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Background and Description

The Delphi Method was developed in the 1950s by the Rand Corporation, as a method for developing a consensus among a group of experts on a particular issue of interest. Generally speaking, it is a process composed of a series of questionnaires that build upon the last, condensing the responses until a series of statements are formulated that have been identified by the entire group as the most important. It is used frequently in forecasting future problems or events, but has also been used quite successfully to determine current concerns or problems within a particular field. In Library and Information Science (LIS), it seems to be most effective at “uncover[ing] the priorities of a community regarding its own concerns.” (Westbrook, 1997, p. 212)  

Process

I found many variations of the steps taken in performing the Delphi Method, and therefore the process I outline in this section is based on the steps I found most commonly followed in Delphi studies undertaken in the LIS community.

· Step One: This step involves formulating the research group and its goals, developing a problem statement that will be sent in the first round of questionnaires, and picking the experts that will be used in the study. This step is very important, as the experts need to be chosen very carefully – they need to represent the fullest diversity of the field of interest as possible, must be picked solely on the basis of their qualifications, and most crucially must remain anonymous to one another so that their responses remain their own and are not influenced by the opinions of the others.

· Step Two: In this step, the first questionnaire is sent out to the experts, with a problem statement that elicits responses that identify the concerns of most importance to the participants within the area of interest. Their responses are collected or summarized in a second questionnaire that is sent out in the next round. 

· Steps Three and Four: A second questionnaire is sent to the participants, consisting of the responses given in the first questionnaire that they then rank according to their perception of the importance of the given statements. These results are analyzed and then the statements deemed most and least important are once again collated and sent out in a final questionnaire, where the experts once again rank the importance of the concerns. These results are collected in a final evaluation, which ideally represents a consensus among the experts regarding their priorities within the area of interest to the study.

Strengths/Weaknesses

The Delphi Method is particularly useful for people looking for a large-scale view of a field or issue, especially in areas where models have not yet been developed. It is not as useful for researchers looking for detailed evidence – there is no room for sophisticated statistical analysis, and the results are opinion-based. The biggest problem with the Delphi Method is that is can be used incorrectly because there is a lot of room for experimentation and flexibility - therefore studies must be designed very precisely, with exact definitions developed for terms such as “expert,” careful and explanatory communication with the participants, and specific techniques developed for the analysis.
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