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1. Background and purpose of the focus group interview
The increasing recognition of psychological needs among patients with physical illnesses has highlighted the importance of integrating mental health services into general hospital settings. Hospitalised patients may experience psychological distress associated with illness, treatment burden, and uncertainty, yet access to specialised mental health support within general hospitals remains limited due to shortages of mental health professionals and unclear service models. To address these needs, Mental Health Nurse Consultants (MHNCs) have been introduced in general hospital settings as nurses who provide mental health assessment, psychological support, consultation, and education for patients, families, and healthcare professionals. Although similar roles have been described internationally as psychiatric consultation-liaison nurses or mental health liaison nurses, role definitions and implementation models vary across healthcare systems.
At the study hospital, the MHNC role (locally referred to as “Sunshine Angels”) was established to facilitate the integration of mental health care into non-psychiatric clinical settings. MHNCs are expected to provide psychological assessment, consultation, and support for patients and healthcare teams. Despite the recognised value of this role, the implementation of MHNC services remains challenging. Existing evidence suggests that organisational constraints, role ambiguity, limited professional recognition, and insufficient interdisciplinary collaboration may hinder effective role integration. However, little is known about the practical barriers and unmet needs experienced during MHNC implementation in Chinese general hospitals.
Therefore, this focus group interview was conducted to explore stakeholders’ experiences and perspectives regarding the implementation of the MHNC role, with particular attention to barriers, unmet needs, organisational support, and future strategies for sustainable role development.
2. Focus Group Interview Procedure
Before the interview, participants were informed of the study objectives, discussion procedures, confidentiality principles, and their right to withdraw. Participants were encouraged to share their experiences and perspectives openly. The facilitator guided the discussion using a semi-structured interview guide and used additional probing questions when necessary to explore important issues in greater depth.
3. Participant Introduction
Opening question: Please briefly introduce your professional role, department, and your experience or involvement related to MHNC services.
4. Semi-structured Interview Questions
The focus group discussion was guided by the following questions. Additional probing questions were used flexibly to explore participants’ experiences in greater depth.
4.1 Current implementation
Main question: Can you describe your experience of implementing the MHNC role in your clinical practice?
Possible probes
· What services do MHNCs currently provide?
· How are MHNC services integrated into routine clinical care?
· Are there differences between the expected role and actual practice?
4.2 Barriers
Main question: What challenges or barriers have you encountered during the implementation of the MHNC role?
Possible probes
· Have workload or staffing affected your practice?
· Have you experienced difficulties related to role clarity or professional recognition?
· Have communication or interdisciplinary collaboration presented any challenges?
4.3 Organisational support
Main question: What organisational resources or support do you think are needed to facilitate effective MHNC practice?
Possible probes
· Protected working time
· Dedicated consultation space
· Management support
· Referral pathways
· Professional supervision or training
4.4 Future development
Main question: What changes do you think would facilitate the long-term development and sustainability of MHNC services?
Possible probes
· What improvements are needed at the individual level?
· What organisational changes would be most helpful?
· What system-level policies could strengthen MHNC services?
5. Closing Question
Is there anything else you would like to add regarding the implementation, challenges, or future development of the MHNC role?
6. Interviewer Notes
1) The facilitator encouraged participants from different professional backgrounds to share diverse perspectives and experiences.
2) Probing questions were used flexibly to clarify and further explore issues raised by participants.
3) The facilitator maintained neutrality and avoided directing participants toward predetermined answers.
4) The discussion was kept focused on MHNC role integration while allowing participants to introduce additional relevant perspectives.
