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Executive Summary

This guide is intended to support cognitive interviewing in preparation for the 

implementation of the module on measuring land tenure at the individual level, for 

monitoring SDGs 1.4.2 and 5.a.1, as described in FAO, World Bank, and UN-Habitat 

(2019). By implementing a cognitive interviewing phase prior to the implementation of 

the land tenure module, practitioners can, in a cost-effective manner, ensure the module 

is properly designed and implemented for the specific context. In doing so, they gain an 

understanding of the way key concepts and questions are understood by respondents 

and validate the translation of the instruments (as relevant). Findings from the cognitive 

interviewing phase will ultimately inform questionnaire revisions, which will improve 

the quality of data collected through the main survey. However, revisions to the module 

on measuring land tenure should be aimed at minor adaptations for the context and 

translation, as the questionnaire has been carefully designed to meet the needs of the SDG 

indicator computation. The guidance provided in this document is based on the cognitive 

interviewing experience as part of the Armenia Land Tenure and Area (ALTA) study.

https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/145891539095619258/measuring-individuals-rights-to-land-an-integrated-approach-to-data-collection-for-sdg-indicators-1-4-2-and-5-a-1
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/145891539095619258/measuring-individuals-rights-to-land-an-integrated-approach-to-data-collection-for-sdg-indicators-1-4-2-and-5-a-1
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Surveys around the globe are used to measure specific outcomes. Often, the questions 

in these surveys are carefully crafted in order to capture very precise concepts. However, 

the degree of heterogeneity in survey respondents’ understanding of these questions 

and the congruence of the respondents’ understanding and the intended understanding 

is often unknown (Willis, 2004). Cognitive interviewing, whereby the questions and 

concepts critical to survey outcomes are tested in detail, prior to the implementation 

of traditional survey implementation allows for an assessment of how well and how 

consistently respondents are understanding questions and concepts, ultimately allowing 

practitioners improve questionnaire design. 

This guide is intended to support cognitive interviewing in preparation for the 

implementation of the module on measuring land tenure at the individual level, for 

monitoring SDGs 1.4.2 and 5.a.1, as described in FAO, World Bank, and UN-Habitat 

(2019). By implementing a cognitive interviewing phase prior to the implementation of 

the land tenure module, practitioners can ensure the module is properly designed and 

implemented for the specific context, including understanding the way key concepts 

and questions are understood by respondents and validating the translation of the 

instruments (as relevant), both of which inform questionnaire revisions to improve 

the quality of data collected through the survey and can help in explaining patterns 

observed in that data. Note, however, that revisions to the module on measuring land 

PART I
Introduction

https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/145891539095619258/measuring-individuals-rights-to-land-an-integrated-approach-to-data-collection-for-sdg-indicators-1-4-2-and-5-a-1
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/145891539095619258/measuring-individuals-rights-to-land-an-integrated-approach-to-data-collection-for-sdg-indicators-1-4-2-and-5-a-1
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tenure should be aimed at minor adaptations for the context and translation, as the 

questionnaire has been carefully designed to meet the needs of the SDG indicator 

computation. The guidance provided here is based on the cognitive interviewing 

experience as part of the Armenia Land Tenure and Area (ALTA) study, described in Box 1.

Below, the basic elements of cognitive interviewing are discussed. In Part II of this 

document, practical guidance for cognitive interviewing around the land tenure module 

is provided.

Cognitive Interviewing 101 

Cognitive interviewing techniques, which first gained ground in the 1980s, is based on 

the principles of cognitive and social psychology that enable exploring the cognitive 

processes by which respondents interpret and answer survey questions (Collins, 2003). 

Initially, cognitive interviewing was used in the investigation of crimes, as a systematic 

approach to interviewing victims and witnesses (Geiselman & Fisher, 2014). In recent 

years, cognitive interview techniques have been adapted and used at the initial, 

questionnaire development stage of surveys, as a method to uncover potential problems 

in the question-and-answer process before undertaking a full-scale survey.

The primary objective of cognitive interviewing in this context is to ensure, prior to the 

implementation of survey fieldwork, that respondents’ understanding of key questions 

is in line with the intention of the researcher/survey practitioner.1 Cognitive interviewing 

techniques allow for the discovery of potential problems for specific questions of the 

questionnaire, as well as an understanding of the reasons underpinning those problems. 

It also provides an opportunity to enhance questions to reduce respondent burden. 

Specifically, cognitive interviewing can inform survey practitioners about: 

 ▶ how respondents perceive and interpret questions and expressions, and whether they 

perceive the questions the way the practitioners intended (Collins 2003; Drennan 2003),   

 ▶ what various words mean in different contexts, in light of the social environment 

and cultural norms, 

 ▶ content or structural peculiarities of a questionnaire that may cause incorrect 

perception or refusal to answer (Collins 2003; Drennan 2003)

1 Given the complexities and nature of cognitive interviewing, typically only a sub-sample of survey questions are 
selected for inclusion in the cognitive interviewing process.
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Cognitive interviewing may be implemented in different manners, but most commonly 

a small number of targeted respondents are interviewed individually and in an in-depth 

manner to uncover their cognitive processes associated with specific survey questions. 

The classical procedure of cognitive interviewing is as follows: first the respondent is 

asked the survey question that is being tested, then it is clarified why the respondent 

gave such an answer, and then the respondent is asked to paraphrase the question. 

Thus, respondents provide information on the cognitive processes through which they 

answered a given question (Willis, 2004). There are two main techniques: think-aloud, 

whereby the respondent describes the cognitive processes used to answer the questions 

in parallel with answering the questions themselves; and probing, whereby the 

interviewer asks direct questions to respondents, such as why they answered in one or 

another. The think-aloud method gradually fell out of favor, giving way to the method 

of probing questions (Willis, 2004), which is what is presented in the subsequent section 

on cognitive interviewing for the land tenure module. In addition to verbal information, 

interviewers may ask probing questions based on non-verbal messages, such as the 

respondents’ mood changes, body language and facial expressions (Merriam,  2009). 

BOX 1. ALTA STUDY DESIGN & OBJECTIVES

The Armenia Land Tenure and Area (ALTA) study, which was conducted by the World 

Bank in partnership with the Statistical Committee of the Republic of Armenia and the 

ICARE Foundation in 2019, was aimed specifically at understanding the differences in the 

versions of the land tenure questionnaire module developed by FAO, The World Bank, 

and UN-Habitat (2019). The versions of the land tenure module differ by respondent 

approach (i.e., self-respondent versus proxy respondent) and level of land data collection 

(i.e., parcel level versus aggregate level). ALTA set out to understand the implications of 

these design decisions in the resulting data, as well as conduct cognitive interviewing to 

assess respondent understandings of key concepts and questions in the questionnaire, with 

particular attention paid to differences in interpretations by men and women.

The cognitive interviewing component, which included 32 in-depth interviews (50% male, 

50% female) and 3 focus groups (each composed of 8 individuals; one all male, one all 

female, one co-ed), preceded the main survey fieldwork which allowed for improvements 

to the ALTA questionnaire. The sample for main fieldwork spanned three marzes and 

included a total of 1200 scientifically sampled households which were randomly assigned 

to one of four questionnaire versions. 

For more information on the ALTA study, including the ALTA questionnaires, visit the 

World Bank’s LSMS website here.

https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/lsms/land-tenure
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Both scripted probing questions, which are predefined and therefore asked in all 

interviews, and unscripted probing questions, which are based on observation or build 

on respondent responses, may be utilized, as is recommended for cognitive interviewing 

around the land tenure module.

In attempting to uncover the cognitive processes of respondents that are triggered when 

they answer a given question, it is useful to understand in general the various stages of 

these processes. A number of models have been used to study these processes, which 

occur in a person’s mind between the points when a question is asked and answered. 

One of the most widely accepted models involves the following four sequential phases, 

which take place when answering a question (Willis, 2004): 

1. Comprehension: the respondent understands the question by fitting it into the 

semantic frameworks familiar to him/her.

2. Retrieval: the respondent tries to recollect relevant events, actions and expressions. 

3. Judgement: the retrieved events are summarized, compared and a logical structure 

is created.

4. Response: formulating and matching the answer to the response choices; the 

respondent either selects one of the offered answers or generates his/her own response.

Cognitive interviewing, including in-depth interviews and focus group discussions, creates 

an opportunity to study each stage of this response process for key surveys questions 

and improve the questionnaire before starting the main survey fieldwork itself. Below, 

the complications that arise in each of these phases are illustrated by examples from 

cognitive interviews of the ALTA study. 

As an example of an error in the comprehension phase, through cognitive interviewing 

it was revealed that when Armenian respondents were asked, ‘…how likely are you to 

involuntarily lose ownership or use rights to this [PARCEL] in the next 5 years?’, several 

understood the word “lose” as the sale of the parcel under certain circumstances (such 

as illness or urgent need for money) or foreclosure of the parcel used as collateral due 

to a loan default, whereas the question refers more generally to the involuntary loss of 

rights such as through state/community seizure or intrahousehold revocation of rights. 

To make the question more comprehensible in this context, the word “to lose” was 

replaced with the phrasing “taken away from you”. In the remaining interviews the new 

version of this question was used, and it became clear that the replacement made the 

question more understandable for the respondents, thus helping avoid possible errors 

in the comprehension phase. 
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Issues in the retrieval phase can occur when a respondent understands a question but 

finds it difficult to recall the relevant details, which may result in providing incorrect 

information. An example of such question in the ALTA study is ‘How was this parcel 

acquired?’. In this case the question was understood by the respondents without any 

difficulty, but some respondents faced difficulty in answering the question due to lack of 

knowledge or awareness of the matter. In the Republic of Armenia, this question posed 

a gender-differentiated risk of retrieval error as some women found it more difficult to 

answer because traditionally women move to their husband’s house after marriage and 

do not always know how the land was initially acquired by the husband’s family. 

In the third phase, judgement, a respondent may provide an answer different from 

reality in order to adhere to socially acceptable behaviors. An example of such question 

from ALTA could be ‘Is there a document for this [PARCEL] issued by or registered at the 

Land Registry/Cadastral Agency, such as a title deed, certificate of ownership, certificate 

of hereditary acquisition, lease or rental contract?’. This question was understood 

unambiguously, and it measures what it was initially intended to, but in some cases, 

respondents reported having a document in order to avoid any potential problems. 

Avoiding errors in this phase requires having a clear idea on which questions are 

problematic, providing the respondents with enough information that the survey results 

are for research purposes only, will be anonymous and will not be transferred to third 

parties. Cognitive interviewing is very effective to understand the potential problems in 

this phase, as it enables to thoroughly understand the reasons why the respondents may 

provide incorrect or incomplete answers, and what factors influence the answers, so as 

to minimize the chances of getting distorted information from respondents.

In the response phase, respondents may formulate an incomplete and incomprehensible 

answer, or choose an answer from among the offered ones, which however, does not 

fully express their opinion, because there was no better choice. An example from ALTA 

is related to the question, ‘Under which tenure system is this parcel?’ which originally 

was provided with three response options: private, state and community. Through 

the cognitive interviews, it was uncovered that the word “tenure” was understood as 

“private ownership”, which in turn only allows for one answer: “private”. As the ultimate 

goal of the question was to find out whether the land is private or government owned, 

based on the suggestion from interviewees and focus group members the answer choices 

were reformulated to private, state/community and other. Such answer choices allowed 

avoiding any problems in the fourth phase, while maintaining the integrity and intention 

of the original question.
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Cognitive interviewing for the land tenure module should be focused on understanding 

how critical concepts and definitions are understood by different types of respondents, 

in particular male and female respondents, as well as ensuring the appropriateness of 

translations. While the goal is to adapt the land tenure module to the relevant context, 

remember that the original intention of the questions must be maintained in order to 

adhere to the SDG 1.4.2 and 5.a.1 monitoring needs.

In this section, we describe the process for cognitive interviewing around the land 

tenure module, including both in-depth interviews and focus group discussions, using 

instruments and guidance developed as part of the ALTA study. 

PART II
Implementing Cognitive 
Interviewing for the  
Land Tenure Module
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Preparation

The cognitive interviewing phase must be planned and implemented well in advance 

to ensure there is ample time to incorporate findings from the cognitive interviews into 

the main survey instrument, in this case the land tenure module. Wherever possible, it is 

recommended that cognitive interviewing should be completed at least 2 months prior 

to the launch of the main fieldwork. 

Sample Size

The sample size for cognitive interviewing of the land tenure module will depend on 

the variation in cultures and norms, land tenure systems, as well as languages, in the 

study area.2 It is critical that cognitive interviews are conducted with respondents from 

each language (if more than one) and with people from each of the areas with diverse 

cultures and norms. For example, if some regions of the study area are matrilineal while 

other regions are patrilineal, it is important to have a large enough sample to include 

interviews for respondents in both matrilineal and patrilineal regions. 

In the case of ALTA, the sample consisted of 32 urban and rural residents, of which 

16 were female and 16 were male. In addition to these 32 cognitive interviews, 3 focus 

group discussions were held, each composed of 8 participants. However, note that the 

ALTA study was conducting cognitive interviewing around two versions of the land 

tenure module, so this sample size could be reduced in contexts where a single version 

is being tested prior to implementation.

2 For a thorough discussion of qualitative sampling, see Guest et al., 2006.

Figure 1. Stages of Cognitive Interviewing for the Land Tenure Module

PREPARATION IN-DEPTH 
INTERVIEWS

FOCUS  
GROUPS

QUESTIONNAIRE 
MODIFICATION
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Selection of Respondents 

Given the focus on individual level land rights coupled with the gender-differentiated 

norms around asset ownership that are common in many countries, it is essential that 

both men and women are interviewed in the cognitive interviewing phase. As indicated 

above, the ALTA sample of cognitive interview respondents was gender balanced. In 

addition to stratifying the respondents by gender, an effort should be made to select 

respondents from different marital situations (married, single, etc.), different land 

holding status (owns land, rents land, etc.), different cultures, different languages, 

different localities (urban and rural), and by other demographic characteristics of interest 

as relevant to the study location. In the ALTA study, respondents were selected from 

2 different marzes (which differed based on reliance on agriculture, among other things). 

From each of these two marzes, 8 women were selected, half of which were from urban 

communities and half from rural communities, and 8 men we selected, also split on 

urban/rural.

After determining the stratification of respondents appropriate for the study, selection 

of the specific respondents can take place. This may be done purposefully, as you are 

looking for individuals with specific characteristics – it is not a random selection. In the 

ALTA study, the respondents were selected by the local branch of the statistical office 

according to the determined criteria. 

Recruitment of Cognitive Interviewing Teams

Unlike traditional interviewing, cognitive interviewing relies on several soft skills, such 

as the ability of interviewers to recognize hesitations in respondent responses and read 

body language, so value of the cognitive interviewing phase is strongly linked to the skills 

of the personnel recruited to conduct the interviews. The interviewing techniques can 

be developed through training, but it is virtually impossible to shape in-depth personal 

competencies in such a short period, so recruitment should be undertaken carefully. 

Cognitive interviews are best conducted by teams, rather than by individual enumerators. 

A cognitive interviewing team is composed of an interviewer, an observer and a note-

taker. Each role has different responsibilities and requires a unique set of skills, examples 

of which are outlined in Table 1. In cases where budgets or environments (such as during 

pandemics) prevent the use of teams, a single person can conduct the cognitive interview, 

though this will increase the burden of this individual and they may not make as many 

observations as they would with a team. The remainder of the guidebook focuses on 

the use of cognitive interviewing teams.
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In order to select the personnel, interviews should be conducted with shortlisted 

candidates in order to identify the extent to which the candidates meet the necessary 

criteria. During the interviews, particular attention should be paid to the candidates’ 

professional experience and skills, as well as their personal qualities, teamwork 

capabilities, communication skills, and ability to work under stress. Previous qualitative 

interviewing experience is a plus.

In the case of ALTA, two teams were recruited, a total of six persons, with each team being 

deployed to a specific marz. For observer positions, psychologists were selected, considering 

that observer’s functions include observing the respondents’ verbal and non-verbal signs, 

which are often subconscious, and asking certain questions to bring those to the conscious 

level, to find out the in-depth reasons for answers and causes for non-verbal signs.

Table 1. Skill Requirements for Cognitive Interviewing Team Roles

Interviewer Observer Note-Taker

Primary 
Responsibilities

Leads the interview, including 
asking the survey questions and 
both scripted and unscripted 
probing questions.

Observes and 
records the 
respondents’ verbal 
and non-verbal 
signs, and asks 
unscripted probing 
questions based on 
these observations 
to help identify 
any inconsistencies 
between answers 
and these observed 
behaviors.

Follows and 
records the whole 
process of the 
interview, and 
summarizes the 
results of the 
discussion.

Skills • Ability to build relationships and 
rapport 

• Effective communication

• Active listening 

• Listening without criticism

• Asks questions to provide deeper 
and clearer understanding and 
comprehension

• Ability to guide the conversation

• Ability to demonstrate empathy 
while asking questions

• Analytical thinking

• Time management 

• Ability to pay attention to 
details

• Non-judgmental attitude 
towards people

• Team work and cooperation 

• Skills to listen 
attentively and 
focus attention 
for a long time 

• Notices nuances 
in respondent 
behavior, both 
verbal and non-
verbal

• Ability to take 
notes

• Good memory

• Ability to pay 
attention to 
details

• Non- judgmental 
attitude towards 
people

• Team work and 
cooperation 

• Fast writing skills

• Ability to identify 
keywords from a 
conversation

• Skills to listen 
attentively and 
focus attention 
for a long time 

• Analytical 
thinking

• Good memory

• Ability to write 
shorthand of 
audio records

• Non- judgmental 
attitude towards 
people

• Team work and 
cooperation 
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Training

After selecting the teams, training needs to be implemented to train and familiarize them 

with peculiarities and instruments of cognitive interviewing. In addition to cognitive 

interviewing techniques, the teams need to also be trained on the land tenure module, in 

the same manner as an enumerator for the main survey itself, so they are familiar with the 

questions and concepts underlying the module and the intended meaning of the questions. 

A clear, thorough understanding of the land tenure module and its objective will also help 

the cognitive interviewing teams to ask thoughtful and relevant probing questions. 

Two to three days of training will be required, including practice interviews conducted 

with respondents that were recruited from the study areas. If translation of the materials 

to the local language(s) is to be conducted by the cognitive interviewing teams, which 

has the benefit of familiarizing the teams with the concepts and materials but is not 

always feasible, additional time should be allotted. The training should be led by a 

trainer who has a command of cognitive interviewing techniques, as well as the skills 

and qualifications of coach or facilitator, as the forming of the teams’ with common 

objectives and values is one of the requirements for a cognitive study to be effective. 

Measuring Individuals’ Rights to Land: Cognitive Interviewing
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The structure of the ALTA’s three-day training is described below:

Day 1 – Intro to Cognitive Interviewing: During the first day the purpose, concepts, 

and stages of cognitive interviewing should be presented to the group, as well 

as a description of the functions of the interviewer, observer and note-taker. 

Additionally, given the reliance on teamwork in the cognitive interviews, it’s 

important that the teams become acquainted and comfortable with one another.

Day 2 – Land Tenure Questionnaire & Cognitive Interviewing Protocol: In the 

second day, the teams should be trained thoroughly on the land tenure module 

itself (see the main guidebook, (FAO, World Bank, and UN-Habitat (2019)) for 

guidance on question-by-question training). After training on the land tenure 

module itself, the teams can be trained on the cognitive interviewing protocols 

and documents. It may be that even in this stage, questionnaire customizations are 

identified based on translations or local interpretations of key words.

Day 3 – Mock Interviews: On the third day, repeated mock cognitive interviews 

should be conducted, assuming the teams have mastered the land tenure module 

content. While practice interviews within the group of cognitive interviewing 

teams is useful, it is much more beneficial to bring in “actual” respondents, 

especially if from the study areas, as this will better approximate the scenarios 

to be encountered by the teams. Each team should conduct at least two mock 

interviews, with the other team(s) observing. After the interview, the teams and 

the respondent can discuss the course of the interview, talk about what went well, 

and what could have been done differently. 

In training, it is important to remember that every team is unique and, in addition 

to providing them with knowledge about the land tenure module and cognitive 

interviewing, a team should be built considering the group’s dynamics to maximize the 

ability of the team to conduct the surveys smoothly and professionally.
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Conducting In-Depth Interviews

Who: In-depth interviews are conducted with one respondent and the cognitive 

interviewing team, comprised of one interviewer, one observer, and one note-taker. 

Where: If possible, one or more centralized locations is preferable for the cognitive 

interviews. This may be at statistical branch offices, for example. Bringing respondents 

to a centralized location ensures that the respondents are not influenced by other 

household members or neighbors that may be able to overhear interviews if conducted 

at the household. The absence of outside influence is important for the cognitive 

interviewing stage as we are attempting to have open and honest discussion with the 

respondents about potentially sensitive topics.

How long: Experience from the ALTA study suggests that each in-depth interview takes 

about 45-60 minutes on average, plus time for the team to discuss the interview and 

complete the necessary documents after the respondent’s departure. Note that the 

cognitive interviewing of select survey questions takes more time than the questions will 

require during the main survey fieldwork, as the survey questions are complemented by 

both scripted and unscripted probing questions. Though it may be tempting to try to 

conduct as many interviews as possible in one day, the cognitive interviewing process 

is demanding for the teams and therefore we recommend each team conduct no more 

than three to four interviews per day.

How: It is highly recommended to audio record the in-depth interviews in order to 

revisit the interviews post-facto. Given this, it may be required or advised to have each 

respondent sign a consent form at the beginning of the interview. An example of a 

consent form is included in Appendix A. The documents and more information on how 

to conduct the interviews themselves is discussed below.

The in-depth interviewing tools developed for the land tenure module employ the 

retrospective probing method, whereby a certain set of questions from the land tenure 

module is asked first and only then are the probing questions used to determine how 

understandable the questions were, what the respondent’s attitude was towards a 

particular question, the potential difficulties in answering the questions, etc. The probing 

questions are predefined for every question; however, the interviewers and observers 

can also ask additional unscripted probing questions based on their reading of the 

respondent’s behavior and thought process.
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There are several forms that together comprise the complete in-depth interviewing 

package. Since the land tenure module comes in several different versions depending on 

the level of data collection (parcel level or individual level) and the respondent strategy 

(self-respondent or proxy respondent), as laid out in FAO, World Bank, and UN-Habitat 

(2019), there are also different versions of the in-depth interviewing forms. There is one 

set of in-depth interviewing forms for the parcel level approach and one set of in-depth 

interviewing forms for the individual level data collection approach. Both sets of forms 

utilize a self-respondent approach for the in-depth interviewing, but included questions 

related to the proxy respondent approach in the probing questions. 

The set of forms includes:

1. In-depth Interview Questionnaire [Version A and B]

2. Interview Recording Template

3. Observer Recording Template

The In-depth Interview Questionnaire (Appendix B and Appendix C for versions A and B, 

respectively), is the responsibility of the interview and will be submitted to the survey 

management team. It includes both the land tenure module questions as well as the 

predetermined probing questions. The mapping of land tenure module versions to in-

depth interview questionnaire versions is illustrated in Figure 2. The predetermined 

probing questions must be asked, but the interviewer and observer may ask supplemental 

probing questions based on the responses, both verbal and non-verbal, of the 

respondent. Note that the predetermined probing questions in the appendices may be 

modified to reflect nuances of the culture and language of the particular study area. 

The form includes a set of introductory remarks that should be read to the respondent 

before beginning, and then begins with a set of basic questions on age, sex, marital 

status, educational attainment, etc. of the respondent. These questions are useful in 

analyzing the results of the cognitive interviewing exercise to determine, for example, 

which questions are more difficult for married men to answer relative to single women. 

LAND TENURE MODULE:  
VERSIONS 1, 2, AND 4

IN-DEPTH INTERVIEW 
QUESTIONNAIRE VERSION A

LAND TENURE MODULE: 
VERSIONS 3 AND 5

IN-DEPTH INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 
VERSION B

Figure 2. Mapping of Land Tenure Module Versions to In-depth Interview Questionnaire Versions
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After the introductory remarks and questions on respondent attributes, the main 

interview commences. You will notice that the land tenure module questions are 

phrased as in the guidebook, but reformatted in a way that is easier for the interviewer 

to manage when paired with the probing questions. When using In-depth Interview 

Questionnaire Versions A, which collects data at the parcel level, probing is conducted 

in three phases. First, questions 1 through 5 of the land tenure module are asked, then 

the predetermined probing questions and relevant follow up probing questions are 

asked related to those questions. After these probing questions have been completed 

and the interview and observer feel confident that the discussion around the first set 

of land tenure questions has revealed all useful insights, the interviewer continues with 

questions 6 and 7 of the land tenure module and then conducts the probing related to 

those two questions. Finally, land tenure questions 8 – 11 are asked followed by the final 

set of probing questions which are related to those land tenure questions as well as the 

overall interview. The process is similar when using In-depth Interview Questionnaire 

Version B, though there are only two phases of probing, following questions 7 and 13. 

The Interview Recording Template (Appendix D) is completed by the note-taker and 

is submitted to the survey management team. The note-taker should use a separate 

notebook to take notes during the interview, then they should complete this Interview 

Recording Template after the interview takes place, during the discussion with the 

interviewer and observer. This is where key observations and lessons from the interview 

are documented. 

The Observer Recording Template (Appendix E) is a simple form designed to facilitate 

the observation and recollection of body language signals given by respondents for each 

of the questions of the land tenure module. This does not necessarily need to be shared 

with the survey management team, but rather is used as a tool for the observer to use 

in probing questions and post-interview discussion.

At the close of the in-depth interview, the respondent leaves and the team discusses 

the key takeaways from the interview, completes the Interview Recording Template, 

and submits that form along with the In-depth Interview Questionnaire to the survey 

management team. 
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Focus Group Discussions

Focus group discussions serve as a useful supplement to the in-depth interviews as they 

allow a group of respondents to talk through their interpretations of the questions, 

highlighting potential differences in understanding. During the discussions, the main 

focus should be on the questions and phrasings that were understood differently 

during the in-depth interviews, in order to tease out the possible reasons and potential 

solutions, so are not guided by pre-determined forms as with the in-depth interviews. In 

the focus group discussions, the cognitive interviewing teams carry the same roles, with 

one interviewer, one observer, and one note-taker. 

In the ALTA study, three focus group discussions were held: one with all men, one with all 

women, and one with half men, half women. Each focus group included approximately 

8 individuals who were selected by the national statistical agency. The members of the 

focus groups should be selected to include a diverse set of individuals in terms, as in the 

selection for the in-depth interviews.

Questionnaire Modifications

Recall that the objective of the cognitive interviewing phase is to ensure that the land 

tenure module is being understood consistently and as intended, by respondents of all 

types. Results from the in-depth interviews and focus group discussions will, therefore, 

inform questionnaire modifications that need to be made before the module is fielded 

as part of the main survey effort. Caution needs to be taken, however, to ensure the 

integrity of the land tenure questions is maintained as they were designed carefully to 

meet the needs of SDG Indicators 1.4.2 and 5.a.1.

Questionnaire modifications will likely be related to the translation of the questionnaire 

and/or the phrasing of certain concepts that differ based on the local context. Revisions 

should not result in changes to the intended meaning of the questions, as defined 

in the guidebook (FAO, World Bank, UN-Habitat, 2019). Rather it may be that the 

language needs to be tweaked to ensure the intended concepts are understood in the 

local context. 

In addition, it may be the case that the cognitive interviewing findings indicate areas in 

which questionnaire modifications are not needed, but where additional interviewer 

training will be necessary. This could be the case, for example, if respondents in the in-depth 
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interviews tended to overlook or misunderstand certain phrases in land tenure questions, 

which the interviewer will need to emphasize in fieldwork. Note that any revision to the 

questionnaire module should be thoroughly piloted before starting fieldwork.

Examples of findings from the cognitive interviewing component of the ALTA study and 

potential modifications are presented below:3

Example #1: The concept of individual use, ownership or rights bearing is critical 

for the land tenure module and monitoring of SDGs 1.4.2 and 5.a.1. Many of the 

questions in the module begin with the phrase “Do you …”. Through cognitive 

interviewing, it was discovered that in the Armenian language, the word “you” 

was commonly understood to mean “you and your family”, which is a very 

different concept than intended by the original questionnaire. To account for this, a 

reasonable revision may be to change that statement to read “Do you personally…” 

to emphasize and clarify the concept of individual use, ownership, and rights bearing.

Example #2: In the first day of ALTA in-depth interviews, it became clear that in 

the Armenian context, the understanding of the question on perception of tenure 

security, ‘On a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 is not at all likely and 5 is extremely likely, 

how likely are you to involuntarily lose ownership or use rights to this [PARCEL] in 

the next 5 years?’, was different than intended by the module. While the question 

intends to get broadly at involuntary loss of use or ownership rights, such as in 

the case of state seizure of the land or intrahousehold revocation of rights for a 

spouse, many respondents interpreted the question as only a loss of rights resulting 

from their own actions, such as the sale of the parcel in times of crisis like illness 

or other urgent need for funds, or through foreclosure of the parcel due to a 

loan default. This understanding of the question does not get at the intention of 

the question. A potential solution for the Armenia context, as discussed by the 

cognitive interviewing teams, could be to replace the phrase “to lose” the phrase 

“taken away from you”. This was tested in the in-depth interviews and it was 

determined that this replacement helped the respondents understand the question 

as it was meant to in this particular context.

Example #3: Seemingly straightforward translation can be anything but. Cognitive 

interviewing in ALTA revealed that the term used for the initial translation of 

“tenure”, in the question “Under which tenure system is [PARCEL]?’, was not 

3 Because the ALTA study was a methodological study aimed at understanding the differences in SDG Indicator 
computation resulting from the original land tenure modules, changes to the questionnaire for ALTA fieldwork 
were largely limited to adjustments in translation. 
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understood well by respondents as it referred only to a specific type of land – 

privately held land – rather than the wider definition of land which also includes 

community land and state-held land. To make this question more clear while 

maintaining the objective of the original question, it could be rephrased as “Is 

[PARCEL] on private land, community land, or state-held land?”, eliminating the 

term “tenure” which was the source of confusion among respondents.

Example #4: Cognitive interviewing revealed that respondents in the ALTA study 

had inconsistent understandings of the phrase “jointly with someone else”, which is 

included at the end of many of the land tenure questions. While some respondents 

understood this to mean anyone else other than themselves (as intended), some 

respondents understood this to mean only people outside of the household. For 

example, one respondent (female, 52) said: “No, whatever we do is done by our 

family members… we don’t really need someone else”. If this inconsistency in 

understanding is present in the local context, it could be addressed by modifying 

the question to specify someone inside or outside the household.
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Resource Considerations

Cognitive interviewing of the land tenure module can significantly improve the quality 

of the survey operation and ensure the intended data is collected, and generally it can 

be done at a marginal cost relative to the costs of main fieldwork. The investment is 

centered on the interviewing teams – and that is an area that is critical for successful 

implementation. The duration of cognitive interviewing fieldwork can be very short, 

so qualified personnel are needed but for a limited time. If, for example, there are 

2 interviewing teams and a total of 16 in-depth interviews to be conducted with 

3 interviews conducted per team per day, fieldwork could be completed in 4-5 days, 

including focus group discussions. 

In general, a cognitive interviewing budget should include the following line items, the 

value of which depends on the local context:

 ▶ Trainer fees 

 ▶ Interviewing team fees

 ▶ Transportation for interviewing teams, as needed

 ▶ Respondent transportation allowance (for centralized interviews)

 ▶ Respondent incentives (if desired)

 ▶ Interviewing and training venue fees (if necessary)

 ▶ Audio recorders (1 per team)

 ▶ Stationery and printing
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Appendices

Appendix A. 
Example Consent Form

RESPONDENT CONSENT FORM
[STUDY NAME]
Cognitive Interviewing
A joint study by [ORGANIZATION 1] and [ORGANIZATION 2]

 ▶ The interviewer has explained the purpose of the interview and indicated the 

estimated duration of the interview and I understand.

 ▶ I have been offered the opportunity to ask any questions about the study.

 ▶ I understand that the interview will be recorded for research purposes.

 ▶ I understand that the responses and information I provide will be used for this 

research.

 ▶ I understand that I will remain anonymous and will not be personally identified in 

any reports or documentation related to the research.

 ▶ I understand that my participation is voluntary. 

 ▶ I have read and understood the above and freely consent to participating in this 

study, for which I sign below. 

Respondent’s given name and surname (please print clearly) ............................................

Respondent’s signature ..........................................................................................................

Interviewer’s given name and surname (please print clearly) .............................................

Date .........................................................................................................................................
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Appendix B.  
In-depth Interview Questionnaire, 
Version A

IN-DEPTH INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE
[STUDY NAME]
A joint study by [ORGANIZATION 1] and [ORGANIZATION 2]

INTERVIEWER: READ THESE INSTRUCTIONS TO THE RESPONDENT 
AT THE BEGINNING OF THE INTERVIEW

 ▶ Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview. 

1. The main goal of the project is to collect important information that will help develop 

new policies and programs to improve the land rights of the [COUNTRY] people. 

2. Now we are in the first stage of a survey on understanding land tenure. The 

purpose of this interview is to test how understandable our questions on land are. 

These questions will later be asked to people across the country.

 ▶ We want to find out if the questions in our survey are clear and simple to understand, 

and if they capture the necessary information about land.

 ▶ Your participation in this interview will help us find out how these questions are 

working, and eventually to improve them.

 ▶ The interview will last about 60 minutes. After some basic introductory questions 

about yourself, I will ask you about 10 to 12 survey questions that we are testing 

and record your answer, and then at times I will ask you some open questions about 

how you understand the questions and if you find them easy or difficult to answer.

 ▶ There are no right or wrong answers. Feel free to say whatever comes to mind about 

the questions.

 ▶ Everything that you tell me is confidential and will be kept private. 

 ▶ Before we begin, do you have any questions? 
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If using an audio recorder: I am going to record the interview as it is better if I can 

concentrate on our conversation rather than making lots of notes while we are talking.

Note takers & observer: [Note taker’s name] will be making notes of the interview as 

we go, which we will use in our analysis and [observer’s name] and myself will conduct 

the interview. 

Consent form: Before we start the interview, please can I ask you to read and sign this 

consent form to show that you understand why we are doing this research, what the 

research is used for, and that you agree to take part?

Ask respondent to sign two copies of the consent form and keep one. When the 

respondent has signed the consent forms, ask them if they have any questions and 

check that they are happy to continue before starting the interview. 

****** START AUDIO RECORDER ******
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SECTION 1. RESPONDENT DETAILS

DATE_INT Date of interview

NAME_INTERV Interviewer name

NAME_NOTE Note Taker’s name

NAME_OBS Observer name

ID_INT Interview ID number  [ ___ ___ ___ ___ ]

LOC_INT Interview Location 

NAME_RESP Respondent Name 

SEX_RESP Sex of the respondent

[__]  1. Male          [__ ] 2. Female

HHSIZE How many people are there in your household?  [ ___ ___ ]

RESID Place of residence (only the name, not the full address)

TYPE_RESID Type of residence 

[ __ ]  1. Urban       [ __ ]  2. Rural

AGE_RESP How old are you? [ ___ ___ ___ ] years

EDUC_LEV What is the highest level of education you have completed?

[ __ ] 1. No Education

[ __ ] 2. Primary

[ __ ] 3. General (Basic)

[ __ ] 4. Secondary

[ __ ] 5. Preliminary Vocational (Handicraft, Industrial)

[ __ ] 6. Middle Vocational (Technical College, College)

[ __ ] 7. Higher (Bachelor, Master)

[ __ ] 8. Post-Graduate

MAR_STATUS What is your marital status?

[ __ ] 1. MARRIED

[ __ ] 2. SINGLE, NEVER MARRIED

[ __ ] 3. DIVORCED/SEPARATED

[ __ ] 4. WIDOWED

AG_STATUS Has any member of your household engaged in agriculture in the last 12 months?

 [ __ ]  1. YES      [ __ ]  2. NO
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SECTION 2. LAND TENURE

Q0. Do you use, own, or hold use rights for any parcel of land, either alone or jointly with 

someone else, irrespective of whether the parcel is used by your or another household, 

and irrespective of the use of the parcel (including dwelling plot, agricultural, pastoral, 

forest and business/commercial plots)?

1. Yes

2. No  END OF QUESTIONS, GO TO PROBE 1

COMPLETE Q1 FOR ALL PARCELS, THEN GO THROUGH Q2-5 ONE PARCEL AT A TIME.

Pa
rc

el
 ID

Q1. Parcel Name

Please tell me about 
each parcel for which 
you currently use, own, 
or hold use rights for, 
either alone or with 
someone else. Please 
describe or give me the 
name of each parcel, 
starting with the 
parcel you reside on, if 
applicable.

Q2. What is 
the area of this 
[PARCEL]?

1. METER
2. HA
3. OTHER 
(SPECIFY)

Q3. How was 
this [PARCEL] 
acquired?

[INCLUDE 
COUNTRY-
RELEVANT 
RESPONSE 
OPTIONS]

Q4. Under 
which tenure 
system is this 
[PARCEL]?

[INCLUDE 
COUNTRY-
RELEVANT 
RESPONSE 
OPTIONS]

Q5. What are current 
uses of this [PARCEL]?

LIST UP TO 2

RESIDENTIAL ..............1
AGRICULTURAL ..........2
PASTORAL ..................3
FOREST .......................4
BUSINESS  
COMMERCIAL ............5
DON’T KNOW ............6
OTHER(SPECIFY) ........7

Area Unit Primary 
use

Secondary 
use

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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 COGNITIVE PROBES 

 PROBE 1: STOP NOW AND ASK COGNITIVE PROBES FOR QUESTIONS Q0 - Q5 

PROBE 1: PARCEL ROSTER

Question Lead probes Follow up probes  
(if needed)

NOTES  
(main issues observed)

Q0

(ask all)

What did you understand this 
question to be asking? 

What did you understand by:

• “Parcel”

• “Use”

• “Own”

• “Hold use rights”

How clear or unclear did you 
think this question was?

IF UNCLEAR, why was it 
unclear?

Do any other household 
members use, own, or hold 
use rights to other parcels of 
land not listed here?

If “yes” – Why did you not 
consider yourself to use, 
own, or hold use rights to 
that land?

IF ANSWER TO SURVEY 
QUESTION IS “NO”

What is the tenure status of 
the land on which you live?

Why do you not consider 
yourself to use or have use 
rights to the land that you 
live on?

END INTERVIEW IF Q0 = “NO”



Measuring Individuals’ Rights to Land: Cognitive Interviewing

27

PROBE 1: PARCEL ROSTER

Question Lead probes Follow up probes  
(if needed)

NOTES  
(main issues observed)

Q1 (ask all) What types of land have you 
included in the list of parcels? 

Is there any other type of 
land that you own, use, or 
have use rights to?

Q2 (ask all) How easy or difficult was 
it for you to answer this 
question? 

IF DIFFICULT: In what way was 
it difficult?

How confident are you in 
your answer?

How do you know the area of 
the parcel?

• Estimation?

• Information/document 
from Cadastral Agency?

• Other land document 
(lease, rental contract, 
etc.)?

• Other method?

Q3 (ask all) How easy or difficult was 
it for you to answer this 
question? 

IF DIFFICULT: In what way was 
it difficult?

Q4 (ask all) How easy or difficult was 
it for you to answer this 
question? 

IF DIFFICULT: In what way was 
it difficult?
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 RESUME LAND TENURE MODULE QUESTIONS 
Pa

rc
el

 ID

Q6.

Is there a document for this 
[PARCEL] issued by or registered 
at the Land Registry/Cadastral 
Agency, such as a title deed, 
certificate of ownership, certificate 
of hereditary acquisition, lease or 
rental contract?

1. Yes
2. No  NEXT PARCEL

Q7. 

What type of documents are there for this [PARCEL], and is your 
name listed on any of the documents as owner or use right holder?

SHOW PHOTO AID; SEE CODES BELOW

DOC #1 DOC #2 DOC #3

TYPE YOUR 
NAME 

LISTED?

TYPE YOUR 
NAME 

LISTED?

TYPE YOUR 
NAME 

LISTED?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

CODES FOR QUESTION 7:

Document types (to be customized for context): 

1. Title deed
2. Cadastral paper
3. Certificate of customary ownership
4. Certificate of occupancy
5. Certificate of hereditary acquisition
6. Survey plan
7. Rental contract, registered
8. Lease, registered
9. Other (specify)

Codes for your name listed?

1. Yes
2. No
98. Don’t know

99. Refusal
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 COGNITIVE PROBES 

PROBE 2: STOP NOW AND ASK COGNITIVE PROBES FOR QUESTIONS Q6-7.

PROBE 2: DOCUMENTATION

Question Lead probes Follow up probes  
(if needed)

NOTES  
(main issues observed)

Q6

(ask all)

What did you understand this 
question to be asking?

IF ANSWER TO SURVEY 
QUESTION IS “NO”

Is there a document that 
indicates your ownership or 
use rights for the parcel that 
is not issued by the Land 
Registry/Cadastral Agency?

• If “yes” – What type of 
document is there?

• Is your name on the 
document?

• If you needed to, could 
you use this document 
to provide proof of your 
rights to the land?

Q7 (ask all) How clear or unclear did you 
think this question was?

IF UNCLEAR, why was it 
unclear?
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 RESUME LAND TENURE MODULE QUESTIONS 
Pa

rc
el

 ID

Q8. INTERVIEWER:

Is this parcel rented 
or leased (short term), 
sharecropped in, or 
borrowed for free?

YES ....... 1 Q11
NO ........ 2

Q9.

Do you have the right 
to sell this [PARCEL], 
either alone or jointly 
with someone else?

YES ...................... 1
NO ....................... 2
DON’T KNOW ... 98 
REFUSAL ............ 99

Q10.

Do you have the 
right to bequeath 
this [PARCEL], either 
alone or jointly with 
someone else?

YES ...................... 1
NO ....................... 2
DON’T KNOW ... 98 
REFUSAL ............ 99

Q11.

On a scale from 1 to 5, where 
1 is not at all likely and 5 is 
extremely likely, how likely 
are you to involuntarily lose 
ownership or use rights to this 
[PARCEL] in the next 5 years?

NOT AT ALL LIKELY ...... 1
SLIGHTLY LIKELY .......... 2
MODERATELY LIKELY .. 3
VERY LIKELY ................. 4
EXTREMELY LIKELY ...... 5

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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 COGNITIVE PROBES 

PROBE 3: STOP NOW AND ASK COGNITIVE PROBES FOR QUESTIONS Q8-11.

PROBE 3: PERCEPTION & VALUATION

Question Lead probes Follow up probes  
(if needed)

NOTES  
(main issues observed)

Q9

(if 
applicable)

What did you understand this 
question to be asking?

IF ANSWER TO SURVEY 
QUESTION IS “NO”

Are there legal reasons that 
you do not have the right to 
sell the parcel(s)? 

If “no”, why do you not have 
the right to sell the land?

Q10 (if 
applicable)

What did you understand by 
“right to bequeath”?

How easy or difficult was it for 
you to answer this question? 

IF DIFFICULT: In what way was 
it difficult?

Q11 (ask all) What did you understand this 
question to be asking?

How easy or difficult was it for 
you to answer this question? 

IF DIFFICULT: In what way was 
it difficult?

Can you provide an example of 
a situation which involuntary 
loss of land would be 
“extremely likely”? And an 
example of a situation in which 
loss of land was “very likely”?

IF RESPONDENT ANSWERED 2, 
3, 4, OR 5 FOR ANY PARCEL:

What are the sources of risk to 
losing your land?

Do you feel any risk of 
personally losing rights to the 
land within your household? 
For example, may someone 
else in your household take 
away your rights to the 
land and keep the land for 
themselves?

If “yes” – did you consider 
this risk in your response to 
the survey question?
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 COGNITIVE PROBES 

PROBE 4: END OF INTERVIEW PROBING QUESTIONS.

PROBE 4: END OF INTERVIEW PROBE

Lead probes Follow up probes (if needed) NOTES (main issues observed)

How sensitive do you find these 
questions?

• Which questions are most 
sensitive?

• Why might people be hesitant 
to answer these questions?

How confidently could you 
answer these questions on behalf 
of your spouse, for parcels on 
which he/she has rights but you 
do not?

[SKIP IF NO SPOUSE]

• Which questions would be the 
most difficult to answer? Why?

How confidently could you 
answer these questions on behalf 
of a different adult household 
member (not a spouse), for 
parcels on which he/she has rights 
but you do not?

• Which questions would be the 
most difficult to answer? Why?

****** END INTERVIEW & STOP RECORDER ******
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Appendix C. 
In-depth Interview Questionnaire, 
Version B

IN-DEPTH INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE
[STUDY NAME]
A joint study by [ORGANIZATION 1] and [ORGANIZATION 2]

INTERVIEWER: READ THESE INSTRUCTIONS TO THE RESPONDENT 
AT THE BEGINNING OF THE INTERVIEW

 ▶ Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview. 

3. The main goal of the project is to collect important information that will help 

develop new policies and programs to improve the land rights of the [COUNTRY] 

people. 

4. Now we are in the first stage of a survey on understanding land tenure. The 

purpose of this interview is to test how understandable our questions on land are. 

These questions will later be asked to people across the country.

 ▶ We want to find out if the questions in our survey are clear and simple to understand, 

and if they capture the necessary information about land.

 ▶ Your participation in this interview will help us find out how these questions are 

working, and eventually to improve them.

 ▶ The interview will last about 45 minutes. After some basic introductory questions 

about yourself, I will ask you about 10 to 12 survey questions that we are testing 

and record your answer, and then at times I will ask you some open questions about 

how you understand the questions and if you find them easy or difficult to answer.

 ▶ There are no right or wrong answers. Feel free to say whatever comes to mind about 

the questions.

 ▶ Everything that you tell me is confidential and will be kept private. 

 ▶ Before we begin, do you have any questions? 
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If using an audio recorder: I am going to record the interview as it is better if I can 

concentrate on our conversation rather than making lots of notes while we are talking.

Note takers & observer: [Note taker’s name] will be making notes of the interview as 

we go, which we will use in our analysis and [observer’s name] and myself will conduct 

the interview. 

Consent form: Before we start the interview, please can I ask you to read and sign this 

consent form to show that you understand why we are doing this research, what the 

research is used for, and that you agree to take part?

Ask respondent to sign two copies of the consent form and keep one. When the 

respondent has signed the consent forms, ask them if they have any questions and 

check that they are happy to continue before starting the interview. 

****** START AUDIO RECORDER ******
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SECTION 1. RESPONDENT DETAILS

DATE_INT Date of interview

NAME_INTERV  Interviewer name

NAME_NOTE Note Taker’s name

NAME_OBS Observer name

ID_INT Interview ID number  [ ___ ___ ___ ___ ]

LOC_INT Interview Location

NAME_RESP Respondent Name

SEX_RESP Sex of the respondent

[__]  1. Male          [__ ]  2. Female

HHSIZE How many people are there in your household?  [ ___ ___ ]

RESID Place of residence (only the name, not the full address)

TYPE_RESID Type of residence 

[ __ ]  1. Urban       [ __ ]  2. Rural

AGE_RESP How old are you? [ ___ ___ ___ ] years

EDUC_LEV What is the highest level of education you have completed?

[ __ ] 1. No Education

[ __ ] 2. Primary

[ __ ] 3. General (Basic)

[ __ ] 4. Secondary

[ __ ] 5. Preliminary Vocational (Handicraft, Industrial)

[ __ ] 6. Middle Vocational (Technical College, College)

[ __ ] 7. Higher (Bachelor, Master)

[ __ ] 8. Post-Graduate

MAR_STATUS What is your marital status?

[ __ ] 1. MARRIED

[ __ ] 2. SINGLE, NEVER MARRIED

[ __ ] 3. DIVORCED/SEPARATED

[ __ ] 4. WIDOWED

AG_STATUS Has any member of your household engaged in agriculture in the last 12 months?

 [ __ ]  1. YES      [ __ ]  2. NO
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SECTION 2. LAND TENURE

Q1. Do you use, own, or hold use rights for any parcel of land, either alone or jointly with 

someone else, irrespective of whether the parcel is used by your or another household, 

and irrespective of the use of the parcel (including dwelling plot, agricultural, pastoral, 

forest and business/commercial plots)?

1. Yes

2. No  END OF QUESTIONS, GO TO PROBE 1

Q2. Do you currently use, own, or hold use rights for any agricultural land (including 

pastoral land), either alone or jointly with someone else?

1. Yes

2. No  Q8 (SKIP PROBE 2)

Q3. Is there a document for any agricultural land you own or hold use rights to that 

is issued by or registered at the Land Registry/Cadastral Agency, such as a title deed, 

certificate of ownership, certificate of hereditary acquisition, lease or rental contract? 

1. Yes

2. No  Q5 

Q4. What type of documents are there for the agricultural land you own or hold use 

rights to, and is your name listed on any of the documents as owner or right use holder? 

[SHOW PHOTO AID; SEE CODES BELOW]

Document Type  Name on Document?

Document #1

Document #2

Document #3

CODES FOR QUESTION 4:

Document types (to be customized for context): 

1. Title deed
2. Cadastral paper
3. Certificate of customary ownership
4. Certificate of occupancy
5. Certificate of hereditary acquisition
6. Survey plan
7. Rental contract, registered
8. Lease, registered
9. Other (specify)
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Codes for your name on document:

1. Yes
2. No
98. Don’t know

99. Refusal

Q5. Do you have the right to sell any of the agricultural land you own or hold use rights 

to, either alone or jointly with someone else?

1. Yes

2. No

98. Don’t know

99. Refusal

Q6. Do you have the right to bequeath any of the agricultural land you own or hold use 

rights to, either alone or jointly with someone else?

1. Yes

2. No

98. Don’t know

99. Refusal

Q7. On a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 is not at all likely and 5 is extremely likely, how likely 

are you to involuntarily lose ownership or use rights to any of the agricultural land you 

own or hold use rights to in the next 5 years?

1. Not all likely

2. Slightly likely

3. Moderately likely

4. Very likely

5. Extremely likely
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 COGNITIVE PROBES 

PROBE 1: STOP NOW AND ASK COGNITIVE PROBES FOR QUESTIONS Q1-7.

PROBE 1: AGRICULTURAL LAND

Question Lead probes Follow up probes  
(if needed)

NOTES  
(main issues observed)

Q1

(ask all)

What did you understand this 
question to be asking? 

What did you understand by:

• “Parcel”

• “Use”

• “Own”

• “Hold use rights”

How clear or unclear did you 
think this question was?

IF UNCLEAR, why was it 
unclear?

IF ANSWER TO SURVEY 
QUESTION IS “NO”

Do any other household 
members use, own, or hold use 
rights to land that is used for 
agriculture?

• If “yes” – Why did you not 
consider yourself to use, 
own, or hold use rights to 
that land?

END INTERVIEW IF Q1 = “NO”
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PROBE 1: AGRICULTURAL LAND

Question Lead probes Follow up probes  
(if needed)

NOTES  
(main issues observed)

Q2 (if 
applicable)

How easy or difficult was it for 
you to answer this question? 

IF DIFFICULT: In what way was 
it difficult?

Are any of the parcels of 
land you own used for 
both agricultural and non-
agricultural purposes?

IF “YES” – Did you include 
that mixed use land in 
the discussion of the 
agricultural land?

IF ANSWER TO SURVEY 
QUESTION IS “YES”

How many parcels of land 
do you use, own of hold use 
rights to that are used for 
agricultural purposes?

Q3

(if 
applicable)

How easy or difficult was it for 
you to answer this question? 

IF DIFFICULT: In what way was 
it difficult?

What did you understand this 
question to be asking?

Do you have a document from 
the Land Registry/Cadastral 
Agency for some, but not all, 
of the agricultural land you 
own, use, or hold use rights to?

• IF “YES” – how did you 
decide to answer yes or no 
to this question?

IF ANSWER TO SURVEY 
QUESTION IS “NO”

Is there a document that 
indicates your ownership 
or use rights for any of the 
agricultural land that is not 
issued by the Land Registry/
Cadastral Agency?

• If “yes” – What type of 
document(s) is there?

• Is your name on the 
document(s)?

• If you needed to, could 
you use this document(s) 
to provide proof of your 
rights to any of the land?
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PROBE 1: AGRICULTURAL LAND

Question Lead probes Follow up probes  
(if needed)

NOTES  
(main issues observed)

Q4 (if 
applicable)

How clear or unclear did you 
think this question was?

IF UNCLEAR, why was it 
unclear?

Q5

(if 
applicable)

What did you understand this 
question to be asking?

Do you have the right to 
sell some, but not all, of the 
agricultural land you own, use, 
or hold use rights to?

• IF “YES” – how did you 
decide to answer yes or no 
to this question?

IF ANSWER TO SURVEY 
QUESTION IS “NO”

Are there legal reasons that 
you do not have the right to 
sell any of the agricultural 
land? 

• If “no”, why do you not 
have the right to sell any 
of the land?

Q6 (if 
applicable)

What did you understand by 
“right to bequeath”?

How easy or difficult was it for 
you to answer this question? 

IF DIFFICULT: In what way was 
it difficult?

Do you have the right to 
bequeath some, but not all, of 
the agricultural land you own, 
use, or hold use rights to?

• IF “YES” – how did you 
decide to answer yes or no 
to this question?
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PROBE 1: AGRICULTURAL LAND

Question Lead probes Follow up probes  
(if needed)

NOTES  
(main issues observed)

Q7 (if 
applicable)

What did you understand this 
question to be asking?

How easy or difficult was it for 
you to answer this question? 

IF DIFFICULT: In what way was 
it difficult?

Can you provide an example of 
a situation which involuntary 
loss of land would be 
“extremely likely”? And an 
example of a situation in which 
loss of land was “very likely”?

IF RESPONDENT ANSWERED 2, 
3, 4, OR 5 TO Q7:

What are the sources of risk to 
losing your land?

• Do you feel any risk of 
personally losing rights 
to the land within your 
household? For example, 
may someone else in your 
household take away 
your rights to the land 
and keep the land for 
themselves?

• If “yes” – did you consider 
this risk in your response 
to the survey question?
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 RESUME LAND TENURE MODULE QUESTIONS 

Q8. Do you currently use, own, or hold use rights for any non-agricultural land (including 

pastoral land), either alone or jointly with someone else?

3. Yes

4. No  SKIP TO PROBE 3

Q9. Is there a document for any non-agricultural land you own or hold use rights to that 

is issued by or registered at the Land Registry/Cadastral Agency, such as a title deed, 

certificate of ownership, certificate of hereditary acquisition, lease or rental contract? 

3. Yes

4. No  Q11

Q10. What type of documents are there for the non-agricultural land you own or hold 

use rights to, and is your name listed on any of the documents as owner or right use 

holder? [SHOW PHOTO AID; SEE CODES BELOW]

Document Type  Name on Document?

Document #1

Document #2

Document #3

CODES FOR QUESTION 10:

Document types (to be customized for context):

1. Title deed
2. Cadastral paper
3. Certificate of customary ownership
4. Certificate of occupancy
5. Certificate of hereditary acquisition
6. Survey plan
7. Rental contract, registered
8. Lease, registered
9. Other (specify)

Codes for your name on document:

1. Yes
2. No
98. Don’t know

99. Refusal
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Q11. Do you have the right to sell any of the non-agricultural land you own or hold use 

rights to, either alone or jointly with someone else?

3. Yes

4. No

98. Don’t know

99. Refusal

Q12. Do you have the right to bequeath any of the non-agricultural land you own or 

hold use rights to, either alone or jointly with someone else?

3. Yes

4. No

98. Don’t know

99. Refusal

Q13. On a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 is not at all likely and 5 is extremely likely, how likely 

are you to involuntarily lose ownership or use rights to any of the non-agricultural land 

you own or hold use rights to in the next 5 years?

1. Not all likely

2. Slightly likely

3. Moderately likely

4. Very likely

5. Extremely likely
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 COGNITIVE PROBES 

PROBE 2: STOP NOW AND ASK COGNITIVE PROBES FOR QUESTIONS Q8-13.

PROBE 2: NON-AGRICULTURAL LAND

Question Lead probes Follow up probes  
(if needed)

NOTES  
(main issues observed)

Q8 (ask all) IF ANSWER TO SURVEY 
QUESTION IS “NO”

Do any other household 
members use, own, or hold use 
rights to land that is used for 
non-agricultural purposes?

If “yes” – Why did you not 
consider yourself to use, 
own, or hold use rights to 
that land?

If “no” – What is the status 
of the land on which you 
live? Why do you not 
consider yourself to use or 
have use rights to the land 
that you live on?

IF ANSWER TO SURVEY 
QUESTION IS “YES”

How many parcels of land 
do you use, own or hold use 
rights to that are used for non-
agricultural purposes?

Does this include any parcels 
of land that are also used 
for agricultural purposes 
and that were considered in 
the first set of questions on 
agricultural land?

 IF Q8 = “NO”, MOVE TO PROBING 3

Q9

(ask all)

How easy or difficult was it for 
you to answer this question? 

IF DIFFICULT: In what way was 
it difficult?

SKIP IF Q3 WAS ANSWERED: 
What did you understand this 
question to be asking?

Do you have a document from 
the Land Registry/Cadastral 
Agency for some, but not all, 
of the non-agricultural land 
you own, use, or hold use 
rights to?

IF “YES” – how did you 
decide to answer yes or no 
to this question?

IF ANSWER TO SURVEY 
QUESTION IS “NO”

Is there a document that 
indicates your ownership or 
use rights for any of the non-
agricultural land that is not 
issued by the Land Registry/
Cadastral Agency?

If “yes” – What type of 
document(s) is there?

Is your name on the 
document(s)?

If you needed to, could 
you use this document(s) to 
provide proof of your rights 
to any of the land?
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PROBE 2: NON-AGRICULTURAL LAND

Question Lead probes Follow up probes  
(if needed)

NOTES  
(main issues observed)

Q10 (ask all) SKIP IF Q4 WAS ANSWERED: 

How clear or unclear did you 
think this question was?

IF UNCLEAR, why was it 
unclear?

Q11

(if 
applicable)

SKIP IF Q5 WAS ANSWERED: 

What did you understand this 
question to be asking?

Do you have the right to sell 
some, but not all, of the non-
agricultural land you own, use, 
or hold use rights to?

IF “YES” – how did you 
decide to answer yes or no 
to this question?

IF ANSWER TO SURVEY 
QUESTION IS “NO”

Are there legal reasons that 
you do not have the right to 
sell any of the non-agricultural 
land? 

If “no”, why do you not 
have the right to sell any of 
that land?

Q12 (if 
applicable)

SKIP IF Q6 WAS ANSWERED: 

What did you understand by 
“right to bequeath”?

How easy or difficult was it for 
you to answer this question? 

IF DIFFICULT: In what way was 
it difficult?

Do you have the right to 
bequeath some, but not all, of 
the non-agricultural land you 
own, use, or hold use rights to?

IF “YES” – how did you 
decide to answer yes or no 
to this question?
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PROBE 2: NON-AGRICULTURAL LAND

Question Lead probes Follow up probes  
(if needed)

NOTES  
(main issues observed)

Q13 (ask all) SKIP IF Q7 WAS ANSWERED: 

What did you understand this 
question to be asking?

How easy or difficult was it for 
you to answer this question? 

IF DIFFICULT: In what way was 
it difficult?

SKIP IF Q7 WAS ANSWERED: 

Can you provide an example of 
a situation which involuntary 
loss of land would be 
“extremely likely”? And an 
example of a situation in which 
loss of land was “very likely”?

IF RESPONDENT ANSWERED 2, 
3, 4, OR 5 TO Q13:

What are the sources of risk to 
losing your land?

Do you feel any risk of 
personally losing rights 
to the land within your 
household? For example, 
may someone else in your 
household take away your 
rights to the land and keep 
the land for themselves?

If “yes” – did you consider 
this risk in your response to 
the survey question?
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COGNITIVE PROBES 

PROBE 3: ASK END OF INTERVIEW PROBING QUESTIONS.

PROBE 3: END OF INTERVIEW PROBE

Lead probes Follow up probes  
(if needed)

NOTES  
(main issues observed)

How sensitive do you find these 
questions?

• Which questions are most 
sensitive?

• Why might people be hesitant 
to answer these questions?

How confidently could you 
answer these questions on behalf 
of your spouse, for land on which 
he/she has rights but you do not?

• Which questions would be the 
most difficult to answer? Why?

How confidently could you 
answer these questions on behalf 
of a different adult household 
member (not a spouse), for land 
on which he/she has rights but 
you do not?

• Which questions would be the 
most difficult to answer? Why?

****** END INTERVIEW & STOP RECORDER ******
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Appendix D.  
Interview Recording Template

INTERVIEW RECORDING TEMPLATE
[STUDY NAME]
Cognitive Interviewing
A joint study by [ORGANIZATION 1] and [ORGANIZATION 2]

TO BE FILLED BY NOTE-TAKER, BASED ON DISCUSSION WITH 
INTERVIEWER AND OBSERVER.

1. Case details:

Interview ID number

Interviewer name

Note-taker name

Observer name

Interview date 

Interview location 

Respondent age

Respondent sex

Place of Residence of Respondent  
(not full address)

Respondent highest education level

Household Size
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2. Specific comments 

These sections should be completed through discussion with the interviewer, observer, 

and note-taker.

a. difficulties which appeared regularly

b. sections or questions that were very easy for the respondent to answer

c. any relationships noticed between questions (either by the respondent or the interviewer), 

such as whether the respondent interpreted two questions to be asking the same thing, 

if the response to one question rendered another question irrelevant, etc. 
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d. comments on the burden of the questionnaire/interview

e. any other issues you consider relevant to the analysis of the interview

3. Key Points & Potential Changes

Indicate the key points/things to note for potential changes to the instrument or 

interviewer training. 
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Appendix E.  
Observer Recording Template

OBSERVER RECORDING TEMPLATE
[STUDY NAME]
Cognitive Interviewing
A joint study by [ORGANIZATION 1] and [ORGANIZATION 2]

For use as a tool for the observer, to quickly and thoroughly 
monitor non-verbal reactions to specific land tenure questions 
which may help with targeting probing questions. 

Interview ID number:  ............................................................................................................

Mark with “x” when the behavior is present.

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12

Head movements

Crossed arms

Open arms

Looks into 
interviewer’s eyes

Avoids looking at 
interviewer

Laughter

Closes face with 
hands
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MEASURING 
INDIVIDUALS’RIGHTS 
TO LAND
An Integrated Approach to Data Collection 
for SDG Indicators 1.4.2 and 5.a.1

A COMPANION GUIDE FOR COGNITIVE INTERVIEWING



About this publication

This guide is intended to support cognitive interviewing in preparation for the implementation of the 

questionnaire module on measuring land tenure at the individual level, for monitoring SDGs 1.4.2 and 

5.a.1, as described in FAO, World Bank, and UN-Habitat (2019). By implementing a cognitive interviewing 

phase prior to the implementation of the land tenure module, practitioners can, in a cost-effective 

manner, ensure the module is properly designed and implemented for the specific context. In doing so, 

they gain an understanding of the way key concepts and questions are understood by respondents and 

validate the translation of the instruments (as relevant). Together, this publication and that of FAO, World 

Bank, and UN-Habitat (2019) aim to facilitate the successful, efficient, and cross-country comparable 

data collection for computation of SDG indicators 1.4.2 and 5.a.1.
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