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1. Introduction 

This resource presents the key trade-offs between different income data collection toolkits1 to help 

practitioners make appropriate choices when devising an approach to smallholder household income 

measurement.  It supplements the ‘income measurement practitioner’s guide’ which describes the 

considerations and choices an organisation should make when choosing an approach to income 

measurement relative to living income. The information in this document can be used to support users 

interpret the practitioner’s guide and the methodology selection framework it presents. 

Details on the following measurement toolkits are described in this document: 

• Farmer field book assessments and record keeping: The keeping and submission of income 

revenue and cost records by smallholders or farming households over time.  
 

• Farm level household recall surveys: Enumerator interviews with smallholders or relevant 

household members, or self-submission of income data by smallholders via questionnaire. 
 

• Focus group discussions: Structured group discussions with farmers, cooperatives, selected 

households, or communities that gather income data through deliberation and consensus. 
 

• Key informant interviews:  One-on-one conversations with key informants that have specific 

knowledge on incomes and practices in the measurement context. Ken informants can include 

researchers, extension advisors, service providers and community leaders.  
 

• Secondary data sourcing, extrapolation, and modelling: Leveraging income data that has 

already been collected, either from identified secondary sources, extrapolated from 

incomplete primary data, or through modelled relationships with other primary metrics2.  

 

A combination of these methods can be employed in a hybrid approach to pragmatically measure 

household incomes, Different techniques can be used to enumerate different income sources (e.g., on-

farm, off-farm, and other), and their sub-components (e.g., primary crop revenue, and costs of 

production). See the ‘income measurement practitioner’s guide’ for more information. 

Selecting the right combination of methods requires an understanding of the trade-offs between 

different methodological toolkits. In Table 1, the key benefits, limitations, choices, and considerations 

associated with each of these methodologies are summarised. These are then described in detail in the 

remainder of this document. Links to real life examples, additional guidance, and relative cost3 

considerations are provided at the end of each section.  

 

 
1 The income measurement methods are described as ‘toolkits’ because each comes with different options and 
choices, meaning any two applications of the same method could be vastly different. E.g., household surveys can 
be conducted in-person by enumerators, over the phone, or be completed by household members themselves.  
 

2 Primary data is data that is collected by a researcher from first-hand sources. Secondary data is data gathered 
from studies, surveys, or experiments that have been run by others or for other research (e.g., census data). 
 

3 Implementation costs can be highly variable - influenced by the scale of application, the actors involved, and the 
locations of data collection. The relativistic costings provided in this document are somewhat vague and should 
be considered with caution. They have merely been included to give a sense of the resource intensiveness of the 
different methods presented. 

https://www.living-income.com/licopresources
https://www.living-income.com/licopresources


2. Overview of key methodological trade-offs 
 

 Farmer field books and 
record keeping 

Farm level household recall 
surveys 

Focus group discussions Key informant interviews 
Secondary data sourcing, 

extrapolation, and modelling 

B
en

efits 

+ Can generate highly detailed 
and precise data. 

+ Inclusive, giving power to 
smallholders. 

+ Supports farmer 
professionalisation. 

+ Can directly inform income 
self-improvement. 

+ Information per farmer. 

+ Flexible to implement. 

+ Easily combined with existing 
farmer interactions and data 
collection activities. 

+ Can collect more sensitive 
data if approached correctly. 

+ Information per farmer. 

+ Less resource intensive with 
fewer touchpoints. 

+ Good for gaining qualitative 
info and understanding 
direction of change. 

+ Deliberation helps to expel 
inaccurate claims. 

+ Co-creativeness and inclusivity 
good for by-in of results. 

+ Less resource intensive with 
fewer touchpoints. 

+ Good for inferring general 
estimates and directionality. 

+ Great for understanding 
context and informing other 
data collection methods. 

+ Good for identifying data 
sources and gaps. 

+ Can be highly resource 
efficient and low cost. 

+ Useful for estimating sources 
with less variation across 
farmers and that contribute 
less to total actual incomes. 

+ Can be leveraged in various 
other ways to support 
measurement activities. 

Lim
itatio

n
s 

− Can be resource intensive 

− Require good numeracy skills. 

− Typical bias towards male and 
professionalised farmers. 

− Data completeness + quality 
can decrease over time. 

− High data volumes to manage. 

− Less appropriate for collecting 
off-farm and other income. 

− Recall limitations a common 
issue (lack of records). 

− Often accuracy uncertain. 

− Gender bias is typical when 
interviewing household 
members. 

− Survey fatigue is a common 
challenge (overused data 
collection tool). 

− Can only infer group averages 
(not per farmer). 

− Can have limited external 
validity. 

− Dominant group members can 
sway and bias conversations. 

− Tricky to collect more 
sensitive data (e.g., 
remittances). 

− Can only infer group averages 
or value ranges (not per 
farmer). 

− Limited reliability when 
insights from key informants 
are not evidenced with data. 

− Can have limited external 
validity. 

 

− Success dependent on 
research already completed. 

− Challenging to source 
representative data. 

− Challenging to evaluate source 
quality and reliability. 

− Broad assumptions are made 
when adjusting data for 
representativeness. 

C
h

o
ices 

 Need a careful sampling 
approach to avoid selection 
bias. 

 Need to decide a timeframe 
for record representation and 
submission. 

 Likely need to choose a 
sampling approach. 

 Need to define who is most 
appropriate to respond. 

 Need to decide exactly how to 
execute from several options 

 Need to decide number of 
focus groups and participants 
to ensure representativeness. 

 Need to decide who should 
take part that can provide the 
necessary insights. 

 Need to identify and decide 
interviewees. Different actors 
can be valuable for providing 
different types of information. 

 Interview method: structured, 
semi-structured, or open? 

 Think about how to leverage 
sources beyond estimating 
individual values. Applications 
range from primary data 
validation to interpolation of 
income values. 

Th
in

gs to
 b

ear 

in
 m

in
d

 

• Ground checks can be useful 
for certain priority metrics 
(e.g., land size) 

• Think about how data can be 
fed back to farmers to make 
the most of the exercise. 

• Try to account for income 
variation over time. 

• Refine questions making sure 
each has a clear purpose. 

• Many implementation 
requirements to be aware of. 

• Use discussion to obtain 
representative responses (do 
not target individuals) 

• Think about how best to 
capture and analyse 
qualitative insights. 

• Success linked to informants 
and expertise available and 
the level of knowledge they 
hold. 

• Do not underappreciate local 
knowledge.  

• Approach with care due to 
inherent limitations. 

• Leverage technical experts to 
get the best out of the data 
and so that assumptions are 
appropriate and understood. 

Table 1: Key benefits, limitations, choices, and things to bear in mind for each income measurement toolkit described in this document. 

 



3. Farmer field book assessments and record keeping 

3.1   Benefits 

If implemented effectively, farmer field book 

assessments and recording keeping can generate a 

high level of data detail, accuracy, and precision. 

This is because they are highly inclusive 

methodologies. As data is submitted on a farmer-

by-farmer basis, record keeping activities allow 

insights to be derived around the differences 

across farmers and between farmer/household 

typologies. 

If implemented effectively, record keeping can increase the financial literacy and ownership of 

smallholders, an important milestone for professionalisation. It also provides smallholders with 

immediate revenue and cost visibility, allowing them to track change over time. This can help them 

make informed decisions about the improvement of their own incomes (e.g., identify input cost 

reduction opportunities to improve farm profitability). Farmers can also immediately use the data as 

leverage – e.g., to obtain loans or for bargaining power. Data collection through record keeping can 

therefore be an effective tool for producer empowerment and income improvement. 
 

3.2   Limitations 

Field books and record keeping can be particularly resource intensive due to the capacity building 

needed to ensure accurate records are kept and that data is submitted correctly. Sufficient levels of 

farmer literacy and numeracy are needed to ensure the submission of good information. This can result 

in a bias towards male respondents4 and farmers who already keep good records (see ‘Choices’).  
 

There may also be a need to provide smallholders with 

incentives to ensure continuous submission of 

accurate records. In the beginning, a farmer may be 

more likely to cooperate due to the novelty of the 

exercise. However, response burden can increase over 

time as a farmer becomes tired of recording every 

transaction. Resultantly, the completeness and quality 

of data submitted can decrease over time.  
 

As data is submitted by smallholders individually, another challenge to overcome is the level of effort 

required to aggregate, validate, and clean the data in preparation for analysis. This is especially if data 

has been submitted on paper and requires digitisation. The process can be particularly time and labour 

intensive, quickly becoming unfeasible if data needs to be submitted and analysed on an ongoing basis.  

Furthermore, although Farmer field books and record keeping are a great mechanism for collecting 

farm revenue and cost data, they can be less appropriate for collecting data on off-farm and other 

income activities. This is especially true when an organisation has little to no influence over these 

 
4 Research by IDH, Agri-Logic, Rainforest Alliance and Wageningen University highlights the inherent gender bias 
of record keeping activities. Click here to review the study. 

Tip: If data reciprocity is built into record 
keeping activities, individual reports can 
be organised that allow farmers to 
compare their income performance 
against regional averages. This can 
stimulate learning and the improvement 
of practices. Discussion sessions can also 
be organised with other farmers to 
discuss group statistics. 

 

Tip: To ensure consistency and data 
completeness of record keeping, 
some actors provide rewards or 
incentives to smallholders – e.g., 
training, data reciprocity, gamification 
of submission processes, and financial 
incentives. 

 

https://agri-logic.nl/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/IDH_Agri-Logic_FFB_FCIB_Report_131020_final_web.pdf
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income streams. As these tools typically aim to extract accurate and precise data, farming households 

may be more apprehensive of sharing details on these income sources, considering them confidential. 
 

3.3   Choices 

If farmer field books or record keeping cannot be implemented across all households of interest, an 

organisation will need to choose a representative sample to ensure enumeration activities can be 

feasibly implemented. An organisation’s income measurement use case should provide a backstop for 

defining an appropriate sample size and composition5.  

Compositions of field book samples, however, tend to 

bias male respondents and smallholders who already 

keep good records6. As farmers who already keep 

records typically perform better, the average income 

situation can look far better than reality. This can even 

occur in instances where smallholder samples are not 

self-selected, as those who do not normally keep 

financial records may be less inclined to submit data. 

Understanding the measurement context7, the extent 

to which records are kept, and taking a gender 

sensitive approach to sampling8 will help in identifying 

and addressing potential sampling bias.  

Another set of important choices an organisation will need to make are the timeframe that records 

should represent, the deadlines for record submission, and the amount of time that needs to pass 

before concluding on incomes. It is likely that a full season or year of collection will need to go by before 

concluding on seasonal or annual income, bearing in mind seasonal income variability. However, the 

appropriate timeframe and frequency will also depend on the income measurement use case9.  

 
5 Annex 1 provides sample size recommendations relative to different income measurement use cases. 
 

 

6 Sampling bias occurs when some members of a population are systematically more likely to be selected in a 
sample than others. 
 

 

7 For guidance on understanding context, see Section 3.3 of the ‘Income measurement practitioners guide’. 
 

8 See ‘Standards for Collecting Sex-Disaggregated Data for Gender Analysis’ for support in taking a gendered 
approach to sampling and data collection, which also includes links to additional resources and tools. 
 

 

9 For guidance on defining a use case, see Section 3.2 of the ‘Income measurement practitioners guide’. 

Tip: Random or selective sampling 
combined with incentives and training 
for farmers less familiar with financial 
record keeping (including women) will 
likely improve the representativeness 
of field book studies and unlock 

professionalisation benefits. If the 
goal is to specifically explore rural 
poverty a different enumeration 
method may be appropriate to 
avoid this type of sampling bias. 

 

Tip: Digitising data submission through standardised online forms or smartphone apps can support 

data aggregation, validation, and cleaning. These tools however come with additional costs, and 

capacity building considerations. Some organisations practice gamifications to increase uptake of 

digital tools. Fairtrade International also employs student volunteers to support in data cleaning. 

Tip: If an organisation wishes to attempt to collect ‘off-farm’ and ‘other’ income data through record 

keeping, sensitivity should be applied when approaching data capture. This can be achieved for 

example, by only asking a farmer to submit a high-level estimate of non-farm income, or to provide a 

percentage of how much farm income contributed to the household’s total income. These 

approximations can then be triangulated leveraging data extracted from other methods or sources. 

https://www.living-income.com/licopresources
https://www.pim.cgiar.org/files/2012/05/Standards-for-Collecting-Sex-Disaggregated-Data-for-Gender-Analysis.pdf
https://www.living-income.com/licopresources


8 
 

2.4  Things to bear in mind 

Although data submission from record keeping activities can be relatively passive, an organisation may 

want to consider ground checks where an enumerator measures some important variables alongside 

the farmer (e.g., GPS plot sizes and yield weighing). Using ground checks to collect or validate important 

variables, can be useful for improving the accuracy of income calculations. This is especially true for 

variables that are more likely to remain constant over time (e.g., land size). This can also simplify the 

submission process for smallholders, reducing the amount of data they will need to submit. Ground 

truthing comes with additional resource implications but can be very effective in the long term. 

Whether and which variables might require this treatment is somewhat dependent on the 

measurement use case. 

Other considerations that will be important for an organisation to think about are the time and 

resources needed to: 

• Prepare, refine, and distribute field book templates for capturing data (paper or digital), 

• Collect forms and spot check data completion, 

• Digitize income records (If submitted on paper), 

• Analyse/aggregate large amounts of data, 

• Produce organisational reports (or collaborative reports where multiple organisations are 

concerned). 

• (Optional but valuable) Produce individual farm management reports and group level reports,  

• (Optional but valuable) Organise farmer group discussions around group data 
 

‘Guidance on calculating household income’ contains information that can be used to help structure 

farmer field book assessments or recording keeping activities. 

Useful applied examples for additional support:  IDH, Agri Logic, Rainforest Alliance, Wageningen 

University and Research, and Fairtrade International. 

Cost relative to other methods: High 

 

4. Farm level household recall surveys  

4.1   Benefits 

Farm level household recall surveys are a popular choice for household income data collection, mainly 

due to their flexibility. They can be used to ask questions about any topic of interest and be easily 

combined with existing smallholder interactions and data collection efforts. Implemented effectively, 

surveys can be valuable for extracting any key agricultural data (e.g., production revenues, costs, and 

land sizes) and more sensitive information that smallholders may be less willing to share through record 

keeping or focus groups (e.g., off-farm income and remittances).  

Akin to record keeping activities, they also collect information on a farmer-by-farmer basis (for all 

farmers or a sample of farmers) and thus provide insights into differences across farmers and between 

smallholder household types. 

https://c69aa8ac-6965-42b2-abb7-0f0b86c23d2e.filesusr.com/ugd/0c5ab3_5bfb3b8e694c45c290483b3e93043fd1.pdf
https://www.agri-logic.nl/project-tag/ffb/
https://www.agri-logic.nl/project-tag/ffb/
https://www.fairtrade.net/issue/living-income


Key trade-offs between income measurement toolkits 
 

9 
 

4.2   Limitations 

A significant challenge with household surveys is 

overcoming recall limitations. As surveys rely on 

household members recalling income revenues and 

costs, the accuracy and precision of the data can be 

questionable. Respondents may not know all the 

revenues and costs they are queried on, and an 

individual respondent may not be knowledgeable of all 

aspects of their household’s economics. Even in 

circumstances where approximated values are 

offered, it can be impossible to verify responses when 

no financial or written records can be referenced.  

Being aware of gender bias is also important when 

undertaking household surveys. Surveys are seldom 

conducted using a gendered approach, with 

information predominantly provided by male 

respondents who speak on behalf of a household. Not 

including female voices in survey responses risks 

income data being recorded inaccurately (e.g., off-

farm income earned by female household members). 

Accounting for gender bias, and trying to include 

female voices, will be important to ensure accurate 

income data is recorded10. 

Another challenge with household surveys is survey fatigue. As 

surveys are used in many aspects of smallholder performance 

monitoring, additional questions on incomes could result in push-

back or poor data from respondents. This is especially if surveys take 

too long or require multiple visits from enumerators. It is therefore 

important to think carefully about how to combine surveys with other 

enumeration activities and interactions, identifying opportunities to 

reduce costs and burden on producers wherever possible.  
 

4.3   Choices 

An important choice to make before administering household surveys is which households should 

respond. It is unlikely that there will be capacity and resources to administer surveys across the entire 

population of interest. It will therefore be important to devise a representative sample11.  

It will also be important to define exactly who will respond to the survey on behalf of the household. A 

series of questions can be prepared and asked prior to interview to determine the most appropriate 

respondent. An organisation will likely want to identify the household members most knowledgeable 

of income generating activities, being aware that multiple members may be knowledgeable about 

different elements of household income (including females). What questions to ask and which 

 
10See ‘Standards for Collecting Sex-Disaggregated Data for Gender Analysis’ for support in taking a gendered 
approach to sampling and data collection, which also includes links to additional resources and tools. 
 

11 Annex 1 provides sample size recommendations relative to different income measurement use cases. 

Tip: Several techniques can be used 
to limit recall issues, both through 
the survey itself, and post-collection. 
For example, during a survey, 
enumerators can focus on obtaining 
income and cost data immediately 
available to the respondent, 
highlighting its accuracy for the 
record. For income elements that 
respondents are less certain about, 
approximated percentages or 
proportions of income and cost 
totals can be recorded alongside any 
estimated monetary values. This can 
support data verification post 
collection. After data collection, 
approximate values can also be 
cross-referenced with secondary 
data and or data collected using 
other methods to identify and 
remove outliers, understand the 
margin of error, and improve data 
accuracy.  

 

Tip: Including survey 

questions as part of 

ongoing engagements 

with farmers can be 

useful to avoid fatigue 

and help reduce 

implementation costs. 

 

 

https://www.pim.cgiar.org/files/2012/05/Standards-for-Collecting-Sex-Disaggregated-Data-for-Gender-Analysis.pdf
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household members to interview, will depend on the specific income data elements an organisation is 

looking to extract. Asking questions like ‘who within the household earns income from off-farm 

activities?’ and ‘who is aware of and supports in managing household finances?’ will be valuable. 

The next choice will be to decide who will administer the survey and how. The matrix below presents 

several typical income survey techniques and their pros and cons to support decision making: 
 

Approach Pros Cons 

External 
enumerator 
administers 
survey in 
person 

+ Personable approach can help ensure 
data accuracy. 

+ Can probe and ask to see records to 
validate costs and revenues. 

+ Can be adaptable when respondents do 
not understand questions. 

+ Better at detecting dishonest responses.  

+ Neutrality helpful for avoiding bias. 

+ Trained enumerators can provide 
consistent interpretation. 

− Travel to individual households can be 
very costly and time intensive. 

− Personal interaction can be intrusive and 
burdensome for producers. 

 

External 
enumerator 
administers 
survey over 
the phone / 
internet 

+ Can be low cost to implement. 

+ Good for collecting lots of data rapidly.  

+ Less intrusive and can be easily 
attempted repeatedly at little to no cost 
if respondents are busy. 

+ Neutrality helpful for avoiding bias. 

+ Trained enumerators can provide 
consistent interpretation. 

− Less personable.  

− Harder to detect inaccurate or dishonest 
responses. 

− Challenging when connectivity is poor. 

− Possible bias toward smallholders who 
have better phone or internet 
connection. 

Farm 
group, 
cooperative 
or 
community 
members 
administer 
survey 

+ Likely to detect accurate, poor, or 
dishonest information much faster. 

+ Farmers more likely to trust and provide 
honest responses if they know the 
person administering. 

+ More inclusive - power to producers. 

+ Can probe and ask to see records to 
validate costs and revenues. 

+ Understand producer nuances and 
language and so can better adapt 
questions when not understood. 

+ Less resource intensive than hiring 
independent enumerators. 

− Possible lack of neutrality leading to bias 
(may wat to present positive results). 

− Harder to ensure consistent 
implementation. 

− Possibly more effort needs to go into 
capacity building to ensure effective 
implementation. 

Surveys 
completed 
by farmers 
themselves 

+ Can be low cost to implement. 

+ More inclusive – gives power to the 
farmer and household members. 

+ Respondents can do so in their own time. 

+ Respondents can take time to give 
accurate answers. 

 

− Hard to account for positive result bias. 

− Challenging to validate inaccurate, poor, 
or dishonest responses. 

− Little to no support can be provided if 
questions are not understood. 

− Greater chance of response error. 

− Hard to encourage responses.  

− Interpreting responses can be difficult 
 

Table 2: Different approaches to administering household surveys and their pros and cons 
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Determining the most appropriate approach 

and actor best suited to administer the survey, 

requires an understanding the measurement 

context and the circumstances of smallholder 

households12. Understanding this will also help 

an organisation to determine whether surveys 

should be approached by giving more or less 

power to the farmer (extractive or inclusive), 

and the feasibility and potential implications of 

using digital tools for data capture. 

Different survey approaches come with 

different resource implications and so also 

understanding what resources are available 

can determine whether an identified approach 

is feasible, and what adjustments might be 

needed if not13. 
 

4.4   Things to bear in mind 

As surveys are taken at a point in time, it will be valuable to ask questions that aim to account for 

variation in income and related costs over time (e.g., input costs). As incomes and costs can vary, its 

useful to understand whether the data collected at the point of survey is representative of a certain 

timeframe (e.g., a year). 

However, on top of increasing the likelihood of survey fatigue, asking too many questions can result in 

more data being collected than can feasibly be analysed. It is therefore important that every question 

has a clear purpose with links to the measurement use case and a clear analytical pathway14. It is good 

practice to carefully review and vet surveys prior to implementation to remove redundancy. 

Other considerations that will be important for an organisation to think about are the time and 

resources needed to: 

• Prepare, refine, and distribute surveys, 

• Train enumerators or prepare respondents for data self-submission, 

• Undertake collection or ensure responses, 

• Digitize data (if collected on paper or in pdfs) 

• Analyse/aggregate large amounts of data, 

• Produce organisational reports (or collaborative reports across multiple organisations). 

• (Optional but valuable) Produce individual farm management reports and group level reports,  

• (Optional but valuable) Organise farmer group discussions around group data. 

 

 
12 For guidance on understanding context, see Section 3.3 of the ‘Income measurement practitioners guide’. 
 

 

13 For guidance on Identifying starting point and capacity, see Section 3.4 of the ‘Income measurement 
practitioners guide’. 
 
 

14 For guidance on defining a use case, see Section 3.2 of the ‘Income measurement practitioners guide’. 

Tip: Recording survey responses digitally 

through smartphone apps or online forms 

avoids the need for retrospective digitisation 

of paper records, saving time and resources. 

They are also valuable for ensuring the 

submission of standardised data, making it 

easier to manage, aggregate, validate, and 

clean. This is particularly useful if surveys are 

to be completed by household members 

themselves, helping to avoid input error and 

challenges in response interpretation. 

However, implementation may require 

internet connectivity, access to digital 

technologies, and come with additional cost 

and capacity building considerations. 

https://www.living-income.com/licopresources
https://www.living-income.com/licopresources
https://www.living-income.com/licopresources
https://www.living-income.com/licopresources
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‘Guidance on calculating household income’ provides information that can be used to help structure 

farm level household recall surveys. 

Useful applied examples for additional support: KIT, COSA, IDH and Laudes Foundation.  

Cost relative to other methods: High 

 

5. Focus group discussions  

5.1   Benefits 

Focus group discussions aim to improve resource efficiency by centralising data collection with fewer 

touchpoints. They are resultantly relatively quick and simple to implement, requiring substantially less 

time and resources than farmer field books and household surveys.  

Focus groups can be highly effective for identifying directionality of income changes (up or down) and 

understanding why those changes might have been experienced (qualitative information). They are also 

useful for obtaining information on elements of actual incomes that are likely to be consistent across 

farming households (e.g., government remittances and subsidies) or that contribute less towards total 

household incomes (e.g., home consumed produce). 

They are more co-creative and inclusive than surveys, which comes with several additional benefits. As 

focus groups allow a range of smallholder perspectives to be presented and deliberated, there is an 

element of peer control, whereby inaccurate claims can be challenged, and outliers identified and 

understood. This can help improve the reliability of the data as well as support understanding nuances 

in any quantitative data provided.  The inclusiveness of focus groups is also useful for getting community 

buy-in to income calculations and subsequent actions to improve incomes. 
 

 

5.2   Limitations 

The main downside of focus groups is that they cannot 

be used to collect income information on a per farmer 

basis. They can only generate aggregate and average 

statistics across groups. Focus groups are therefore 

not viable tools for obtaining disaggregated and 

precise quantitative statistics – e.g., for understanding 

the magnitude of income change over time. 

Another potential limitation is that certain group members can dominate focus group discussions, 

influencing other participants, and biasing the information extracted. Good facilitation is therefore 

needed to ensure all in the group are heard, and that results are agreed collectively through consensus. 

Tip: Focus groups are more useful for 

acquiring generalised, consensus 

driven estimates for less important 

elements of the actual income 

equation within a context, or that 

require less precision relative to an 

organisation’s use case. 

 

Tip: Beyond providing income values, focus groups can be highly effective for building contextual 

understanding and identifying other sources data that might be available to leverage in income 

calculations. In a similar vein, focus groups can be used to obtain insights that can be cross-

referenced and triangulated with primary data as well as to clarify unanswered questions (e.g., from 

farm records or surveys). This makes them an effective tool to consider implementing before, after, 

and during any measurement approach that aims to obtain income data on a per farmer basis. 

 

https://c69aa8ac-6965-42b2-abb7-0f0b86c23d2e.filesusr.com/ugd/0c5ab3_5bfb3b8e694c45c290483b3e93043fd1.pdf
https://www.kit.nl/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Analysis-of-the-income.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1eVPqTAiiWCLmeyh_lq5FhhvqfqWI6XNy/view?usp=sharing
https://www.idhsustainabletrade.com/news/idh-supports-companies-in-taking-action-towards-closing-the-living-income-gap/
https://vimeo.com/471369092
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The use of focus groups is also not advised for extracting 

information deemed sensitive by household representatives. 

This might include profits or losses from the sale of primary or 

secondary crops, or remittances and gifts received from 

family members. They should only aim to extract data 

respondents feel comfortable sharing amongst peers. It is 

therefore important to apply careful judgement to identify 

income elements that might be considered confidential and 

employ alternative methods to extract that data. Insights 

from context assessments15 can be useful for this purpose. 
 

Quantitative data generated from focus groups can also have limited external validity, meaning that it 

can be difficulty to generalize the income information extracted to the broader population. It is 

therefore advised that income measurement approaches do not rely solely on focus groups unless the 

intended purpose is purely to generate internal insights. For more reliable results that will be 

considered usable and authoritative by others, organisations should couple and validate focus group 

data with that generated or sourced through other income enumeration methods. 

 

5.3   Choices  

The main choices an organisation would have to make before implementing focus groups are: 

• The appropriate number of focus groups to undertake. 

• The appropriate number of participants per focus group (typically 8-12) 

• Which stakeholders within the target population would provide the best representation and 

insights in discussions. 

• Appropriate group moderators (those with affinity with local communities and speak the same 

language is better) 

• Appropriate locations for focus group activities (safe, comfortable, and familiar is better). 

A sampling approach based on an organisation’s use case is helpful for defining the appropriate number 

of respondents needed across groups and subsequently the number of focus groups required16. 

However, the need for a representative sample depends on the purpose of focus group activities. If 

they are being used to obtain the value of an actual income element in entirety (e.g., public 

remittances) then identifying a representative sample is critical. However, if the goal is to use focus 

groups to understand the measurement context or validate or cross-reference data collected using 

other methods, then representative sampling may be less important.  

In terms of which stakeholders to target, an organisation can choose between lead farmers, farm group 

representatives, community representatives, specific household members, or a combination. The 

appropriate group composition will depend on the type of information an organisation is looking to 

extract, and the specific income elements of interest. For example, if looking to understand sources of 

off-farm income, groups composed of working household members and or community representatives 

may be more appropriate. 
 

 
15 For guidance on understanding context, see Section 3.3 of the ‘Income measurement practitioners guide’. 
 

16 Annex 1 provides sample size recommendations relative to different income measurement use cases. 

Tip: When conducting focus 

groups, it is important to be 

sensitive and avoid asking 

questions that household or 

smallholder representatives 

might feel uncomfortable 

responding to in a group 

setting. 

 

 

https://www.living-income.com/licopresources
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5.4   Things to bear in mind 

When asking questions within focus groups it is important to not target individual group members for 

precise responses to income specific questions. Instead, the goal should be to build a generalised 

picture from discussions that is representative of the different viewpoints present. For example, if 

looking to obtain information on the yield, rather than asking ‘how much do you usually harvest per 

unit area and year?’, ask ‘how much does a farmer in your village roughly harvest per unit area and 

year?’. This can then be discussed within the group to agree on a representative and typical value. 

Also be aware of the value of focus group activities for generating qualitative data that explains the 

‘why’ behind quantitative values extracted. Thinking about how best to capture and analyse qualitative 

data is therefore recommended. It is good practice to record focus group discussions with permission 

of participants using audio recording equipment. Recordings can then be transcribed and analysed 

using thematic analysis of key points relative to the different questions being asked. 

‘How to run focus groups’ provides information that can be used to help structure focus group activities 

(Citizens Advice, 2015). 

Useful applied examples for additional support: GIZ and Save the Children.  

Cost relative to other methods – Low to Medium (more costly for larger samples) 

 

6. Key informant interviews  

6.1   Benefits 

Like focus groups, key informant interviews aim to improve resource efficiency by centralising data 

collection through fewer touchpoints. They are relatively simple to implement and consume less time 

to execute than surveys, farmer field books, and focus groups. 

Key informant interviews are particularly useful for 

acquiring very general income estimates. This is 

valuable for use cases and components of actual 

income where precision and accuracy are less 

important (e.g., approximating the size of the 

income gap, or estimating government subsidies 

received by farmers). In a similar vein, they can be 

effective for inferring the directionality of income 

change over time and building an understanding of 

the push and pull factors on incomes within a 

particular context. 

Interviews with key informants can also be helpful for informing primary data collection activities that 

aim to extract income values on a per farmer basis. For example, they can be used to identify 

appropriate questions to ask in surveys and units to record in field book studies. They can also be used 

to identify reasonable ranges for different income and cost values (minimum and maximum). 

Enumerators can reference value ranges during field measurement to assess the accuracy of responses 

and identify outliers.  

Tip: Key informant interviews can be 

highly effective for understanding the 

measurement context to tailor primary 

data collection activities, identifying 

secondary data sources that can 

contribute towards income estimates, 

and validating and cross-referencing 

primary data (e.g., from field books, 

surveys, and focus groups).  

 

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/Equalities/How%20to%20run%20focus%20groups%20guide.pdf
https://c69aa8ac-6965-42b2-abb7-0f0b86c23d2e.filesusr.com/ugd/0c5ab3_4adeee4931c74c139447cddcc4e2a324.pdf
https://www.savethechildren.org.uk/content/dam/global/reports/HEA_Guide.pdf
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Leveraging expert knowledge can also be highly valuable for identifying existing secondary data sources 

that can contribute towards income estimates. Conversely, they can be also be helpful for identifying 

knowledge gaps where further inquiry and primary data collection is needed. 

 

6.2   Limitations 

Like focus groups, the main downside of key informant 

interviews is that they cannot be used to source income 

information on a per farmer basis. They can only infer 

averages for aggregate statistics, value ranges across a 

population, or identify data sources to supplement 

income calculations. They are therefore not viable tools 

for obtaining disaggregated and precise quantitative 

statistics – e.g., for understanding the magnitude of 

income change between points in time. 

Furthermore, in absence of available data 

or evidence, any approximated income or 

cost values contributed by an informant 

could be anecdotal. Anecdotal values can 

hold bias, be of questionable reliability and 

accuracy, and hold no external validity. 

Therefore, any approximated values an 

informant contributes should not be relied 

upon if there is no supporting evidence or 

data. 
 

6.3   Choices  

The most significant choice to make prior to key informant interviews is who to interview. ‘Key 

informants’ consist of anyone who holds knowledge about the revenues and costs for smallholder 

households within the target context, and or has a deep understanding of the measurement location. 

This includes, but is not limited to, researchers, community or farm group leaders, extension advisors 

and service providers (e.g., for farm inputs). 

The characteristics of the selected informants will influence the type of information or data one might 

expect to extract. For example, if the goal is to extract quantitative data representing average revenue 

and cost values across a population, reaching out to local and external researchers who have conducted 

studies in the target context will be useful. However, if looking to obtain deep knowledge of the 

dynamics and compositions of smallholder household incomes, then community and farm group 

leaders could provide valuable insight. Being careful and strategic about the selection of informants 

and taking time to identify and prioritise will be important.  

Tip: As key informant interviews can be useful for approximating values for household income 

components and informing implementation all other income enumeration methods, it can be valuable 

to attempt them when planning any measurement approach regardless of the use case. 

 

Tip: Holding interviews with several key 

informants from different backgrounds can help 

account for anecdotal gaps and identify 

discrepancies in opinion. It also increases the 

likelihood of identifying secondary data sources 

to supplement estimations.  Once initial 

conversations have been completed, follow up 

conversations can also be imposed to triangulate 

and query values initially provided. 

 

Tip: Approximated values that are 

contributed through key 

informant interviews can be relied 

upon to represent elements of the 

actual income equation given that 

they are supported by data, 

evidence or research findings that 

can be referenced. 
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Another choice to make will be to decide an interview approach. This will be primarily determined by 

the type of information an interviewer aims to extract and the characteristics of the respondents. 

Structured or semi-structured interviews can enhance the reliability of the information extracted, 

especially if looking to obtain specific income values17. Open dialogue however can be valuable for 

exploring and identifying secondary sources, understanding context, and detecting nuances that may 

influence other measurement activities. 
 

6.4   Things to bear in mind 

The success of key informant interviews is limited to the types of expertise available for the target 

context, and what connections already exist or need to be built.  Interviewing a larger number of 

informants will likely help to improve the reliability of insights, but the number of informants 

interviewed will also depend on how many can be identified that fit an organisation’s specification. 

Their success will also be mediated by how knowledgeable informants are. 

When considering key informant interviews, it is important not to underappreciate the value and depth 

of local knowledge. Building local connections to identify informants, and then interviewing those who 

are local to the measurement context can be invaluable. Locals can provide several unforeseen insights 

that have pertinence beyond estimating incomes (e.g., opportunities for income improvement)18. 

‘Key informant interviews’ provides information that can be used to help structure key informant 

interview activities (UCLA, 2015). 

Useful applied examples for additional support: GIZ. 

Cost relative to other methods: Low  

 

7. Secondary data sourcing, extrapolation, and modelling  

7.1   Benefits 

Leveraging secondary data can be a highly resource efficient way of estimating different components 

of smallholder household incomes, especially when data exists from reputable sources that match the 

measurement scope and context. This is especially true for income components that typically 

contribute less to total household incomes (e.g., wage labour), or that are more likely to be consistent 

and less variable across farmers (e.g., government subsidies).  

Leveraging secondary data can also be useful for estimating income components that require less 

attention or disaggregation relative to an organisation’s use case (e.g., off-farm income when an 

organisation is focused on detailing farm revenues and costs). Similarly, it can be applied in part or 

entirely, for use cases that do not require high accuracy or precision, and that need to be satisfied with 

 
17 A structured interview is a type of interview that is completely planned, which means every interviewee gets 
the same interview questions. A semi-structured interview is the one in between. The questions are loosely 
structured and give interviewees more opportunities to fully express themselves. 
 
18 Members of the LI CoP Technical Advisory Committee who regularly undertake household income field 
studies have raised this point on several occasions in reference to ongoing and completed research. 

https://healthpolicy.ucla.edu/programs/health-data/trainings/Documents/tw_cba23.pdf
https://c69aa8ac-6965-42b2-abb7-0f0b86c23d2e.filesusr.com/ugd/0c5ab3_4adeee4931c74c139447cddcc4e2a324.pdf
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limited time and resources (e.g., getting general estimate of the size of the income gap or identifying 

low-income hotspots across geographies to prioritise work on living income).  

Secondary data can also be valuable for supporting 

primary data collection activities. Initially, it can help 

orient an organisation to the types of revenues and 

costs that need to be enumerated through field 

collection and identify data gaps and areas for enquiry. 

It can then be used to triangulate and cross-reference 

primary data to assess its validity and accuracy. It can 

then be used to fill gaps and support in making 

assumptions where primary data is of low quality or 

difficult to collect. It is therefore worth taking stock of 

any relevant secondary data that exists, regardless of 

whether it ultimately directly contributes values to an 

actual income estimate.  

Secondary data can also be interpolated to make predictions and inform models for actual incomes. 

Where correlations are identified between different elements of the actual income equation through 

secondary data (or from older primary data), these relationships can be used as predictors to model 

values for certain income elements without requiring any additional data collection19.  

 

7.2   Limitations 

Whether secondary data can be effectively leveraged depends entirely on what previous work has been 

done to enumerate incomes in the measurement context. It dictates the availability, quality, reliability, 

and representativeness of secondary data with respect to target households. 

There is no guarantee that any relevant secondary data will 

exist for the context or income variable of interest. Even 

where it does, it can be challenging to source data 

representative of target households and their internal 

economics. Therefore, relying on secondary data for use 

cases that aim to estimate incomes on a per farmer basis, 

or understand intra-household dynamics, is not advised 

(e.g., for strategy definition).  

Even when relevant income data is available, evaluating its quality and reliability can be challenging, 

especially when the source is less well known. This is only often possible through careful review of 

 
19 To monitor changes in cocoa farming household incomes over time in Ghana and Ivory Coast, Rainforest 
Alliance and Agri-Logic explored primary and secondary data to pinpoint correlations between different 
elements of actual income. The goal was to identify and leverage significant coefficients as predictors to reduce 
reliance on primary data collection. Click here to access the methodology and tool that was developed. 

Tip: Trying to identify available 

secondary data sources prior to 

defining measurement activities can 

be a valuable exercise irrespective 

of the use case. Context 

assessments, and in particular key 

informant interviews, can be useful 

for understanding the types of data 

available, and building and 

prioritising a resource list that could 

be leveraged to support in income 

estimations. 

 

Tip: An additional benefit of secondary data is that it can be used to ensure measurement activities 

align with official and local definitions of concepts like remuneration or subsidies. If estimated data is 

then shared with national statistics services and other similar local and or sector bodies it can support 

them in data validation, especially where primary data is collected as part of estimation efforts. 

 

 

Tip: Identifying what secondary 

data is available and carefully 

assessing its quality will be 

important before deciding to rely 

on it for estimating household 

incomes or specific components. 

 

 

https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/resource-item/annex-5-living-income-tool-and-methodology/
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collection methodologies and analyses, and comparison of datasets against more reputable sources or 

primary data. 

Furthermore, as it is unlikely that secondary data will be directly representative of target households, 

data adjustments will likely be needed to ensure that it is representative. This requires understanding 

how secondary data might differ from the actual situations of target households. This can be very 

difficult and often results in the making of sweeping assumptions that limit the applicability and validity 

of the results. 

As secondary data can also quickly become outdated, older 

data sources may need to be adjusted and updated to 

represent the measurement timeframe (e.g., for inflation). 

This also results in broad assumptions being made which can 

undermine the validity and reliability of the data versus 

reality. As such, in terms of representativeness and 

reliability, secondary data is no substitute for more granular 

and scope specific primary data.  
 

7.3   Choices  

The main choice to make when considering secondary data will be how to use it in an income 

estimation. As discussed previously, there are multiple possible applications. How it will be used will, in 

the most part, depend on what secondary data is available, and the measurement use case. It is possible 

to employ secondary data regardless of the measurement purpose, however. 

At a very minimum, secondary data can be used to assess primary results. At a maximum it can be relied 

upon to generate entire income estimates or develop models for farm and household income 

compositions. Be conscious of what data is available, its completeness and quality, and think about 

what implications this might have for supporting the satisfaction of a defined measurement use case. 
 

7.4   Things to bear in mind 

Being aware of the limitations of secondary data is often difficult. As each approach will likely identify 

and rely on different data sources, each attempt will likely have very different limitations to identify 

and account for. Using secondary data should therefore always be approached with care.  

It is recommended that professionals with methodological, research and or data expertise are made 

responsible for sourcing, managing, and analysing secondary data during attempts to estimate 

smallholder household incomes. As the use of secondary data often comes with the making of several 

assumptions, this expertise will likely be necessary to ensure the results are as accurate as possible and 

for the limitations of the results to be truly understood and accounted for when reporting. This may 

require the hiring of external experts or consultants. 

‘Estimating farmer household income’ provides information that can be used to help identify secondary 

data sources and structure sourcing activities to contribute to and produce income estimates.  

Useful applied examples for additional support:  Secondary data applied in entirety by Impact Institute, 

and partially by GIZ. Modelling applied by Rainforest Alliance and Agri Logic. 

Cost relative to other methods: Low – Medium (more costly if data acquisition needs to be paid for and 

technical consultants need to be commissioned for model development). 

Tip: When leveraging secondary 

data to report income values, it 

is important to be transparent 

about the data sources applied, 

all assumptions and 

adjustments made, and any 

potential limitations. 

 

 

https://c69aa8ac-6965-42b2-abb7-0f0b86c23d2e.filesusr.com/ugd/0c5ab3_9443320ff33a4256b4d2d583ea810078.pdf
https://c69aa8ac-6965-42b2-abb7-0f0b86c23d2e.filesusr.com/ugd/0c5ab3_9443320ff33a4256b4d2d583ea810078.pdf
https://c69aa8ac-6965-42b2-abb7-0f0b86c23d2e.filesusr.com/ugd/0c5ab3_4adeee4931c74c139447cddcc4e2a324.pdf
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/resource-item/annex-5-living-income-tool-and-methodology/
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ANNEX 1: How define sample size based on measurement use case 

If field data collection methods are proposed as part of an organisation’s income enumeration approach 

(specifically farmer field books, household surveys and focus groups), then the defined use case can 

also be used to specify an appropriate sample size. The table below makes sampling recommendations 

relative to different income measurement use cases: 

 

Use case (Sampling 

purpose) 

What conclusions can 

be drawn? 

Date requirements Recommended 

sampling approach 

Magnitude and Strategy 

definition - Obtain 

information on the income 

status across a farmer group 

in a country to understand 

gap size and or design 

interventions  

What is the current 

situation regarding 

incomes? What 

opportunities are there 

for income 

improvements or 

revenue related cost 

reductions? 

Requires data from a 

sufficient number of 

randomly selected 

households 

Square root sampling 

approach Margin of 

error: > 5/7.5%  

Confidence interval: 95% 

Directionality - Monitor 

trends in incomes of 

households, representative 

of a supply chain / farmer 

group in a country. 

What is the change over 

time in incomes for a 

typical farming 

household in a supply 

chain/country?  

Requires data from 

representative group 

of farmers at supply 

chain or farmer group 

level. 

Margin of error: 5-7.5%. 

Confidence interval: 95% 

Possible: account for 

Minimally Detectable 

Effect (MDE)20 

Directionality - Monitor 

trends in incomes of specific 

program participants in a 

farmer group / supply chain 

What is the change over 

time in the situation of 

program participants?  

Requires data 

representative of 

program group 

participants at supply 

chain/farmer group 

level 

The population is the 

group of program 

participants.  

Margin of error: 5-7.5%.  

Confidence interval: 95%  

Possible: account for 

MDE* 

Directionality - Evaluate 

impact of intervention(s) on 

supply chain / farmer group 

program participants 

What impact have 

program interventions 

made on the situation of 

participants? Only 

possibly by also assessing 

“the counterfactual”.  

Requires data from 

representative group 

of farmers at supply 

chain/ farm group 

level and comparison 

group. 

Margin of error: 5-7.5%. 

Confidence interval: 95%. 

Sample decided also 

based on MDE* 

 

Table 2: Table recommending sampling approaches relative to different use cases for income and 
living income gap measurement. Adapted from Y. Waarts, V. Janssen & H. Pamuk, 2021.  

Further details on how to approach sampling can be found on p12 of the e-book ‘How to measure the 

income of smallholder farmers’ (developed by Akvo). 

 
20 Minimum Detectable Effect (MDE) is the smallest improvement you want to be able to detect with an 
impact evaluation. 

https://f.hubspotusercontent40.net/hubfs/1891949/Ebooks/Akvo%20eBook-How%20to%20measure%20the%20income%20of%20smallholder%20farmers.pdf
https://f.hubspotusercontent40.net/hubfs/1891949/Ebooks/Akvo%20eBook-How%20to%20measure%20the%20income%20of%20smallholder%20farmers.pdf

