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Emergence of a new method: The Grounded Delphi Method 

Katherine Howard 

 

Abstract 

This paper reports on the Grounded Delphi Method (GDM), a relatively 

new methodological extension of the Delphi method, achieved by incorporating 

aspects of grounded theory, as used in a recent doctoral dissertation.  The research 

explored the skills, knowledge, qualities, and professional education needs of 

information professionals in galleries, libraries, archives, and museums (GLAM) 

in Australia, with a view to determining relevant educational requirements to 

enable information professionals to operate across blurred cultural heritage 

boundaries.  Implications of using GDM for Library and Information Science 

(LIS) research, and for research methods in general, is that it improves the rigour 

of theory building in Delphi studies, while the consensus, or force ranking, aspect 

of Delphi assists in improving the relevant level of importance of categories 

derived from grounded theory. 

 

mailto:A.N.Other@server.domain


Library and Information Research 

Volume 42 Number 126 2018 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

Katherine Howard 6 

Introduction 

The Grounded Delphi Method (GDM) is a relatively new addition to the 

research methods landscape.  It was developed and first used by Päivärinta, 

Pekkola and Moe (2011) in a study about the challenges associated with 

information technology procurement in the public sector in Norway (Moe and 

Päivärinta, 2011).  Since then it has been used in two doctoral dissertations: one in 

the area of business decision making in 2012; and the second in research 

exploring the skills, knowledge, qualities and professional education needs of 

information professionals in galleries, libraries, archives and museums (GLAM) 

in Australia in 2015, with a focus on the future education requirements of these 

professionals.  It is the application of the GDM in the latter research that is the 

subject of this paper. 

The GDM integrates aspects of grounded theory with the Delphi method, a 

group communication tool and a means to achieve consensus.  The key feature of 

the GDM is the use of grounded theory data analysis processes that are conducted 

simultaneously with data collection, through the use of coding techniques.  Thus, 

after each data collection round, data analysis generates a series of categories that 

form the basis for the next data collection round.  By incorporating elements of 

grounded theory in both the data collection and data analysis phases, GDM also 

attempts to improve the theory building aspect of the Delphi method.  Before 

detailing the application of GDM to the study, an overview of both the Delphi 

method and grounded theory will be provided, which clarifies the origins of the 

various elements that form the GDM. 
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The Delphi method 

Dalkey and Helmer of the RAND Corporation first documented the Delphi 

method in a paper in 1963 (Dalkey and Helmer, 1963) in which they described the 

method as it had been used approximately 10 years earlier “to forecast the impact 

of technology on warfare” (RAND Corporation, 2012, para. 1).  It is this 

forecasting feature that gave the method its name – after the Oracle of Delphi 

who, according to Greek myth, made predictions and answered questions about 

the future. 

The Delphi method is both a group communication tool and a means to 

achieve consensus amongst experts on a given topic (Hsu and Sandford, 2010), 

and is based on the idea that “the collective wisdom of a group” (Forsyth, 2010, p. 

196) reduces ambiguity and increases accuracy (Forsyth, 2010).  It is a highly 

structured approach to data collection.  The process itself is iterative, involving 

multiple rounds of questionnaires to be completed by participants, with the results 

of each round informing the next.  After each round, the responses are analysed by 

the researcher and an anonymous summary is provided to all participants, which 

includes the reasons and justifications as to why particular choices were made.  

This then allows participants in each subsequent round to review their own 

selections in light of other participants’ choices.  As such, the development of the 

questionnaire, the data collection and data analysis are intertwined throughout and 

between each round. 

Depending on the objective of the study, individual Delphi rounds can be 

adapted accordingly to suit.  For example, Linstone and Turoff (1975) discuss a 

Delphi study where “the overall objective was to obtain a rank ordered list” (p. 
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91).  In this case, participants were presented with a list of items that they were 

required to ‘force rank’ – that is, they must place each item in an ordered list of 

importance.  However, as Delphi has also been suggested as being “most 

appropriate when opinions are being sought” (Charlton, 2004, p. 245), a ranking 

of items may not be the most suitable course of action.  In these cases, which 

includes this dissertation research, a study is deemed to have reached consensus 

once responses “reach a prescribed or a priori range” (Hsu and Sandford, 2010, p. 

344).  In studies that use force ranking, what constitutes consensus is at the 

discretion of the researcher (Hsu and Sandford, 2010). 

The panel of experts 

The selection of participants – the so-called panel of experts – is 

considered the most critical aspect of a Delphi study (Hsu and Sandford, 2010).  

Resting on Murry and Hammons’ (1995) assumption “that group decisions are 

usually more valid than decisions made by a single person” (p. 426), they further 

argue that those decisions “are more valid if the group is comprised of experts” 

(Murry and Hammons, 1995, p. 426). 

A further matter to be considered when selecting participants is that the 

Delphi method can be open to bias.  According to Rowe, Wright, and Bolger 

(1991), researchers often select participants because of the following reasons: 

 they are easily available 

 their reputations are known to the researcher 

 they meet a minimal number of criteria regarding the field of the research 

problem 

 the ‘self-rating’ of their expertise (p. 324) 
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Judd (1972), in reference to setting up a panel of experts for a Delphi study 

in the field of higher education, cautions about what he refers to as ‘inbreeding.’ 

That is, selecting participants because they are likely to share “a singular set of 

judgements because of background and training” (p. 181).  In order to address 

these issues of bias, I established criteria in terms of the level of expertise required 

and made requests for participation based on these criteria.  This aspect is 

discussed in detail in the “Selecting the panel of experts: Online questionnaire 

rounds” section below. 

No clear consensus has been reached in the literature about the ideal 

number of participants for a successful Delphi study.  The recommended numbers 

vary from 5-20 (Forsyth, 2010), 15-20 (Hsu and Sandford, 2010), and 10-15 

(Delbecq, Van de Ven and Gustafson, 1975).  However, a balance needs to be 

struck – too few members may not adequately represent the varying opinions of 

the topic under investigation, and if a wide or divergent opinion is required, more 

participants will be required (Hsu and Sandford, 2010). 

Delphi rounds 

The number of rounds of a Delphi study is not prescriptive.  Much of the 

literature suggests a minimum of two rounds, more usually three or four 

(Charlton, 2007; Hurworth, 2005; Lang, 1994, in Day and Bobeva, 2005).  

Errfmeyer, Erffmeyer, and Lane (1986, in Day and Bobeva, 2005) deem anything 

between two and 10 rounds acceptable.  Gottschalk (2000) on the other hand has 

identified Delphi studies with only one round. 
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In the first round, according to Hsu and Sandford (2010), two approaches can be 

taken, exploratory or confirmatory.  The most traditional form of Delphi begins 

with an exploratory open-ended questionnaire designed to elicit thoughts and 

ideas from the participants.  Similar in nature to a ‘brainstorming’ session, this 

approach is particularly suitable when there is limited empirical evidence 

available to be able to form a definitive questionnaire. 

The alternative first round ‘confirmatory’ approach (Day and Bobeva, 2005) 

draws on an extensive review of the literature in order to circulate “a predefined 

list of issues to the panel” (Day and Bobeva, 2005, p. 106).  It is particularly 

suited to follow-up studies where sufficient empirical data exists. 

Advantages and disadvantages of Delphi  

One of the major advantages of using the Delphi method is that it 

preserves anonymity amongst the participants.  It benefits from group decision-

making, while eliminating disadvantages of face-to-face group interactions where 

members may be dominated by stronger personalities, people in positions of 

authority or be biased because of the ‘bandwagon’ or ‘halo’ effect.  Murry and 

Hammons (1995) claim that the “controlled-feedback procedures are often more 

accurate than face-to-face discussions” and that “consensus reached by the group 

reflects reasoned opinions” (p. 426), as people have not only had time to reflect on 

their own answers, but have the advantage of insight into others’ opinions and 

selections. 
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As with other research methods, the Delphi method has some limitations 

and disadvantages.  These are discussed below, along with strategies used for 

minimizing these issues. 

Time consuming 

Delphi is time consuming for researchers and participants.  The researcher 

needs to spend considerable time to design, distribute, analyse, and report back to 

the panel of experts, and then repeat the process at least once more.  This was 

particularly problematic in the first Delphi studies that used pen and paper 

questionnaires, and relied on the postal system for delivery and return of those 

questionnaires.  However, the advent of online surveys and email has greatly 

reduced the time between rounds. 

Participants are required to commit to a series of data collection rounds 

over an extended period.  The quality of their responses will depend not only on 

their level of expertise, but also the time available to provide thoughtful 

responses, potentially on three, four or more occasions.  This time commitment is 

one of the main causes of dropout in Delphi studies.  In order to minimize this 

aspect in the dissertation research, a detailed explanation of the process was sent 

to potential participants to make them aware of the requirements of this type of 

study, enabling them to make an informed decision prior to agreeing to participate 

in the study. 

Low response rate/dropouts 

Low response and high dropout rates are quite common.  This is not 

unique to the Delphi method, but due to its iterative nature, the risk of dropout 
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increases with each round.  Again, the comprehensive explanation provided to 

participants assisted in this regard.  Additionally, I was as succinct as possible 

when designing each questionnaire, so as to keep the process as focused as 

possible. 

Participant selection  

Problems can arise in the selection of participants around their standing, 

with regard to determining their status as expert.  Claims of bias on behalf of the 

researcher have been made against this aspect of the Delphi method.  In order to 

minimise such claims in this study, a set of criteria were created based on 

procedures established by Okoli and Pawlowski (2004).  A detailed explanation of 

these criteria can be found in the “Selecting the panel of experts: Online 

questionnaire rounds” section below. 

Coding / interpretation of qualitative data 

It has been noted in the literature (Brewer, 2007) that it is possible for 

researchers to manipulate the direction of each of the Delphi rounds to fit with any 

pre-conceived notions that they may have.  The interpretation and analysis of 

qualitative data is not a Delphi-specific problem, but an important consideration 

for qualitative research generally. 

Despite these disadvantages, there were many advantages to using aspects 

of the Delphi method for the study.  Hsu and Sandford (2010) note that “common 

surveys try to identify what is.  The Delphi method attempts to assess what could 

or should be” (para. 1), a point that is reflected in the aim of the study, which was 

to identify the future education needs of information professionals who will work 
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in the cultural heritage environment.  They also suggest that it is a suitable method 

for collecting data “from experts on problems or issues for which no previously 

researched or documented information is available” (Hsu and Sandford, 2010, 

para. 14), a point on which Gupta and Clarke (1996) concur. 

Although theory building is not its main focus, Delphi studies can 

nevertheless be beneficial in developing theory (Day and Bobeva, 2005; Okoli 

and Pawlowski, 2004), and this is further enhanced by incorporating aspects of 

grounded theory to form the GDM that was used in the study.  Those aspects are 

discussed in the next section. 

Grounded theory 

Grounded theory is a methodology created by sociologists Barney Glaser 

and Anselm Strauss in the 1960s, specifically to guide theory building from 

qualitative data analysis (Päivärinta, Pekkola, and Moe, 2011).  The intention is 

that a theory ‘grounded’ in the data emerges “without the researcher bringing 

his/her theoretical ideas and forcing a certain theory to emerge” (Päivärinta et al., 

2011, p. 3).  The definition that the creators themselves gave to grounded theory is 

that it is “the discovery of theory from data – systematically obtained and 

analysed in social research” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, p. 1). 

As with the Delphi method, the data collection and data analysis processes 

for grounded theory are closely intertwined and iterative.  The initial analysis 

process is used to generate categories and is commenced as soon as the first set of 

data has been collected.  Open coding using the constant comparison method is 

often used to generate these initial categories (Urquhart, Lehmann, and Myers, 
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2010).  The benefit of using the constant comparison method is that it “helps to 

ensure the categories and the resulting theory are properly grounded” (Urquhart et 

al., 2010, p. 377).  Data collection continues until the identified categories are 

‘saturated’ – that is, “well represented by many instances in the data” (Urquhart et 

al., 2010, p. 372). 

One of the key capabilities that researchers must have or must develop in 

order to posit a theory at the end of their study is what is known as ‘theoretical 

sensitivity’ (Glaser, 1978; Oleson, 2007).  This is the ability of a researcher to not 

only be able to define and describe categories, but to be able to see the 

relationships between these categories.  This has been noted as being a challenge 

for inexperienced researchers (Päivärinta et al., 2011).  The issue is further 

reinforced when the researcher is required to decide which categories are more 

important than others and which ones will form the basis of the new theory.  The 

GDM incorporates elements of the Delphi method here to improve the theory 

building aspect, and this is discussed in the next section. 

One of the criticisms often levelled at grounded theory is that despite the 

method being intended to develop theories, very few studies actually propose or 

identify a theory (Urquhart et al., 2010).  This has led to the method being viewed 

as only a way of coding data.  Different authors have suggested different 

guidelines as to what coding procedures should take place and when.  For 

example, Glaser (1978) and Urquhart et al. (2010) suggest open coding, followed 

by selective coding, and then theoretical coding.  Orlikowski (1993) follows the 

Strauss and Corbin (1990) steps of open, axial, and selective coding.  The creators 

of the GDM explicitly state that they used the Straussian approach to grounded 
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theory of open, axial, and selective coding (Päivärinta et al., 2011), so this was the 

approach I also followed. 

Grounded Delphi Method 

Both grounded theory and the Delphi method are methods used for 

exploratory research.  However, the creators of the GDM saw shortcomings in 

both the Delphi method and grounded theory and sought to combine key elements 

of both, thus extending the scope of both methods. 

As mentioned, although theory building is a possible outcome of using the 

Delphi method, according to Päivärinta et al. (2011) there are “few analytical 

tools […] provided for this purpose” (Abstract).  In order to go beyond the 

forecasting abilities inherent in a Delphi study and move towards theory building, 

Okoli and Pawlowski (2004) suggest that “the participating experts should justify 

their responses in order to facilitate the observation of causal relationships 

between the factors identified in the study” (as cited in Päivärinta et al., 2011, p. 

2).  Having an initial brainstorming round and asking participants to include 

“conditions for and consequences of the suggested issues” (Päivärinta et al., 2011, 

p. 10), yields richer data that is more receptive to theory building, rather than 

simply providing a list of challenges to be ranked in order to gain consensus.  

Specifically, the researcher can carry out the coding tasks that are central to 

grounded theory, allowing for the emergence of “core conceptual categories and 

their relationships” (Päivärinta et al., 2011, p. 2).  By following grounded theory 

principles in the data analysis stages (open, axial, and selective coding), Päivärinta 
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et al. (2011) suggest that the rigour of the theory building in Delphi can be 

increased. 

As noted earlier, the need for theoretical sensitivity to be able to define 

categories and their relationships is a challenge for users of grounded theory.  In 

order to move to the theory building stage, the researcher needs to decide which 

categories are more important than others.  The creators of the GDM suggest that 

the consensus and/or ‘force ranking’ processes of the Delphi method were seen to 

be a useful addition to grounded theory to assist in deciding the relative 

importance of each category. 

The GDM has been applied to one research project (Moe and Päivärinta, 

2011) and one doctoral dissertation (Hussey, 2012) to date, in addition to the 

research being reported here.  Hussey’s (2012) dissertation used the GDM in 

order to understand the ways in which prayer integrated intuitive and logical 

decision-making for the Christian business leader.  The research project – the first 

documented use of the GDM – dealt with the challenges associated with 

information technology procurement in the public sector in Norway (Moe and 

Päivärinta, 2011).  Päivärinta et al., (2011) provide a detailed, step-by-step 

description of their method, gained not only by this single implementation of the 

GDM, but also by their previous experience with Delphi studies and grounded 

theory as separate methods. 

Research design: Application of the Grounded Delphi Method 

The application of the GDM as it was used in the GLAM dissertation 

research comprised three rounds of data collection: the first was exploratory focus 
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groups, followed by two rounds of online questionnaires.  Each round involved 

compiling, pilot testing and implementing a separate data collection instrument 

and then analysing the data.  Data analysis for each round identified a set of 

categories that were incorporated into the next round’s data collection instrument. 

Round 1: Exploratory focus groups 

The first round of the study was an exploratory focus group.  As discussed 

above, this form of the Delphi method is suitable when very little literature exists 

on a given subject (Hsu and Sandford, 2010; Day and Bobeva, 2005).  As there is 

very little empirical research done in the Australian cultural heritage field from 

the perspective of the dissertation, I employed this approach.  It resembled a 

‘modified Delphi’ (McKenna, 1994), as it was conducted using focus groups, 

rather than the more usual open-ended questionnaire (Keeney, Hasson and 

McKenna, 2011; Carnes, Mullinger and Underwood, 2010; Boendermaker et al., 

2003). 

In order to gain a deeper understanding of the four GLAM sectors, a 

separate focus group was held for each.  This also ensured that the voice of each 

sector could be heard without fear of one sector dominating the other.  I created a 

discussion guide informed by a combination of existing literature and the research 

questions.  I used this discussion guide for each focus group, making no 

distinction between the GLAM sectors.  This helped to ensure that each focus 

group explored similar issues. 

Considerable care was taken in compiling the focus group questions to 

ensure that they were meaningful to participants whilst likely to prompt full and 
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relevant responses.  Collectively, the questions asked in each focus group, 

including the pilot, were designed to give me a better understanding of each 

sector, and to allow any similarities and/or differences amongst the sectors to 

emerge.  This in turn informed the construction of the questionnaire for the next 

round of data collection. 

Participant selection: Exploratory focus groups 

The participants for both the first round exploratory focus groups and the 

pilot study were sought from my professional network, followed by a sampling 

technique known as snowball sampling, whereby an existing participant 

recommends other potential participants.  At this early stage of the research, and 

because of the exploratory nature, strict criteria regarding the participants’ expert 

status were not imposed on the participants, as is often the case in a Delphi study.  

There were several reasons for this: 

1. As this first round was exploratory, I did not want to exclude anyone from 

contributing. 

2. Logistically, as the focus groups were to be held in person, this inevitably 

limited who could be included. 

3. By not imposing criteria at this stage, a better sense of what the criteria could 

be evolved. 

Rounds 2 and 3: Online questionnaire 

Despite concerns about online participants being “less likely to explain 

their opinions” (Schneider, Kerwin, Frechling, and Vivari, 2002, p. 39), this was 
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not deemed to be problematic for the online questionnaires.  Firstly, although the 

research was still deemed to be ‘exploratory’ in nature, the questionnaires would 

be exploring the themes generated by the focus groups.  Secondly, wherever 

possible, I included free-text comments boxes within the questionnaire, and 

specifically asked participants to elaborate on their response. 

Moving from the exploratory focus groups in Round 1 to the questionnaire 

Rounds 2 and 3 required a significant amount of preparation, particularly in 

relation to selecting the panel of experts to participate, the development of the 

questionnaires themselves and setting the consensus level in order to conform to 

this component of a Delphi study.  The following sections discuss the process of 

selecting a panel of experts and setting the ‘a priori’ consensus level. 

Selecting the panel of experts: Online questionnaire rounds 

As mentioned earlier, selecting the panel of experts is one of the most 

important aspects of the Delphi method.  Paradoxically, however, the definition of 

what constitutes an “expert” in relation to a Delphi study has remained 

ambiguous, with the literature providing very little guidance or criteria in this area 

(Hsu and Sandford, 2007; Judd, 1972).  Whilst not providing a definition of an 

expert, Okoli and Pawlowski (2004) do provide quite detailed procedures for 

selecting experts.  As Moe and Päivärinta (2011) and Päivärinta et al. (2011) 

employed these procedures in their Grounded Delphi study, it was appropriate to 

use them for this research. 

The first step that Okoli and Pawlowski (2004) use in identifying experts is 

to prepare a Knowledge Resource Nomination Worksheet (KRNW).  This enables 
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the researcher to “help categorize the experts before identifying them” (Okoli and 

Pawlowski, 2004, p. 20).  Additionally, it could be considered that this also assists 

in reducing bias, as the researcher is not merely selecting known associates in 

familiar disciplines or organisations. 

The KRNW consists of three categories from which potential experts may 

be drawn: Disciplines, Organisations and Literature.  ‘Disciplines’ does not 

necessarily refer to academic disciplines such as Engineering or Arts, but rather 

areas or sectors where potential experts may be located, for example ‘public 

sector’ or ‘not-for-profit’ organisations.  The Organisations category refers to 

specific organisations where experts may be found, for example, the United 

Nations and the World Health Organisation.  The final category, Literature, is 

used to help identify areas where experts may have published.  Again, this is not 

specifically limited to academic literature, although in many instances (including 

this research), this was the case. 

The second step of the KRNW is “to populate the categories with actual 

names of potential experts” (Okoli and Pawlowski, 2004, p. 20) starting with 

personal contacts.  In this way, I identified approximately ten people across all 

four GLAM sectors.  While I acknowledge that selecting participants from 

personal contacts introduces a level of bias, as discussed above, of the ten 

identified in this second step of the KRNW, I considered only one to be a close 

contact.  The remaining nine included Round 1 focus group participants, with 

whom I had maintained a professional level of contact through conference 

attendance, email and Twitter. 



Library and Information Research 

Volume 42 Number 126 2018 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

Katherine Howard 21 

I added one final criterion to Okoli and Pawlowski’s (2004) process for 

identifying experts.  This was as a result of both the focus groups and informal 

interviews and conversations I had with various professionals: the people who 

seemed to fully understand the essence this research – and its potential 

significance – often had experience of at least two of the GLAM sectors.  This 

usually took the form of either a combination of qualifications and workplace 

experience, for example having library qualifications but working in a museum; or 

having worked in two (or more) of the sectors. 

After completing all four steps of the KRNW process, a total of 108 potential 

participants were identified.  In order to be able to refine this number into a 

manageable cohort to participate in the questionnaire rounds, each potential 

participant was mapped against the four criteria just discussed.  Rather than 

expecting each participant to meet every criterion, I decided that the sector pool as 

a whole should be representative of all criteria requirements.  Further, if potential 

participants were ranked in terms of the number of criteria they met, there was the 

possibility that one criterion may not be represented at all in one or more of the 

sector pools. 

As there is no clear consensus in the literature about the ideal number of 

participants for a successful Delphi study, it comes down to the researcher’s 

discretion to make an informed decision.  I decided to include ten participants 

from each of the four GLAM sectors, making a total of forty participants.  

Although this is in excess of the maximum 25-30 suggested by Delbecq et al., 

(1975) and Brooks (1979, as cited in Murry and Hammons, 1995), all four sectors 
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of GLAM needed reasonable representation, and it was preferable to determine 

the numbers on the individual sectors rather than the overall total. 

As previously highlighted, one of the potential disadvantages of the 

iterative element of a Delphi study is the participants dropping out between 

rounds.  To minimise this, the email I sent requesting participation included 

detailed information about this aspect of the process.  This approach is supported 

by Pollard and Pollard (2004).  Although difficult to advise with any certainty, the 

number of rounds and the anticipated time frames of those rounds were included 

in the email as an indication to allow people to make an informed decision as to 

whether the request could be accommodated within their schedule.  In keeping 

with Delphi and Grounded Delphi procedures, the participants remained the same 

for each of the online questionnaire rounds. 

Setting the a priori consensus level 

As with a number of other aspects of the Delphi method that are 

incorporated into the GDM, there are no set criteria to determine what constitutes 

consensus.  In a comprehensive literature review, Heiko (2012) examined 15 

types of consensus measurement, one of which is defining a level of agreement 

prior to the data collection rounds.  This level “can be based on accepted 

standards, such as political voting systems (e.g. simple majority, two-thirds 

majority, absolute majority)” (Heiko, 2012, p. 1530).  Based on this, I determined 

that a three-quarters majority – or 75% consensus – would be acceptable. 
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Data analysis: Incorporating grounded theory coding procedures 

Open coding 

The initial stage of data analysis in grounded theory is open coding, so 

named because according to Strauss and Corbin (1990), it is the process of 

‘opening up’ the text of the collected qualitative data to identify ideas, themes or 

meanings (Benaquisto, 2008a).  The constant comparative method was used, and 

while at this stage it is recommended to code at the sentence and/or word level, it 

is not forbidden to code at a higher level, as the level of coding applied may 

depend on the context of study.  The reasoning behind coding at such a low level 

is that aside from the insights it offers, it produces a “chain of evidence” 

(Urquhart et al. 2010, p. 369) from data to theory.  This is a quality inherent in the 

grounded theory method. 

Axial coding 

Axial coding was the analysis process undertaken once all the categories 

have been identified by the initial open coding phase.  It involved refining and 

developing individual categories, which included documenting the characteristics 

of each category (Benaquisto, 2008b).  Once this was done, relationships between 

categories were identified, which involved merging of similar categories, 

renaming them and broadening the scope. 

Selective coding 

Once the categories were identified through open coding, and relationships 

between them identified through axial coding, selective coding took place.  
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Benaquisto (2008c) describes selective coding as the process where a researcher 

identifies and selects a ‘core’ category from the existing categories.  The core 

category becomes “the central category that represents the major theme or 

“essence” of the research (Benaquisto, 2008c, p. 806), and the remaining major 

categories are then related to the core category.  I then set about explaining not 

only the relationship between the categories, but also the nature of those 

categories – what they mean, and the significance of them. 

Evaluation of the method and implications for Library and Information 

Science (LIS) 

Implications of using the GDM for LIS research, and for research methods 

in general, is that it takes two established methods – both with documented 

shortcomings – and proposes a third method using aspects of both, which seeks to 

minimise those shortcomings.  The GDM improves the rigour of theory building 

in Delphi studies by incorporating elements of grounded theory in both the data 

collection and data analysis phases.  The consensus, or force ranking, aspect of the 

Delphi method assists in improving the relevant level of importance of categories 

derived from grounded theory. 

For the most part, the dissertation research followed the process 

established by the creators of the GDM, Päivärinta et al. (2011). The major point 

of departure was in the selective coding phase. Päivärinta et al. (2011) used the 

ranking procedure in order to determine which were the most important 

challenges, whereas the aim of the current study was an understanding of what is 

needed for the future education requirements of information professionals who 
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will work in the GLAM sector.  As such, the process followed in the current study 

may be viewed as an alternative to the ranking procedure, enhancing the GDM by 

offering a level of flexibility. 

The creators of the GDM, Päivärinta et al., also state that the GDM “is 

recommended for exploratory research in emerging research areas” (2011, 

Abstract).  In an ever changing and developing discipline that is LIS, this makes it 

a highly appropriate method for a variety of potential applications. 

Although a fully developed theory did not emerge from this study, the beginnings 

of theoretical constructs regarding both ontological and epistemological 

dimensions required in an educational framework for GLAM professionals were 

cultivated.  This can largely be attributed to the GDM itself, in particular the 

coding aspects derived from grounded theory.  The emerging constructs are 

potentially more rigorous than those that may have developed in a pure grounded 

theory study due to the consensus elements of Delphi, and the requirement that all 

research participants should be considered experts.  In the current study, the use of 

the KRNW to select the panel of experts (as discussed in the “Selecting the panel 

of experts: Online questionnaire rounds” section) assists in supporting their expert 

status, and offers a somewhat improved level of transparency, thus reducing 

potential bias. 

While considerable effort was required to conduct research using the 

Grounded Delphi Method, on reflection, this is not in excess of the effort that 

would be required to conduct a standard Delphi study.  The major advantage is 

having the grounded theory coding techniques to guide the data analysis, as prior 

to the development of the GDM, no such instructions existed in any Delphi 
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method guides.  Coupled with the increased rigour of any developed theory, I 

believe the use of the GDM was an extremely effective method for the research 

undertaken. 

Conclusion 

This paper has described a relatively new methodology, the Grounded 

Delphi Method, which has its origins in both Delphi and grounded theory 

methodologies.  The application of the GDM method to the current research is 

only the third documented occurrence, and contributes to qualitative research 

methodology by further developing the Grounded Delphi Method and establishing 

it as a viable alternative to the standard Delphi or grounded theory methods. 
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