?
Are there situations where the finished output looks good but does not show how much judgement or knowledge you contributed?
Q6a. Since generative AI became more common, has anything changed about what people need to show in order to be recognised as capable?
If a report, presentation or written task can be produced more quickly with AI, does the final product still show who understood the work?
Have you ever felt that you needed to explain your reasoning, show drafts, describe changes you made or demonstrate how you checked an output?
Have you ever been asked directly how much of a piece of work came from you and how much came from a tool?
If you have not experienced this, what makes your own contribution remain clear?
Are there tasks where AI has no effect on how your competence is recognised? What is different about those tasks?
Q6b. Can you recall one specific situation where you had to do extra work to make your own capability visible?
What had happened before you felt the need to explain or demonstrate more?
Who were you trying to convince or inform?
What did you actually do?
Did it change how your work was received?
Would you have needed to do the same thing before generative AI became common?
7. Judgement, responsibility and what differentiates people
Q7. As AI tools become easier for everyone to use, what skills or forms of judgement make one worker stand out from another?
Is knowing how to use the tool itself still distinctive?
Does the ability to challenge an AI output matter?
What kinds of contextual judgement cannot be inferred from a polished final output?
Has there been any shift from producing material towards interpreting, checking or taking responsibility for it?
Do managers recognise those less visible forms of work?
Are there situations where being accountable for the final decision is more important than producing the first draft?
8. Visibility, relationships and access to evaluators
Q8. How important is being visible to the right people for progression in your workplace?
How do managers or senior colleagues come to know what you are capable of?
Do meetings, informal conversations, mentoring, networking or being given certain tasks affect who gets recognised?
Can someone do strong work and still be overlooked?
Are there people whose work is more readily trusted without having to explain it?
If you need to make your contribution visible, what usually works?
Does working remotely or through digital tools change access to people who evaluate you?
9. Gender, hierarchy and recognition
Q9. Do you think gender is relevant to how competence, visibility or progression works in your apprenticeship or workplace?
If gender feels irrelevant in your experience, what makes it feel irrelevant?
If it is relevant, where do you notice it most clearly: task allocation, seniority, informal networks, credibility, promotion, communication style or something else?
Who tends to occupy senior or decision-making roles around you?
Do some forms of work receive more status than others?
Do people have equal access to managers, mentoring and opportunities to demonstrate higher-level judgement?
Have expectations about speaking up, self-promotion or being visible affected how people are recognised?
Has generative AI changed any of these dynamics, or do they mainly reflect existing workplace structures?
10. Training, assessment and keeping skills current
Q10. Can you give an example of where apprenticeship training or assessment did not fully match what was happening in your workplace?
Was the issue about technology changing quickly, employer practice, assessment rules, or something else?
What did you do when formal training did not cover something you needed?
Who helped you interpret what was expected?
Did you learn through workplace feedback, online resources, external courses, peers or trial and error?
Did this create extra pressure or uncertainty about what counted as being competent?
Q10a. When expectations change, how do you decide what to learn next?
Which sources do you trust most?
Do job advertisements, managers, professional networks or colleagues influence what you prioritise?
Do you feel responsible for keeping yourself current beyond what the apprenticeship provides?
Has generative AI changed what you think will remain valuable in the future?
11. Support, organisational design and possible improvements
Q11. What kinds of support would make it easier for apprentices to understand what is expected as generative AI becomes more common?
Clearer workplace rules about acceptable AI use?
More guidance on confidentiality or disclosure?
Assessment approaches that recognise checking, judgement and decision-making?
More structured opportunities to explain how work was produced?
Better mentoring or access to managers?
Training that changes more quickly with workplace practice?
Something else?
Q11a. If you could change one part of the apprenticeship or workplace system first, what would you change and why?
12. Optional scenario probes
These prompts were used only where relevant to help participants elaborate on contrasting situations rather than to force a particular response.
Suppose two apprentices submit equally polished work, but one used generative AI extensively and the other did not. What would an evaluator need to know before judging their competence?
Suppose AI saves a large amount of drafting time but the worker still has to check, contextualise and take responsibility for the result. Which part of that work is most likely to be noticed?
Suppose a manager sees only the final output and not the process used to create it. What might they miss about the worker’s capability?
Suppose AI use is formally allowed but colleagues are suspicious of very polished output. How might a worker respond?
Suppose a worker rarely uses AI. Would the same recognition issues arise, or would different pressures become more important?
Suppose a workplace records drafts, revisions or decision trails automatically. Would that reduce the need to explain individual contribution?
Suppose two people provide the same evidence of good judgement but one has closer access to senior managers. Would the evidence carry the same weight?
Suppose formal apprenticeship assessment and everyday workplace expectations point in different directions. Which one tends to shape behaviour more strongly?
13. Closing
Closing question. Is there anything important about apprenticeship expectations, workplace recognition, employability or generative AI that we have not covered?
End. Thank the participant and remind them that anonymised material may be used in research outputs in accordance with the study information provided to them.
