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THE DELPHI METHOD

by Simon Moss

	Introduction



Overview

	The Delphi method is a systematic way to extract opinions from experts on a topic and, ultimately, to reach consensus.  This method is especially suitable if the topic is controversial or knowledge on this topic is limited and debatable.  In essence, researchers

· select a panel of about 20 experts on a topic, such as which policies should governments introduce to diminish recidivism—the likelihood that prisoners will reoffend—in the NT
· distribute an online survey to these experts that includes open-ended questions, like which policies have other jurisdictions introduced to diminish recidivism
· from these results, construct a survey with rating scales, such as “to what extent do you feel community work would diminish recidivism”, coupled with opportunities to justify responses
· then distribute this survey to these experts
· several weeks later, again distribute this survey to these experts, but accompany this survey with the average response of other experts—and prompt these individuals to revise their judgments or to justify responses that diverge from the consensus
· finally, several weeks later, distribute a survey that includes only the questions that generated controversy as well as opinions about these items—again seeking revisions or justifications.

History 

	The Delphi technique was first utilized at the Rand Corporation and popularized by Dalkey and Helmer (1963). Since this time, this method has been used in a variety of fields, primarily to seek and to integrate the opinions of experts on a topic.  Many variants of this method have been applied.  This document outlines one of the most common variants, comprising four rounds.  

 
	Step 1: Select your panellists



	The first step is to select, and then to invite, the experts—called the panellists.  The following table outlines the decisions you need to reach as well as some considerations to help you reach these decisions.   


	Decisions about panellists you need to reach
	Some helpful considerations

	How many panellists do you need to include in your study 
	· Most studies include 15 to 20 panellists (Ludwig, 1997)
· But some studies include as few as 10 and as many as 100 
· Typically, if the panellists represent very diverse agendas, more individuals may need to be recruited to reach or to approach consensus
· However, if the panellists are not as diverse, or consensus is not as important, 10 to 15 panellists might be adequate

	Who should you invite to be a panellist? 
	· Your aim is to invite people who have developed expertise on this topic—although the precise definition of expertise is ambiguous
· Nevertheless, these individuals should be highly qualified or experienced in the relevant topic
· You should also attempt to invite a relatively diverse sample of panelists, including panelists who are likely to express diverging perspectives and panelists who might represent some minority (Linstone & Turoff, 2002)
· Finally, you need to invite people who are interested enough to be likely to persist with three to four rounds of surveys





	Step 2: Recruit your panellists



	The next step is to recruit your panellists.  If you merely send the survey to 20 experts, only a few are likely to respond.  The following table offers some insights on how you should first identify these panellists and then invite these panellists.  

	Main activities
	Details to help you complete these activities

	Identify an initial set of obvious panellists 
	· Consider experts you know
· Consider experts who are close colleagues of people you know
· Scan relevant websites

	Ask relevant colleagues or friends to nominate suitable panellists
	· Consider academics or employees you know who work in a similar field

	Initially, personally invite these obvious or nominated panellists—and ask these individuals to consider other possible experts  
	You could write an email such as

“Dear Dr Jones

My name is Adam Adams. I am a PhD student, completing research into suitable approaches to prevent recidivism in the NT.  As part of this research, I would like to conduct a Delphi method—in which I need to send 4 short surveys to relevant experts over a 3 month period—to collate and to integrate  their opinions.  Each survey would demand about 10 minutes to complete.

Because of your role in corrections, I would greatly value your contributions.  If you contributed, you would receive summaries of the insights and opinions of other experts on this topic—and you could also influence these experts. Therefore

· Would you be willing to participate?
· Do you know any other experts who might be interested in participating?

Kind regards

Adam”

	Invite anyone else these panellists recommend, called a snowballing sampling technique
	

	For anyone who expresses interest, respond immediately 
	You might write something like

“Dear Dr Jones

I am so pleased that you are willing to contribute.  Hopefully, I will send the first survey within the next two weeks.  Feel free to call me on 0400 000 000 if you would like further information

Kind regards

Adam”




	Step 3: Distribute your first survey—Round 1



	After enough panellists have agreed to participate, you are now ready to administer Round 1, the first survey. Typically, especially if the topic has not been studied extensively before, the first survey should be qualitative, comprising open-ended questions rather than rating scales.  The following table offers more specific advice about the first survey.


	Main activities
	Details to help you complete these activities

	Construct the survey  
	Typical questions might include

· Which approaches have other jurisdictions utilized to stem recidivism?
· Which approaches could be effective but have not been attempted before?
· What do you think is the cause of recidivism?
· How can these causes be addressed?

	Include additional instructions
	The survey should resemble a typical questionnaire but also

· prompt panellists to complete the survey within a specific time if possible, such as two weeks, otherwise the procedure might be delayed
· remind participants they will receive two to three more surveys—but the other surveys will include rating scales and, therefore, can be completed more rapidly

	Distribute the survey using online software
	You could use

· Survey monkey
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Qualtrics—available to CDU staff and HDR students; for further information, see “Administration of surveys: Introduction to Qualtrics” on the cdu webpage about “Conducting your research”



 







	Step 3: Distribute your second survey—Round 2



Collate the results of Round 1

	Next, you need to collate the data you collected during Round 1.  If possible, you should apply methodical techniques, such as thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) or content analysis (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004).  These techniques will then generate themes or categories.  For example, to diminish recidivism, you might observe that possible approaches might include

· coaching around goal setting
· opportunities to mentor other individuals in detention or prison
· support groups, and so forth

Construct and distribute the survey

You would then construct, and then distribute, a quantitative survey.  For example

· one question might read “To what extent do you agree or disagree each of these approaches could be useful” and you would then list these approaches 
· another question might read “To what extent do you agree or disagree each of these approaches could be feasible” and you would then list the approaches 
· after each question, you could write “Write any justifications of your response here”


	Step 4: Distribute your third survey—Round 3



Collate the results of Round 2

	To continue, you would 

· compute the mean and standard deviation of each item
· organize the justifications; to illustrate, for each question, you could might arrange the justifications in response to disagreement and the justifications in response to agreement separately.  You could also summarize and integrate some of these justifications

Construct and distribute the survey

	You would then distribute the survey again, besides a few amendments.  The following table outlines these amendments.

	Main amendments to 
the previous survey
	Details to help you complete these activities

	Inform panellists that you would like panellists to complete the survey again—but after observing the mean, standard deviation, and justifications for each question
	You might write 

“We would like all panellists to complete the survey again.  However, this time, before each question we have presented the average response and the standard deviation—a measure of variability across participants.  We have also outlined the main justifications”

	Then, present the mean, standard deviation, and main justifications for each question
	The questions could resemble this format: 

	Last survey
· Average = 3.51
· Standard deviation = 1.65

	Main justifications
· Too expensive and time consuming
· Inspiring but unrealistic




Please specify the extent to which you feel coaching around goal setting is useful and feasible…

Improvements
· To present this information, you can enter pictures into Qualtrics 
· You might decide to integrate information about several questions into one table

	Omit questions in which almost every panellist chose the same response
	

	However, rather than invite panellists to justify every response, ask these individuals only to justify divergent answers 
	“If your response differs appreciably from the average, could you justify your answer, if possible” 




	Step 5: Distribute your final survey—Round 4



	Round 4 mirrors Round 3.  However, you would include only the questions that generated reasonable levels of variability—perhaps 3 to 6 of the most controversial items.    


	Variations



	The Delphi method varies across disciplines and researchers. For example

· the number of rounds can range from 2 to 10, depending on the importance of consensus
· the statistical tests that researchers utilize vary—although most utilize simple measures of central tendency, like the mean, median, or mode, as well as simple measures of dispersion, like the standard deviation or inter-quartile range
· the purpose could be to seek consensus or to gauge the variability of opinions
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