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COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
A TEMPLATE DEVELOPED FOR THE CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY EDUCATOR QUALITY CENTER 
EDQ DATAVIEW SYSTEM* 

WHAT IS A COGNITIVE INTERVIEW? 

A cognitive interview is a structured interaction between an interviewer and a respondent in which the respondent 
is asked to complete a task, such as answering a survey or exploring a dashboard, while the interviewer asks 
probing questions about the respondent’s choices, actions, thoughts, and experiences as they complete the task. 
The goal is for the interviewer to gain a deeper understanding of the respondent’s experience than would be 
possible based on the results of the survey or the task alone. 

WHY USE A COGNITIVE INTERVIEW TO EVALUATE A DASHBOARD TOOL? 

Cognitive interviews can be a very efficient way to gather high-quality feedback on a wide variety of aspects of a 
dashboard tool. The depth of feedback is much greater than alternative feedback collection mechanisms such as 
user surveys, and while providing a more systematic framework for collecting the feedback than unstructured 
conversations with users. While cognitive interviews do require a greater up-front investment of time than many 
alterative data collection mechanisms, the volume of actionable feedback that can be gleaned from them provides 
a fantastic return on that investment. 

There are some additional ancillary benefits to conducting cognitive interviews. In addition to gathering feedback 
on the dashboard itself, the interviews are a window into how target users think about and approach data use, and 
how they hope to use your tool. Surfacing data practices and culture provide important context that can be useful 
for designing supports, training, and outreach for the dashboard. Interviews also provide a natural opportunity to 
collect user quotes that can be used in future communications campaigns promoting use of the dashboard. 
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PREPARING TO CONDUCT COGNITIVE INTERVIEWS 

• Aim to recruit between 12 and 20 individuals. The total time investment per respondent will likely be 1.5 
to 2 hours for the respondent, and 2-4 hours for the interviewer. 

• From within the target audience for the dashboard, recruit individuals from a range of roles and levels of 
comfortability with technology. If different sites or communities are a component of your audience, 
recruit individuals from a sample of sites. For example, if you have 500 users across 20 sites, you might 
recruit three individuals per site from a sample of five of the sites, where each of the three represents a 
different role. 

• Plan to conduct the interviews over a screen-sharing conferencing software, so you can have a close-up 
view of the user’s screen without invading their personal space. Set up and send video-conference 
meeting invitations for each interview session. 

• Cognitive interviews will likely be unfamiliar to the individuals you recruit. Before the scheduled cognitive 
interview, explain in the process in brief, general terms. Consider holding a brief kickoff video conference 
with all users to explain the process, with a side benefit of ensuring that each knows how to join a video 
conference meeting before the day of the cognitive interview. 

• Consider providing access to the dashboard and one or more training tools or resources prior to the 
interview and asking the respondent to spend a short amount of time (15-30 minutes) exploring the 
dashboard on their own. There are pros and cons to this approach: you won’t capture their very first 
impressions of the dashboard, but it may be more helpful to know what they’re able to figure out and 
what is still confusing after a short period of self-guided exploration. Additionally, the extra time to reflect 
may surface more questions and thoughts about the data and dashboards than if respondents are put on 
the spot during their first view of the dashboard. 

• Plan to record the interview so you can revisit it for note-taking and coding. 
• If multiple individuals will be conducting interviews, walk through the protocol together before the first 

interview. For consistency, limit the number of interviewers to 2 to 3 if possible. For the first interview 
each interviewer conducts, have all other interviewers join as note-takers or observers, or watch a 
recording of the interview if that isn’t possible. After these initial interviews, take time to share thoughts 
and reflections among the interviewers, make tweaks to the script or protocol as needed, and check in 
about expectations for consistency among the interviewers. 

• Email the interviewee to remind him/her of the cognitive interview one day prior to the scheduled 
interview.  Remind the interviewee to explore the dashboard prior to the interview, if applicable. 
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INSTRUCTIONS FOR CONDUCTING THE COGNITIVE INTERVIEW 

SETUP PRIOR TO THE COGNITIVE INTERVIEW 

1. Allow at least 15 minutes before the start of a cognitive interview to prepare. 
2. Assemble the following materials: 

a. Meeting invitation/video conference details 
b. Cognitive Interview Protocol 
c. Note-taking sheet 

3. Test the video conferencing software including recording ability. 
4. Test-run the interview protocol and questions with a colleague to ensure that they are clear and 

discernible to future interviewees. 

TIPS FOR CONDUCTING THE COGNITIVE INTERVIEW 

• Allow enough time so that the cognitive interview is not rushed. Collecting more complete, in-depth 
responses to fewer questions will be more useful than minimal or shallow responses to more questions. 

• Provide verbal reinforcement to let the interviewee know that you are listening, saying ‘okay,’ or ‘I see.’ 
• Encourage the interviewee to provide specifics about what s/he is thinking. 
• Listen to what sections or visualizations the interviewee mentions so you can probe further on these 

items later, if needed.  For example, if an interviewee says s/he ‘liked’ a visualization or thought a section 
s/he explored was ‘interesting,’ but does not explain why, probe with additional questions.  Use the 
prompts/probes in Tables 1 and 2 as a guide. 

• Unless you are unable to record the interview, focus on bigger-picture themes and observations in your 
live note-taking, and note items you want to probe the interviewee about further. You will later use the 
recording of the interview to make detailed observations of user actions. 

BEGINNING THE COGNITIVE INTERVIEW  

GUIDELINES IF THE INTERVIEWEE ARRIVES ON TIME  

1. Introduce yourself, thank the interviewee for coming, and provide instruction for launching the 
dashboard. 

2. Establish rapport with the interviewee to ease anxiety that s/he may have about participating in the 
cognitive interview. 

3. Remind the interviewee about the purpose of the project and tell him/her you are interested in hearing 
what s/he has to say about the dashboard; explain that during the interview you will not be answering 
questions, but that there will be time at the end to do so. 

4. Request permission to record the interview and begin recording. Let the interviewee know how the data 
will be used. If you will be using the interview to collect quotes, let the interviewee know if his or her 
name will be affiliated with any remarks, and whether they will have an opportunity to review quotes and 
approve their use. If there is any problem with recording, be very attentive to note-taking. 

5. Record the start time on the interview note-taking form and begin the interview script. 

GUIDELINES IF THE INTERVIEWEE ARRIVES ON LATE OR DOES NOT SHOW UP 

1. If the interviewee arrives late and you have enough time to do the warm-up and cognitive interview… 
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Conduct the cognitive interview. 

2. If the interviewee arrives late and you do not have enough time to do the warm-up and cognitive 
interview… 

Explain that the time left will not allow you to hear his/her comments about the materials. For 
example: ‘We’re getting a little bit of a late start, and it would be great to have an hour for this 

activity. Would you be able to stay a little beyond [original end time]?’ Or reschedule. 

3. If the interviewee does not show up… 

Call the interviewee, confirm the date and time of your session, express your interest in talking with 
him/her, and reschedule the pre-interview and cognitive interview. Tell the interviewee to allow 60 

minutes. 

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW SCRIPT 

WARM-UP (5-10 MINUTES) 

“Before we begin the actual interview, I’d like to ask you a ‘warm-up’ question to introduce you to the think 
aloud process. In thinking aloud, please know there are no wrong answers.  I am only interested in knowing 
what is going through your mind.  Any information you provide during this warm-up will not be used in our 
analysis; this session is merely to help us both become familiar and comfortable with the ‘think aloud’ process.”   

“Try to visualize a place where you’ve lived. It could be your current home or a place you’ve lived in the past. As 
you think about that place, think about how many windows there are in that place or in part of that place if it’s 
very large.  As you move through the place and count the windows, tell me what you are seeing and thinking 
about.” (Willis, 1994)  

• Give positive feedback for what the interviewee did well. E.g. “The way you described the details of 
your thoughts was really great. That’s exactly the level of detail that I’ll be asking you to ‘think aloud’ in 
the activity today.” 

• If the interviewee struggled with this warm up, demonstrate with your own response to the above 
prompt, modeling “thinking aloud” with rich details.  

INTRODUCTION (5 MINUTES) 

“Thank you for participating in this cognitive interview.  Your participation will help us to determine if there are 
any last minute adjustments that need to be made before the CSU system-wide launch; and help to inform future 
dashboard development.” 

 “The purpose of this interview is give us insight about how you navigate through the dashboard and determine 
what areas you find most useful/challenging to use.” 

 “During the interview, I’m going to ask you to explore the EdQ DataView Program Perceptions dashboard.  Take as 
much time as you need to look over each area with in the dashboard.  As you look over the areas, I will ask you 
some questions about what you are thinking.  I will be taking a few notes and recording our Zoom session.  This will 
help me remember what you said.”  
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“Please comment aloud as you go through each area of the dashboard. There are no wrong things to say. I am 
interested in hearing all your thoughts and reactions. If you have questions that you would like to ask about the 
dashboards, I’ll ask you to hold them till the end of our interview time; as we want to ensure that we use this time 
to track your experience. Do you have any questions about the interview process before we get started?”  

"We will now get started with the cognitive interview." 

“First, I am going to ask you some questions about the dashboard and your experience exploring the 
dashboard." 

INITIAL QUESTIONS (5 MINUTES) 

1. “What did you do with the dashboard after you received access?” 

2. “How long ago did you explore the dashboard?” 

NAVIGATION QUESTIONS (25-30 MINUTES) 

3. “Imagine that you are preparing for a meeting with your close colleagues in which you will look over and 
discuss each area of the dashboard together to identify areas of strength and opportunities for 
improvement in your program. Now, please look over the dashboard. Take as much time as you would like 
to look over the areas within the dashboard. As you’re doing this, tell me out loud any thoughts that come 
to mind.” 

a. Use the probes and prompts in Tables 1 and 2 as needed. Repeat for each section the 
interviewee views or interacts with. 

b. If the dashboard contains multiple sections (e.g. pages or tabs), interviewees may need 
prompting to explore another section. If it seems that they’ve exhausted their thoughts on the 
current section, you may ask “Is there another section or area of the dashboard you’re like to 
explore?” 

4. “As you looked over the dashboard, did you find the types of data and displays you were hoping to find?” 

a. IF NO, PROBE: “What data or visualizations were you hoping to find what were not present? 
What parts of your work would those data or visualizations support?” 

b. IF YES, PROBE: “What parts of your work would these data and visualizations support?” 

5. “As you interacted with the dashboard, did you find kinds of interactivity and functionality you were 
hoping to find?” 

a. IF NO, PROBE: “What kinds of interactivity and functionality did you feel were missing? Can you 
articulate why those elements are important to your work?” 

b. IF YES, PROBE: “What aspects of the interactivity and functionality are most useful in your 
work?” 

6. As you looked over the dashboard, did it hold your attention? 

a. IF NO, PROBE: “Why do you think it didn’t hold your attention? What else were you thinking 
about?” 

b. IF YES, PROBE: “Why do you think it held your attention?” 

CLOSING QUESTIONS (10-15 MINUTES) 
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8. What other thoughts did you have about the dashboard that you haven’t already shared? 

9. What do you think was most useful to you? 

10. What did you find challenging about the dashboard? 

11. We provided a number of resources to support you in navigating and exploring the dashboard. What 
supporting resource was most helpful to you as you explored the dashboard for the first time? 

12. Can you see using this dashboard with colleagues? If so, how? 

13. Would you recommend the dashboard to your colleagues? For what purposes would you recommend 
using the dashboard? 

CLOSING (10 MINUTES) 

“Thank you for taking time to answer these questions and for your participation in this project.  Please feel free to 
share any other comments that you haven’t shared to this point.”  

• Pause to allow the interviewee time to share additional comments. 

“Your input will be very helpful for insight on the dashboard use. What questions do you have?”  

• Answer any questions and thank the interviewee for his/her participation. 

IMMEDIATELY AFTER THE INTERVIEW 

• Record the stop time of the interview on the interview recording form. 
• Record in the ‘notes’ section of the recording forms any notes, comments, or reactions you had about 

the cognitive interview, such as what went well, what didn’t go well, distractions, etc. 
• Save notes and cognitive interview recording 

ANALYZING THE INTERVIEW RESPONSES 

1. Create a list of the discrete elements of your dashboard. Be specific. These could include: 
a. Individual visualizations (e.g. overview visualization, main outcomes visualization , detailed 

outcomes visualization, summary outcomes table, overview map) 
b. Interactive elements (e.g., site filter, program filter,  demographic grouping/aggregation selector, 

tab navigation, highlight action on map, select action on summary table, drill-down action on 
overview visualization, download action from overview tab) 

c. Terms or phrases (e.g. terms used in program filter, explanatory text on overview tab, 
explanatory text on map tab, instructions for filtering on overview tab, terms used in 
grouping/aggregation selector) 

2. For each interview, use the interview recording to code each of the discrete elements into one of the 
following for categories: 

a. 2: uses or understands with ease 
b. 1: uses or understands with some difficulty 
c. 0: unable to use or understand effectively 
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d. NA or blank: did not observe interaction with this element in this interview 
e. Use a separate “Notes” column to add additional context or reasons for the score as needed 

3. Analyze the quantitative coding across interviewees to determine common points of confusion or 
frustration, as well as elements that are intuitive or well-understood, and use this analysis together with 
your qualitative notes and observations to prioritize adjustments to the dashboard or development of 
additional resources and supports 

4. Tip: the quantitative analysis is most useful for understanding how well the current dashboard elements 
are working so that they can be tweaked as needed; the qualitative notes often provide broader ideas 
about larger priorities for development, such as the development of new visualizations or functionality or 
the addition of other data sources 

 
*Adapted from: Shafer, K., Lohse, B. How to Conduct a Cognitive Interview: A Nutrition Education Example. IFAFS 

Competitive Grants Program/USDA, Kansas Agricultural Experiment Station, and NC219. Retrieved from: 
http://www.au.af.mil/au/awc/awcgate/usda/cog_interview.pdf 
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TABLE 1: PROMPTS DURING EXPLORATION 

If the interviewee:  You may respond:  

Asks what s/he is supposed to do… 

 

“I am interested in what you are thinking as you look 
over the dashboard.  Do whatever you need to help 
you think aloud about the dashboard.”  

“Tell me what you are thinking.”  

Appears to be having difficulty thinking aloud…  “What thoughts are going through your mind right 
now?” 

“What thoughts come to mind while you look at that 
section or visualization?” 

Is thinking aloud with no difficulty…   “That’s great.  Thinking out loud like this is just what I 
need.”   

“Good. Your comments are helping me understand 
what you’re thinking about.” 

Asks you questions about the dashboard… “I’m very interested in knowing what questions you 
have; however, due to the nature of this interview, I 
cannot answer your questions at this time.  I will write 
down your questions and I will follow-up with you on 
your questions after this interview.  Please continue to 
express any questions you have.  It will be helpful to 
know what questions you have about the dashboard.”  
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TABLE 2:  SAMPLE PROBES 

Items mentioned while 
reviewing exploring the 
dashboard 

Probe(s) 

Graphics  You mentioned (insert graphic name).  What thoughts came to mind while looking 
at (insert graphic name)?  

Sections/phrases/terms You mentioned the language used in (section/phrase/term):  

1. What thoughts came to mind while reading (section/phrase/term)? 
2. Was the language used in (section/phrase/term) familiar to you? 
3. Does the language used in (section/phrase/term) reflect the way you talk 

about that concept in your educator preparation community? 

Actions You commented on selecting/searching for/filtering (insert data name):  

1. What thoughts came to mind while selecting/searching for/filtering (insert 
data name)? 

2. What made you decide to look at (insert data name)? 

Design/color/format You commented on the (design/color/design) of (section/visualization).  What 
thoughts did you have about the (design/color/format)?  



 

 

 

Notes: 

 

Cognitive Interview Note-taking Form 

 

Interviewer:  ________________________  

Interviewee: ________________________  

Interviewee role: ________________________  

Site:  _____________________ 

 

Date: ________________________  

Start Time: ___________________    

Stop Time: ___________________   

Interview recorded:   Yes     No 
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