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3. Comments by Thomas R. Stewart 

In their thorough and insightful review of research 
on the Delphi technique, Rowe and Wright conclude 
that the research that has compared the Delphi to 

other methods is of limited usefulness and that 
"research should focus on an analysis of the process 
of judgment change within nominal groups." They 
conclude that their critique of Delphi could also be 
applied to a larger body of research on "judgment
enhancing techniques" . 

Rowe and Wright are correct to generalize their 
Delphi critique to all research on improving judg
ment. Although some of the specific weaknesses they 
identify are directly relevant only to Delphi studies 
or closely related work, others are not only typical of 
research on judgmental forecasting, they are charac
teristic of much research on human cognition. 

Three problems discussed by Rowe and Wright 
that are widespread in research on judgment are 1) a 
failure to appreciate the importance of the task, 
resulting in a failure to report task conditions, 2) 
poor choice of subject populations, and 3) use of 
group average (nomothetic) rather than individual 
(idiographic) analysis. These problems are a result of 
research designs based on a fundamental misunder
standing of the nature of human judgment and how it 
can be studied. Each of the problems identified by 
Rowe and Wright will be discussed briefly. 

3.1. Importance of the task 

Judgmental forecasts are the joint product of the 
forecasters and the forecasting task. 

Task properties determine the difficulty of the task 
and place an upper limit on human performance. For 
example, Stewart, Roebber and Bosart (1997) com
pared several tasks and found that the level of 
uncertainty in the task explained most of the vari
ation in the performance of judges. Furthermore, the 
experience with a task affects the judgment process. 
People learn to make judgments in different ways for 
different tasks . For example, there is evidence that 
people are more inconsistent when judging less 
predictable tasks (Harvey, 1995). 

The success of any intervention in judgmental 
forecasting depends on the nature of the task. 
Unfortunately, we do not yet have the proven theory 
of tasks that ·is needed for future progress in the field. 
Hammond (1996) has proposed a promising theory 
("Cognitive Continuum Theory" ) that still needs 
empirical testing. To progress toward an understand
ing of nature tasks, we must first recognize the 
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importance of task characteristics, measure them, and 
report them. 

3.2. Subject population 

Rowe and Wright find that most Delphi studies 
involve homogenous groups of undergraduates. 
Much research that is based on the responses of 
college students to abstract tasks is appropriate and 
useful. However, studies of methods for improving 
judgmental forecasts should include experts working 
with task content that is familiar to them. This 
requirement follows from the same principle that 
requires the use of representative tasks: Forecasts are 
the joint product of the task and the forecaster. 

Naive subjects lack the substantive understanding 
and the skills that experts acquire through training 
ch1d experience. Use of naive subjects assumes that 
such qualities are irrelevant to forecasting, or at least 
irrelevant to comparisons of forecasting processes. 
This assumption contradicts the commonly accepted 
(though not always empirically supported) premise 
that experts will produce better forecasts than 
novices. 

3.3. Group average analysis 

Rowe and Wright view the individual as the 
appropriate unit of analysis for studies of the effec
tiveness of the Delphi method, while the research 
that they review generally ignores individuals and 
focuses on group averages. This approach assumes 
that judgment processes are universal and are in
dependent of the individual (and the general environ
ment). This view is accepted, often without question, 
in much psychological research. 

\ The argument for analyses based on individuals 
·-~. 

·(idiographic analysis) in psychological research has 
been made effectively by Brunswik (1956) and 
Lewin (1935), among others. Although there are 
certainly cases where a group averaging approach is 

appropriate and useful, its general, and often un
questioned, use in judgment research suggests a 
fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of the 
judgment process. Judgment is not an innate cogni
tive process that can be studied meaningfully using 
arbitrary tasks and convenient subjects. Laboratory 
studies of college students have their place, but 
studies of experts involving representative tasks that 
are familiar to the subjects are also needed. 

3.4. Conclusion 

It is unfortunate that the research on the Delphi 
method conducted during the last three decades has 
not led to an understanding of the conditions (task 
and forecaster) that favor its use or of the best 
techniques for implementing it. It is also unfortunate 
that the same is true of research on judgmental 
forecasting. The remedy for this situation has been 
available for at least 50 years. It lies in research 
conducted with full recognition of the importance of 
the task and the individual. 
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