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ABSTRACT

To advance impact assessment (IA) practice worldwide the International Association for Impact
Assessment (IAIA) has long promoted and published a series of international best practice
principles, including the recently revised best practice principles for IA follow-up. IA follow-up
refers to any kind of undertaking that seeks to ‘understand the outcomes of projects or plans’
that have been subject to IA. To support the implementation of these principles worldwide,
a global guidance document has been developed (published by IAIA in 2024). The aims of this
paper are to report on the approach undertaken to this guidance, applying a Delphi method,
and to reflect on the utility and learnings derived from the process. To this end, the method of
reflexivity was utilised as well as consideration of the broader literature. Overall, applying the
Delphi approach in combination with international workshops helped calibrate international
guidance that will be meaningful to a broad audience and relevant for unlocking worldwide
experience. A key learning was that establishing and communicating international guidance
generates tension between detailed explanations relevant to specific contexts versus general-
ization and overview.
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1. Introduction (i.e. not too long and detailed versus not too

The International Association for Impact
Assessment (IAIA) has long promoted and pub-
lished a series of international best practice prin-
ciples for impact assessment (IA) — available at:
https://www.iaia.org/best-practice.php. These are
intended to guide and serve the interests of any
kind of practitioner involved in IA (e.g. propo-
nents, consultants, regulators, academic research-
ers and teachers or trainers) and operating
anywhere in the world. This gives rise to some
challenges in formulating useful guidance content,
such as capturing salient content and applying the
‘Goldilocks Principle’ (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Goldilocks_principle) with respect to getting the
level of detail regarding this content just right

brief and superficial).

This paper pertains specifically to the recently
revised best practice principles for IA follow-up
(Arts and Morrison-Saunders 2022) — hereafter sim-
ply referred to as the Principles, and which are
summarised in Box 1. A version of IA follow-up
best practice principles has been available on the
IAIA website since 2007 - the original version of
which can be found in Marshall et al. (2005). In
recent years, those original Principles underwent
a thorough review process, as documented in
Pinto et al. (2019) and Morrison-Saunders et al.
(2021), ultimately resulting in the publication of
the current Principles (Arts and Morrison-Saunders
2022). That document:
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Be tailored to context.

Commence early in the impact assessment process.

Be carried out throughout the project or plan life-cycle.
Be transparent.

Be accessible to all impact assessment stakeholders.

PNV A WN =

Provide clear, pre-defined and well-justified performance criteria.
9. Specify enforcement provisions.

11. Facilitate adaptive management.
12. Be flexible according to emerging needs.

14. Address cumulative effects.
15. Consider the overall effects of the project or plan.

Box 1: The 15 best practice principles for IA follow-up (Source: Arts and Morrison-Saunders 2022).

State the objective of each impact assessment follow-up activity and the overall program.

Provide clear accountability for impact assessment follow-up responsibilities.

10. Promote continuous learning from experience to improve future practice.

13. Inform and be informed by follow-up for other relevant activities at different levels of decision-making.

¢ Defines IA follow-up (quoted previously);

¢ Explains the objectives for doing follow-up; and,

e Explains that it comprises the five elements (i.e.
monitoring, evaluation, management, communi-
cation and engagement, and governance), and
then outlines 15 discrete best practice principles.

The Principles represent high-level aspirations or
visions for practice, without providing substance
on how they might be operationalised on the
ground.

Impact assessment follow-up refers to any kind
of undertaking that seeks to ‘understand the out-
comes of projects or plans’ (Arts and Morrison-
Saunders 2022, p. 1) that have been subject to
an impact assessment (IA process). In this sense,
it is an essential part of learning about simulta-
neously: the efficacy of approaches and techniques
utilised in a given IA process; and the environ-
mental consequences of development. This is all
with the aim of correcting mistakes (i.e. ongoing
management) and improving practices into the
future. If it is accepted that IA is a tool for sustain-
ability (e.g. IAIA & IEA 1999; United Nations
Committee of Experts on Public Administration
2021), then IA follow-up is the means for testing
whether IA and the development assessed have
made the intended contribution to sustainability.
However, as documented in Morrison-Saunders
and Arts (2024, pp. 236-237) neglect of follow-up
in practice has frequently been reported and
lamented worldwide (for many decades now),
and it is arguably the weakest component of the
IA process. Glasson (2022, p. 198) refers to follow-
up as the ‘Achilles heel of EIA’ suffering from the
‘build it and forget it syndrome’. Further to this
ongoing concern for neglect of follow-up, during
the process of reviewing the Principles, the need

for, and intention to ‘develop supporting guidance
material that could inform implementation of
revised principles by practitioners’ was identified
(Morrison-Saunders et al. 2021, p. 9).

The primary aim of this paper is to report on
the approach undertaken to develop global
‘Guidance  for Implementing the Impact
Assessment Follow-up International Best Practice
Principles’ (Morrison-Saunders et al. 2024) - here-
after simply referred to as the Guidance. As sum-
marised in the Guidance, the central approach
employed was a simple Delphi methodology.
Here, we provide a more detailed account of our
adaptation of the Delphi methodology as well as
other approaches taken to develop the Guidance.
It should be noted that this research was led by
the first two authors listed (with research assis-
tance provided by the third author), and the prin-
cipal contribution of the other co-authors was
through participation in our Delphi process.

The secondary aim of this paper is to reflect on
the utility and learnings we derived from the pro-
cess of developing international Guidance. This
includes some separated insights from the two
lead authors and Delphi participants. Aspects of
communication were especially important in the
quest for efficacious global guidance for IA follow-
up.

In the next section, we briefly explain the meth-
ods underpinning this professional practice-
oriented paper. Our ‘results and discussion’ are
divided into two components, with Section 3
focusing on the Delphi methodology we adopted,
including our reflections on the process, and
Section 4 addressing other challenges and learn-
ings arising from the development of the
Guidance. A succinct conclusion is provided in
Section 5 which includes summary tips for



practitioners who might be involved in developing
policy and guidance for IA processes.

2. Methods

For the preparation of this paper, our chief method is
that of reflexivity (e.g. Flick 2009), being an opportu-
nity to provide insight on both methods and results for
research by including ‘the voices of participants’
(Cresswell 2007, p. 37) in the research process.
Inclusion of reflexivity as a formal method within this
research explicitly acknowledges awareness of our
influence as researchers on the research (Elliott 2005;
Bowen 2009) which is ‘important in striving for objec-
tivity and neutrality’ (Snape and Spencer 2003, p. 20).
As Pillow (2003, p. 176) argued, reflexivity provides
qualitative researchers with ‘a methodological tool to
better represent, legitimize, or call into question their
data’. Steering the Delphi process to establish IA fol-
low-up guidance was a reflective exercise for the lead
authors as intimated in the previous account of our
methods. In the next sections of this paper, reflections
on our experiences with the Delphi method are pro-
vided by the lead authors and panel members alike,
followed by joint reflections on the process of devel-
oping guidance content for a global audience and the
nature of the IA follow-up itself.

Throughout this paper, we include citations of lit-
erature consulted in relation to the issues we encoun-
tered in designing and implementing the process for
developing the Guidance. This includes consideration
of the Delphi methodology itself, as well as literature
relating to communication issues, and a selection of
materials specific to aspects of |IA follow-up. Our
engagement with the literature is selective and prag-
matic, conforming to the notion of a ‘narrative review’
as described by Grant and Booth (2009) and Bettany-
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Saltikov (2010) being simply ‘driven by a general inter-
est in a topic’ (Bettany-Saltikov 2010, p. 48) and cover-
ing a ‘range of subjects at various levels of
completeness and comprehensiveness’ (Grant and
Booth 2009, p. 94). In other words, we have not
attempted to conduct a comprehensive or systematic
review of the substantial literature relevant to the
topics discussed in this paper.

3. Using a Delphi method and conference
workshops to develop international guidance

Our discussion is split into several components, being
first an account of the design of our Delphi method,
followed by details of the conference workshop.
Figure 1 depicts the process of developing the
Guidance with the methods used, itemising particular
stages of drafting and review, and responsibilities for
them. The first half of the journey (on the left) mainly
involved reflecting on the Principles to specify imple-
mentation issues, while the second involved reflecting
on the relevance of the material and expressing this in
a generalised fashion. The final section provides reflec-
tions on the utility of these approaches for developing
IA follow-up guidance for an international audience.

3.1 Delphi method design

A Delphi process initiated by the two lead authors - i.e.
serving as the ‘design and monitor team’ identified by
Turoff (1970, p. 150), or the ‘study group coordinator’
of Landeta (2006, p. 469) — was central to the design of
this research from the outset. An object of the Delphi
method is ‘to obtain the most reliable consensus of
a group of experts by subjecting them to a series of
questionnaires in depth interspersed with controlled
opinion feedback’ (Dalkey and Helmer 1963, p. 458).

IAIA International
Best Practice Principles
on |A Follow-up

|

Delphi Panel 1
initial guide to principles
£

Reflecting on A 4

IAIA Guidance Document
for Implementing IA Follow-up
Best Practice Principles

I

Workshop |AIA24
validation

-2

v Reflecting on

principles Delphi Panel 2
implementation review and revision

Delphi Panellists

guidance
relevance

final check

!

Figure 1. The process for developing and validating the guidance.
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The Delphi process was used to generate the bulk of
the Guidance content from a panel of 13 international
experts on IA follow-up in combination with input
from the lead authors. Following two rounds of the
Delphi process, the draft content for the Guidance was
presented at the IAIA’23 conference, which generated
questions and comments from the audience that led to
a small number of text amendments and additions (i.e.
our second methodological undertaking). Because of
their contribution, the Delphi panellists are co-authors
of the Guidance. A third method employed specifically
for writing this paper account of the research was
a reflection on the Delphi process utilised, initiated
by the two lead authors and subsequently opened-
up with all panellists — also being co-authors of this
paper. We explain each component of the method in
turn.

The Delphi method is a consensus-building method
created by The RAND Corporation in the late 1940s and
early 1950s (Dalkey and Helmer 1963; Landeta 2006).
While originally created to forecast the effects of new
technology on warfare, the Delphi method spread to
many knowledge fields that rely heavily on expert
opinion, such as EIA (Green et al. 1990) including the
prediction of environmental impacts (Coates 1974).
Beyond forecasting, the Delphi method has several
applications including policymaking, consensus-
building, knowledge creation, among others. For
example, Richey et al. (19853, p. 157) concluded that
‘use of a Delphi panel of experts proved to be an
efficient means of developing, identifying, and collat-
ing information on a wide range of complex topics’,
which in their case revolved around the design of
ecological monitoring programmes. In the context of
impact assessment practice, we note that Walker et al.
(2024) included the Delphi method in their list of qua-
litative methods in IA.

One of the variations of the Delphi method, the
Policy Delphi (Turoff 1970), is particularly useful in the
context of normative development or guidelines
development. This is because a Delphi method is par-
ticularly suited for ‘developing information about con-
ceptual or philosophical issues’ (Richey et al. 1985b,
p. 135). As Mukherjee et al. (2015, p. 8) noted it is
a technique suited to complex issues that benefit
from the ‘different perspectives and expertise of
respondents and their indirect group interactions’
rather than the sample size of respondents.
Previously Hanna and Noble (2015) used this method
to develop criteria for evaluating the effectiveness of
an IA system, and Richey et al. (1985a) for designing
environmental monitoring programs within IA, while
Mukherjee et al. (2015) provided a review of 36 Delphi
studies utilised in ecology and biology conservation
applications. Thus, it seemed appropriate for the task
of developing Guidance for implementing the recently
revised |A follow-up principles. This conforms with the

‘policy Delphi’ category described by Hasson and
Keeney (2011, p. 1696) which does not aspire to
achieving consensus from a group of experts so
much as ‘structuring and discussing the diverse
views’ (p. 1696). As Rauch (1979) pointed out in
a policy Delphi ‘data and facts are no longer the central
concern, but rather ideas’.

A key feature of a Delphi method is the anonymity
of the participating experts (Pill 1971; Rauch 1979).
Mukherjee et al. (2015) noted that this is important in
avoiding or overcoming the four social pressures relat-
ing to groupthink, halo effects, egotism and domi-
nance. A Delphi method is thus group-based
research, but without necessitating the coming-
together of participants in time and space (Finch and
Lewis 2003; Landeta 2006) and this becomes an advan-
tage for an international study. Having multiple rounds
of feedback or input from Delphi participants is impor-
tant, being ‘the means by which information is passed
between panellists so that individual judgment may be
improved and debiasing may occur’ (Rowe and Wright
1999, p. 370). Similarly, Landeta (2006, p. 468) draw
attention to the relevance of ‘structuring communica-
tion between a group of people who can provide
valuable contributions in order to resolve a complex
problem’.

Other features of the Delphi method have long
been discussed and evaluated. Among the most
debated issues in the literature is the quality, reliability
and accuracy of the method for arriving at a consensus
position on the topic or matter being deliberated (e.g.
Rowe and Wright 1999; Franklin and Hart 2007). For
example, scholars have long noted that new rounds of
opinions do not necessarily increase consensus, not-
withstanding an understanding that ‘in general, accu-
racy tends to increase over Delphi rounds’ (Rowe and
Wright 1999, p. 372). Landeta (2006) notes that the
‘experts must be consulted at least twice on the same
question’ (p 468), and for efficiency reasons, Delphi-
based studies tend to adopt two rounds of opinions
assuming that the level of consensus increases in
the second round (Rowe and Wright 1999). For 12 of
the 25 Delphi studies reviewed by Mukherjee et al.
(2015), two rounds or review were undertaken (with
three rounds for the others in their study). On this
basis, and likewise following the advice of Richey
et al. (1985b), two rounds of review were carried out
with our Delphi panel of 13 IA follow-up experts (all
carried out by email) before membership identities
were revealed to our participants. As indicated in
Figure 1, a final check of the Guidance content was
undertaken by our Delphi panel (i.e. not a formal 3"
round review per se).

Selection of our Panel was based on several con-
siderations, again following the advice of Richey
et al. (1985b) and Mukherjee et al. (2015) to initially
establish criteria for selecting participants as well as



similar choice criteria. Firstly, researchers of scholarly
works on IA follow-up were targeted, as well as
having over 10years of experience with IA follow-
up theory and/or practice. Secondly, attention was
given to geographical spread, trying to source parti-
cipants from as big a global geography as possible,
without undue bias to individual continents or coun-
tries. Fulfilling the last criterion was challenging as
nearly all 1A follow-up scholars come from Western
cultures (and Canada especially stands out above all
other nations on this topic). For example, there is no
permanent resident of Asia in our Panel, although
one participant originates from India (and often con-
ducts research there) while others have experience
in Asian countries. Finally, panel selection was also
motivated by specific 1A follow-up expertise; practi-
tioners known to have a particular focus upon, for
example, adaptive management, involvement of
Indigenous Peoples, follow-up conducted by inde-
pendent parties, or for strategic IA applications.
Ultimately, our Panel involved a diverse mixture of
experts from academia and practice simultaneously
representing many of the forms of collaborations
identified in the typology of Fischer and Bond
(2022).

In an evaluation of different-sized Delphi panels,
Richey et al. (1985b) determined that small panels of
8-15 participants could ‘function effectively when con-
sidering a variety of issues about diverse topics and
when the members represented diverse backgrounds’
(p 140). Similarly, the majority of the 31 Delphi studies
reviewed by Mukherjee et al. (2015) had a panel size
fewer than 20 respondents. Therefore, we considered
our panel of 13 members as an appropriate size for the
task we faced, further noting that the two lead authors
also contributed content throughout the process
including preparation of this paper.

For the first round, the lead authors emailed each of
the panellists individually (in December 2022), attach-
ing the Principles (i.e. Arts and Morrison-Saunders
2022) and inviting their ‘suggestions for Guidance on
the 15 international best practice principles for IA fol-
low-up’. Several further explanatory notes were pro-
vided to panellists. This included the explanation that
the Delphi panel members were chosen ‘with an eye
for specific areas of expertise within the field of IA
follow-up, as well as international spread'.
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Subsequently, there was no expectation for individuals
to address every one of the 15 best practice principles,
but rather ‘to focus your input onto specific principles
of particular relevance’. It was also noted that the lead
authors did not have any specific directions for the
Guidance format, but did provide the following
prompts as possibilities:

e Text describing or explaining useful ways to oper-
ationalise each principle;

e ‘Top tips’ or similar;

e A list of ‘things to do’ and/or ‘things to avoid’;

e Success factors and/or barriers;

e Requirements/enabling conditions, or gears and
levers; and,

e Specific examples from actual practice.

Finally, a comment regarding IA follow-up guidance
content was provided. This is reproduced in Box 2
as it remains pertinent for framing and understand-
ing the Guidance material provided later in this
paper.

Following the review period (of 3-4 weeks), the
Round 1 panel responses were combined into
a single document, organised into text specific to
each of the 15 principles in turn. This document was
over 40,000 words in total, running to some 120 pages
comprising mostly text but also with some tables,
photographs and diagrams. It became clear to the
lead authors that a systematic structure for each prin-
ciple was going to be necessary to organise the con-
tent. It was decided to adopt a basic questions
approach (of what?/why?/how?/who?/when?), similar
to that employed by Marshall et al. (2005) when orga-
nising and presenting the original best practice princi-
ples for IA follow-up. Additional sections for ‘top tips’,
‘things to avoid’, ‘examples’ and ‘further readings’ were
also utilised. It was also apparent that some prelimin-
ary framing content was needed, which would explain
the structure of the Guidance, define important termi-
nology, and provide overarching context regarding
‘why do IA follow-up?, ‘who does IA follow-up? and
‘when does IA follow-up occur?’. Further discussion of
this component of the research is provided in reflec-
tions on the process in Section 4.

An iterative process of review and revision of the
Round 1 Delphi content took place between the lead

Box 2. Note about Guidance content (as provided to Delphi panel).

read).

We are aware that best practice IA is context specific. The best practice principles are intended to be high-level considerations that might be
applied by IA practitioners anywhere in the world. As such, our Guidance material must appropriately be able to explain how to operationalise
each principle to a broad audience. We envisage that the final Guidance document might provide 2-3 pages of such content for each of the 15
principles (i.e. so that the final guidance document is sufficiently detailed to be useful, but not so long as to be onerous or too time-consuming to
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authors, removing repetition and content not consid-
ered to be relevant, adding new content to fill gaps,
and seeking to establish conformity of writing style
and terminology usage. The resulting Round 2 docu-
ment was over 50 pages in length with over 21,000
words in total. This document was circulated to the
Panel in March 2023 with a three-week review period,
seeking feedback by means of individual written
reports (e.g. much like a peer-review process for
a journal manuscript, which is one of the ways in
which Richey et al. (1985b) described the Delphi
method). Following discussion by the lead authors,
each panellist was subsequently provided with
a formal response to each point of feedback they had
provided (i.e. following the advice of Landeta 2006 in
this regard). The next part of our approach was to
present draft Guidance in a conference workshop
setting.

3.2 Workshop process and beyond

Following the Round 2 Delphi panel review, the lead
authors then revised the guidance document text (dur-
ing April 2023). In doing so, the ‘Things to avoid’ con-
tent was merged into ‘Tips' as several panellists had
noted that they tended to address the same or similar
content (just expressed in a different style). Also, it was
apparent that the ‘Examples’ varied tremendously in
style and content (degree of specificity). It was decided
that these would better function as a separate docu-
ment appended to the Guidance, along with any
‘Further reading’ suggestions. The subsequent draft
Guidance was some 12,000 words in total, running to
31 pages with the guidance text for each principle
covering no more than two pages.

Each year, the IAIA holds an annual conference in
a host country which changes from year to year.
Typically attended by upwards of 1,000 delegates
representing all sectors within IA practice (e.g. private
and public developers, consultants, regulators, aca-
demics, NGOs and students), it is the largest and
most accessible global gathering of IA experts that
we are aware of. Key material from the draft

Guidance was presented at the IAIA'23 annual confer-
ence in May 2023 in a 90-minute workshop session
hosted by the lead authors. The audience of the
IAIA’23 workshop can be considered a good proxy of
audience of the Guidance document when published.

Around 60 attendants of the IAIA’23 conference (i.e.
practitioners, academics with a diverse disciplinary
background from various countries) participated in
the conference workshop session (numbers were
fluid and no formal attendance register was kept),
including five of the Delphi panellists. Following an
introductory presentation of the draft guidance, ques-
tions and comments were received from audience
members, which were noted down. This feedback
resulted in a reflection on the text - confirmation
(there was much of this), need for explanation (some)
and suggestions for alteration (some). The feedback
resulted in a relatively small number of additions and
alterations to the text being undertaken by the lead
authors.

A final revision process was undertaken by the lead
authors in the first quarter of 2024, with several itera-
tions taking place between us. We continued to notice
small inconsistencies or repetitions or points of poten-
tial confusion that we sought to remedy. We also
undertook major revision of the ‘Tips’ component,
with five suggestions for each principle being the
final outcome. The Guidance and process of its formu-
lation was presented to a workshop at the IAIA’24
conference (attended by some 60 conference dele-
gates). In a short participative exercise, audience mem-
bers were asked to reflect on how to make follow-up
happen in practice (using the 15 principles as thought
provokers). Responses received confirmed advice pro-
vided in the Guidance (i.e. no new issues were put
forward), thereby providing a sense of quality assur-
ance for its content. During the workshop series at
IAIA'24, 11 professionals presented papers about
recent IA follow-up practice experiences in a broad
variety of countries. These presenters were also asked
to reflect on the Guidance. Overall, they stressed the
need for institutional arrangements to support prac-
tice (such as: formal legal requirements for conducting

Box 3. Reflections of the lead authors on leading the Delphi method.

terms in a particular jurisdiction.

contributed) was appropriately ‘peer-reviewed'.

Utilising a Delphi method in this research was very positive and rewarding for us.

Firstly, the panellists were all responsive and fast-acting, meeting our tight time deadlines, but doing so with far more quantity and quality of
material than we had anticipated. We ended up learning a lot more about IA follow-up ourselves in this process, especially regarding the rights of
Indigenous Peoples and how best practices in follow-up from an Indigenous Peoples perspective should play out. It was however somewhat
daunting and challenging to integrate the volume of content we received in 13 separate documents for each round of the Delphi process.
A particular challenge was in choosing terminology and definitions of our chosen terms that would resonate with all of our respondents
appropriately (i.e. both be understood and accepted by them), as different practitioners in different jurisdictions assume or adopt their own
particular contextual understanding of key concepts. This can be particularly challenging where legal cases have decreed for or against particular

Secondly, we found both great consistency in responses we received (e.g. numerous respondents confirming or challenging similar content on
similar grounds). This gave us confidence in the robustness of the content that emerged. At the same time, and equally important in our view, was
having unique individual perspectives come through, many of which have been included in the Guidance. Having two rounds of Panel review, as
well as the opportunity to present the material at two IAIA annual conferences, ensured that such content (as well as the material that we directly




follow-up, enforcement, independent oversight, data
repositories) and they also confirmed the relevance of
the Principles as well as the Guidance to understand-
ing and advancing practice. Finally, the Guidance was
formatted in the IAIA house style and published in
April 2024.

3.3 Reflections on our Delphi method

Overall, and much like IA researchers before us (e.g.
Richey et al. 1985a; Hanna and Noble 2015) we found
the Delphi approach to be valuable in, efficiently and
effectively generating insightful and consensus-based
content for understanding IA theory and practice (in
our case, being specific to follow-up). In Box 3, the lead
authors present their reflections on the experience of
steering the process.

Thus, in light of the issues discussed in Box 3, the
project leads had to intervene often. This is perhaps
different from other Delphi applications - e.g. if trying
to solve a problem, style differences might not matter
so much - but with a policy Delphi the need for con-
sistency dictated that intervention was necessary. This
meant ‘listening’ really carefully to understand what
the Delphi participants were really saying or meaning
by their inputs. It was important to reflect on altera-
tions of meaning (especially around terminology,
a point to which we return in Section 4) and to show
people where their message was not clear or was
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inconsistent with other content within the emerging
Guidance. This required a proactive approach to mod-
erating and facilitating, especially given our Delphi was
completed in two rounds of review. The reflection/
reflexive aspect of the approach was essential and it
was about challenging ourselves (research leads and
panellists alike) in this approach.

Both of the lead authors have previous experi-
ence developing international guidance using
a variety of methods including surveys (e.g.
Morrison-Saunders and Arts 2024), interviews (e.g.
Morrison-Saunders et al. 2020), as well as work-
shopping at international conferences also used
in this endeavour. Relative to these methods, the
Delphi approach was more efficient, as it reduced
the amount of analysis and synthesis of data or
input from multiple sources into a single narrative.
The Delphi panellists benefitted from seeing each
other’s ideas expressed in the draft Guidance con-
tent (e.g. relative to answering a prompting ques-
tion from researcher). This helped to spark their
own creativity, as well as providing an efficiency
for their own inputs as they could avoid repeating
content if already covered well (i.e. reducing repe-
tition of effort by participants). Similarly, the work-
shop enabled participants to see the emerging
text and respond only with points for additional
consideration - again, an efficiency of this
research process.

Box 4. Reflections of the Delphi panellists on the method.

Theme 1 - Personal reactions on being involved:

Certainly an interesting experiment!

Theme 2 - Nature of information generated:

bringing different expert views together.

Theme 3 - Organisation of the process:

success.

to contribute as much as they wish.

questioning and leading to wider perspectives?

consensus.
views.

feedback on points raised, were good and appreciated.

| did enjoy the Delphi process because | was again linked to international experts.
[It] was really helpful and gave me the opportunity to learn from others and to really appreciate my contribution to the process.
Honoured to have been invited ... to be part an anonymous international panel.

... it was ... challenging to complete the task given the openness of the exercise.

® .. it was interesting to see ... the ... different views and recommendations with the resulting added value and comprehensiveness of

... the iterative process with input from other countries gave me arguments for future revisions of our legislation.

It produced a lot of information, which ... was parsed down to quite useful information.

... comment on an open brief allowed a large number of issues to be raised and a wide variety of perspectives to be brought to bear.
... many things can fit under the umbrella of EIA follow-up. As a consequence, | felt that contributors tended mostly to add issues, concerns,
or thoughts, thus enlarging the basis on which to prepare the guidance document, in contrast to deepening the discussion.

® Round 1 covered a lot of ground and was a stretch for respondents, but the clear structure helped a great deal.

® | very much appreciated the very clear and precise information provided for each step of the Delphi process and believe this is crucial for

® .. the on-line method is more inclusive than face-to-face as one is not limited by geography. It also ensures that individuals have the space

® Impressed with the management of the Delphi process (the explanation of the process, the expectations and way forward were clear from
the start) ... and the diverse and competent international panel once revealed.

® | wonder if the process maybe worked the opposite of the Delphi ideal: (where the task is to reach a consensus around a reasonably well

constrained set of options, e.g. agreeing rankings of key criteria) not leading to a consensus but instead increasing the degree of

® | missed a more detailed and rigorous introduction to the specific Delphi Method that is being used ... Ours is arguably less rigorous than
the original one, because we stopped in the 2nd round apparently for the sake of time — not because we reached a specific level of

® The response of those organising the exercise was critical, in that they took points on board and proved able to integrate a large number of

® Good, targeted and efficient feedback is essential to keep participants on board; Round 2 requests by the researchers, and Round 2




8 A. MORRISON-SAUNDERS ET AL.

We also include the reflections of our panellist
members on their experience with the Delphi process
(Box 4). To generate the content of Box 4, the lead
authors emailed Panellists simply asking them to
‘Provide a brief reflection on your experience with the
Delphi process (e.g. 2-4 sentences)’. Three broad
themes emerged in the responses received: personal
remarks on being involved; reflections on the nature of
the information generated; and, comments regarding
the organisation of the Delphi process. Direct extracts
(i.e. quotations) are provided under each of these
theme headings in Box 4 to retain and honour the
individual ‘voice’ of our panellists.

Overall, we consider the Delphi methodology to be
a useful approach for developing international
Guidance documents. This is because of such
aspects as:

¢ Disclosing international experiences;

e Addressing differences (both cultural and
geographical);

e Finding commonalities, while allowing for cap-
ture of relevant diversity;

e |ts consensus-oriented nature creating intersub-
jective knowledge, and

o Effectiveness and efficiency relative to other con-
sultative approaches.

We believe it would be useful not only for the topic of
IA follow-up but equally also for informing and devel-
oping other best practice principles of IAIA.
Nevertheless, there are of course limitations asso-
ciated with any research methodology which should
be acknowledged. In our case, several matters are
worth noting. As mentioned previously, we gave care-
ful consideration to our selection of Delphi members,
but inevitably with the kinds of panel size used with
this research method it is not feasible to be represen-
tative on a global scale. Similarly, while a larger and
diverse group of individuals participated in our con-
ference workshops, we cannot claim to be representa-
tive; we simply hope our engagement through these
methods is sufficient to enable useful Guidance to
ensue. Another potential limitation of the Delphi
method concerns transparency in regards to the dis-
tillation of Guidance content. Whilst the panellists saw
each iteration of the guidance as it was developed, the
individual responses received for each round of the
Delphi were not shared; there is potential for any bias
of the lead authors to potentially distort or somehow
skew the content. However, as lead authors we were
aware of this bias and explicitly discussed this, more-
over the resulting (final draft) guidance was shared
with all panellists for some last round of feedback
(see Figure 1). These limitations that we have identified
here conform with the key limitations of the Delphi
method identified by Franklin and Hart (2007, p. 241)

as ‘(a) panel selection, (b) questionnaire development,
and (c) data analysis and research bias’, where the
latter includes a broad limitation associated with treat-
ment and analysis of qualitative data. In our case, the
issue of ‘questionnaire development’ was not
a concern given the existence of the Principles at the
outset of our Delphi process and that the first round
was simply an open question seeking guidance sug-
gestions on these as explained previously.

4. Reflections on developing IA (follow-up)
guidance for an international audience

Our second set of reflections relates to developing
a global guidance for IA practice. Some of our later
reflections in this section pertain to specific character-
istics of IA follow-up. In large measure this section
pertains to communication aspects for working with
the Delphi panellists and how to communicate
Guidance content meaningful for an international
audience. Drawing upon insights from Freeman and
Maybin (2011, p. 156) the Guidance as a form of written
communication for an international audience being
‘made over time and at a distance, is more often
made in general terms, and directed at an unknown
reader’. Perhaps the audience for IAIA best practice is
clearer than this. Nevertheless, as noted by Morgan
(2017, p. 80) in relation to IA ‘best practice material
represents a distillation of ideas, processes, forms and
concepts, through discussion and debate over a period
of time'. In other words, how the guidance is written
and its reception by readers matters.

We adopted the spirit of Freeman and Maybin
(2011, p. 158) who treat ‘policy documents as texts to
be analysed and interpreted’. As argued in Morrison-
Saunders (2023, p. 69), IA ‘must be context-specific and
tailored to the socio-political and -cultural setting
where it takes place’. Best practice principles and gui-
dance should not attempt to be prescriptive - i.e. not
present ‘a false picture of there being just one way to
operate’ (Morgan 2017, p. 81) — but rather allow for
interpretation and application in different contexts.
Morgan (2017) asserts that ‘best practice is not just
about seeking to codify the main rules of practice’
(p78), rather it is more geared towards ‘building
a sense of professional identity’ (p. 78) which variously
may:

‘Be about doing things better’ (p. 79);

¢ Be ‘a way to learn from other[s]’ (p. 79);

¢ Be ‘a means for promoting more consistent and
better practices, and ensuring their information
needs’ (p. 79);

e Help ‘standardize approaches ... [in a] field of

interest ..., transfer learning, and generally to

expand and upgrade practices deemed to be

relevant and useful in particular ways’ (p. 79); and,



e Serve to ‘redefine thinking on best practice in
a given field, producing new statements of best
practice that may or may not influence the beha-
viour of other actors in the field’ (p. 79).

Further Morgan (2017, p. 80) notes that ‘because best
practice is based on experience in particular localities,
there needs to be some degree of abstraction to sepa-
rate out the broader transferable learning that can be
applied to other situations’. Thus, best practice IA gui-
dance needs to be transferrable to ‘markedly different
social, cultural or political settings’ (Morgan 2017,
p. 81). These points relate well to the strengths of the
Delphi and workshop approach we experienced when
developing the Guidance explained previously.

We constantly experienced a tension between
keeping the Guidance content short and succinct
whilst seeking to maintain value for a broad audience
with the potential to be context-relevant and applied
anywhere in the world. Beyond length considerations,
choice of language and writing style proves to also be
important. We followed many of the suggestions of
Young and Quinn (2002) in their advice for writing
effective public policy. For example, we gave careful
attention to the structure of the Guidance (notwith-
standing its structural components are different to
policy content as suggested by these authors) and
upheld advice regarding dividing text into para-
graphs and sections that are intended to be logical
and complete within themselves but also providing
‘enough physical breaks in the text for the reader’
(Young and Quinn 2002, p. 70). We also attempted
to uphold the six strategic communication principles
of WHO (2017) to produce Guidance that would be
‘accessible, actionable, credible and trusted, relevant,
timely and understandable’ (p 3). This is similar to the
well-known approach to writing SMART (Specific,
Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Timely) objec-
tives (Doran 1981) and indeed it was the advice of
more than one Delphi panellist to advocate for
a SMART approach in one of the tips for expressing
IA follow-up performance criteria (Morrison-Saunders
et al. 2024, p. 17). Salient points from WHO (2017)
regarding each of their six principles in the specific
application of the Guidance include being:

o Accessible — to be published online with the rest
of the IAIA best practice principles material;

e Actionable — to be clear on the ‘behaviour or
action we want audiences to take’ (WHO, 2017,
p 9), which we attempted to deliver by adopting
the different sections, under the headings of
what/why/how/who/when as well as Tips for
implementation;

e Credible and trusted - developed by the Delphi
panellists and workshopped at the IAIA’23 con-
ference, and published by IAIA;
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e Relevant - making the ‘content relevant to the
specific audience’ (WHO, 2017, p 27) in this case IA
practitioners preparing or conducting follow-up;

¢ Timely - by avoiding repetition whilst attempting
to ‘synchronize messaging with partners’ (WHO,
2017, p 34) being in our case other IA best prac-
tice principles material produced by IAIA; and

e Understandable - by defining or clarifying ter-
minology the first time it is used in the
Guidance (and thereafter using it rigorously
and consistently), more generally ‘using lan-
guage that is familiar to the target audience’
(WHO, 2017, p 35) and including ‘Tips’, which
were intended to provide a particularly direct
and understandable form of key guidance
ideas.

It was the final principle (being ‘understandable’) that
provided us with the most challenges, but also where
the approach followed (using a Delphi Panel and work-
shops) proved to be valuable to deal with this
challenge.

As already noted in Box 3, selecting terminology
that can be appropriate in all contexts is a particular
challenge. The lead authors observed that Delphi
panellists were typically adamantly wedded to particu-
lar terminology, coming to the realisation that people
are apparently bound by legal representation (espe-
cially where these are a product of court cases) in their
nation or jurisdiction of operation. It was necessary to
decide on a singular term to be consistently employed
(often done by resorting to a common dictionary defi-
nition), and at times this had to be ‘sold’ to individuals
to overcome their own inclination to reject its usage.
One example here was the term ‘stakeholder’ which is
not embraced by Indigenous Peoples and to include
them under this umbrella term is inconsistent with
laws protecting Indigenous peoples’ culture and rights
in one of the nation’s represented on our Panel.

The lead authors also had to intervene to help with
navigating concepts that are similar or frequently con-
fused. Often this meant moving text from where
a panellist had positioned it for one of the IA follow-
up principles to a different principle. Three pairs of
terms were especially prevalent here, pertaining to
six discrete IA follow-up principles, being the differ-
ence between:

e Transparency (Principle 5)
(Principle 6);

¢ Adaptive management (Principle 11) and being
flexible (Principle 12) or simply ‘managing adap-
tively’ (Morrison-Saunders, Arts et al. 2024, p. 23);
and

e Follow-up of cumulative impacts (Principle 14)
and of the overall effects of a development
(Principle 15) pertaining to a ‘holistic impact

and accessibility
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assessment’ (Morrison-Saunders, Arts et al. 2024,
p. 31).

Our approach was to define concepts once (i.e. when
first used in the Guidance where this was not already
clear in the original Principles) and then be diligent on
ensuring only relevant content was included in that
specific section of the document. Careful explanation
was given when providing feedback to the Panellists
so they could understand why their content was
moved or altered.

Avoiding overlap and repetition between the
accounts for different principles was important, but
this may be contrary to how a reader wishes to engage
with the material. In our streamlined model (with no
repetition), the guidance for the 15 principles needs to
be comprehended as a whole; i.e. to apply or carry
through the thinking presented for one particular prin-
ciple into the others. To illustrate this with just one
example (there were many), the notions of being trans-
parent (Principle 5) and flexible (Principle 12) come
into play when implementing most, if not all, of the
other principles. We chose not to keep repeating such
content within those individual principles.

Our final reflections pertain more specifically to the
nature of IA follow-up itself. Given that follow-up is an
inherent part of IA (e.g. IAIA and IEA 1999), there is
something of a false dichotomy in singling it out for
attention and guidance on its own. In a sense, simply
‘doing IA well’ would automatically ensure that follow-
up happens and helps to produce sustainable devel-
opment. It is principally because follow-up continues
to be neglected relative to most other aspects of good
IA practice that we have pursued stand-alone princi-
ples (Arts and Morrison-Saunders 2022) and guidance
for them. This debate especially came to light in rela-
tion to Principle 3 for starting early in the IA process.
For some, the term ‘follow-up’ (and others such terms
as monitoring, audit or evaluation) conveys an expec-
tation for activities that only commence after the for-
mal approval decision - i.e. during construction and
implementation of development (a fundamental ter-
minological problem noted in Morrison-Saunders
2023). However, the lead authors maintain (and in
some cases needed to reiterate with Panel members)
that giving attention to activities such as baseline
monitoring and building relationships with stake-
holders - that are also key to IA follow-up - must
commence at the very outset of IA thinking and plan-
ning (e.g. by proponents). This clarification of what it
means for starting early in the IA process is of itself an
important part of the guidance document.

5. Conclusions

Using a Delphi panel, workshops at international con-
ferences and reflexivity, this research sought to report

on an interactive design approach for developing
international guidance for implementing IA follow-up
as well as to reflect on the utility and learning we
derived from this process. We close with some con-
cluding thoughts on each.

The Delphi method was found to be helpful in
unlocking individual experiences and expertise
(experiential and expert knowledge) from the par-
ticipating experts. It also fostered a simple but
effective interaction that helped to spark creativ-
ity, appropriate for establishing an international
guidance document. For success, it required
a cycle of giving feedback and codifying with an
important role of project leads, listening carefully
and intervening as needed in order to keep
momentum and consistency of content. The for-
mer experience of the two lead authors with other
similar participative research methods was helpful
in this regard. While not seeking to be globally
representative, we consider that the geographical
and role diversity of the Delphi panellists proved
to be an appropriate proxy for the international IA
community, as verified by the two IAIA conference
workshops which principally validated the
Guidance content. There was good efficiency in
adopting a policy Delphi process, notwithstanding
that this research nevertheless was undertaken
over a couple of years. Overall, applying the
Delphi approach in combination with international
workshops helped to calibrate towards interna-
tional guidance relevant for unlocking worldwide
experience that will be meaningful to a large and
broad audience.

The very act of trying to establish and commu-
nicate international guidance generates tension
between detailed explanations of relevance to spe-
cific contexts and generalization and overview.
There are inevitably trade-offs to be made being
too specific on the one hand, and too generic on
the other. Providing tips for the implementation of
guidance in practice was an important ‘solution’
here. The definition of terms proves to be both
complex and vital in codifying practice experience,
taking time and iterative reflection and review to
get it right. Likewise, avoiding overlap and repeti-
tion, and keeping the overall guidance brief and
clear (i.e. to prevent information overload), although
requiring much effort, is advisable in our view.
Finally, we advocate having a clear and simple
structure for any guidance document, that is
applied systematically (e.g. the what, why, how,
who and when of IA follow-up in our example)
and which will provide a familiar structure for
a reader to comprehend.

In this research and professional practice-
oriented journey, the development of international
guidance on |A follow-up was iterative and



adaptive in which learning was created. It
mimicked follow-up itself emphasising the need
for feedback, adaptiveness, learning and improve-
ment over time.
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