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Abstract 
Nominal Group Technique (NGT) is a structured approach to 
consensus development and data collection driven by problem-
solving, idea inception and prioritisation. Challenges of the 
coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic necessitated the 
development of a virtual (vNGT) model to recruit participants from 
diverse locations and time zones. Our reflections reveal the 
opportunities and challenges of using Zoom© for NGT sessions, 
resulting in more effective engagement and focus with fewer 
distractions compared to in-person meetings. The 12 tips provide 
practical suggestions for expanding the versatility of NGT in a virtual 
environment. These recommendations cover every aspect of the 
process, including the person, place, and object, from planning the 
sessions, and utilising technology resources effectively, to ensuring a 
seamless implementation to desirable outcomes. The paper strives to 
assist individuals in effectively using the online NGT as a substitute for 
in-person events, promoting effective management of remote 
participants even during unprecedented times of quarantine and 
physical distancing.
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Introduction
The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has  
disrupted the status quo of higher education teaching and 
research over the past three years. It has significantly influenced  
the process of data collection and has required rapid trans-
formation of conventional face-to-face models to socially  
distant methods (Lobe et al., 2020). The availability of, and  
rapid improvement in, numerous digital-based virtual plat-
forms has remodelled face-to-face components of education  
and qualitative educational research. One clear benefit of virtu-
ally conducted research includes the ease of recruitment and  
communication with potential participants, using inexpensive  
but practical software that can manage complex research 
arrangements, ensure research continuity and foster meaningful  
social collaboration among participants (Beddows, 2008).

Nominal Group technique (NGT) is an approach that tradition-
ally runs as a face-to-face small group discussion, generating  
immediate data (McMillan et al., 2016). It was envisioned  
that this process could be helpful in developing diverse  
perspectives in a structured manner, reducing the dominance  
of participants during the discussion, and increasing individual 
participation (Delbecq et al., 1975; De Ruyter, 1996; Marques  
et al., 2021). NGT can be used as an alternative to focus groups 
when specific consensus-driven outcomes are sought. This 
consensus-obtaining method is devoted to problem-solving,  
notion development and establishing priorities. The problem 
is presented to the consented participant group as a nominal  
question, thus generating discussion around ideas by individ-
ual participants. Subsequently, a voting/ranking phase helps 
the participants to prioritise and agree upon the top ideas gen-
erated. These four steps of NGT are shown in the schematic  
diagram below (Figure 1)

To modify NGT to suit the ‘social distancing’ and lockdown 
challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic, we adopted a virtual  
model of consensus generation, structured to ensure partici-
pant engagement. The virtual data collection also paved an 

alternative route to engaging time-challenged professionals.  
The transformation from in-person to online did not alter the 
original layout except the format of data collection. This paper  
shares 12 tips based on our experience with virtual NGT.

Tip 1: Planning is the key
The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted qualitative research 
plans by disrupting normal activities and forcing researchers  
to alter data collection methods thus adapting to the changed 
circumstances created by the pandemic. Similarly, a thorough 
preparation and planning process is necessary for the imple-
mentation of NGT. This requires convening participants for  
face-to-face meetings, which can pose difficulties and result 
in low turnout (Manera et al., 2019). A virtual focus or  
nominal group session should be planned based on several  
factors, including technology, participant demographics, opti-
mal group sizes, ethical recruitment approaches, experienced  
moderators, favourable scheduling, clearly formulated research 
questions, and ethical considerations like obtaining informed  
consent. A participant’s quality of experiences and knowl-
edge is considered more important than quantity when ensuring  
data validity (Potter et al., 2004).

Classical nominal groups generally have between six to eight 
participants (McMillan et al., 2015). Given the availability  
of experts and students, our group sizes were effective, despite 
being three to five participants. Based on this, we recommend 
that a minimum of three and a maximum seven participants 
should be assembled in a virtual setting that is easily accessible  
for all participants, regardless of their geographical location, 
and at a time that is suitable for everyone. This method has  
a wider scope in medical education research by engaging 
health professionals and teachers who lack the resources to  
attend in-person sessions. In addition, virtual methods often 
ease the process of recruitment and participant engagement, 
minimising the burden of participants’ travel and logistics  
yielding a faster turnaround time (Beddows, 2008; Rupert  
et al., 2017).

Figure 1. Schematic diagram of the classical steps of NGT. This figure is an original figure produced by the first author for this article.

Page 3 of 12

MedEdPublish 2023, 13:18 Last updated: 16 AUG 2023



Tip 2: Ease the process of recruitment
The pandemic limited opportunities for convenience sampling  
because in-person attendance was not available, so we recruited 
via purposeful sampling by email invitations. Purposive  
sampling can be applied, where participants with a diversity 
of demographic characteristics are selected to obtain a range  
of perspectives, since all eligible participants cannot be 
recruited (Manera et al., 2019). Besides obtaining consent 
from all participants, an online scheduling poll should be  
conducted in order to determine a convenient and common  
session time for all participants.

Using a virtual recruitment platform can facilitate qualitative  
recruitment by leveraging social media, existing networks,  
partnerships, incentives, and easy-to-use tools while protecting  
participants’ privacy and confidentiality. Choosing the right 
sampling method is crucial for a qualitative research study.  
For instance, purposive sampling was the appropriate fit for 
our research objectives and the consensus generation meth-
odology we employed. By carefully selecting individuals  
deemed essential to the study, we were able to effectively  
engage participants and generate the desired consensus.

Tip 3: Configure the groups and get started
Given that pandemic recruiting poses several challenges, it is 
vital that the process begins as soon as a minimum number of 
participants has been recruited. The composition of groups for  
exploratory purposes may be homogeneous if all participants 
have a similar level of experience, and heterogeneous if the  
group is composed of a diversity of participants (i.e., students 
and experts) (Krueger, 2014; Muijeen et al., 2020). We initially  
began with separate ‘homogenous ‘sessions for experts and 
students to meet the minimum number of participants for  
NGT. As time moved on, the participants numbers increased 
and reached a maximum of five, bringing more heterogeneity  
to the process of data collection. Due to power differentials,  
participants in traditional NGT with less power may feel  
unable to express their own views or counter powerful  
participant’s views (McMillan et al., 2016). However, we 
found that the virtual adoption of NGT and its structured 
format did not result in a significant impact from power  
differentials as it allowed both high and low power  
participants ample opportunity to voice their opinions.

Tip 4: Sensitize the participants using a pre-
elicitation technique
Online data collection can be problematic if participants are  
not informed adequately about what they need to do beforehand  
or if inconsistencies are not addressed, leading to possible  
biases and decreased efficiency. Using the pre-elicitation  
technique, researchers can inform participants adequately and 
give them time to reflect on their views prior to the session 
(Gonzales & Leroy, 2011; McMillan et al., 2015). With  
the virtual format of the NGT, this time-saving activity  
prepares participants better for the session, as some of the 
silent generation phase of the NGT can be completed prior to  
entering the session. As part of our research preparation, we  

created a matrix template that summarised our research query, 
along with guidelines for completing it. Participants used  
the matrix to note ideas or concepts related to threshold  
concepts in pharmacology. Additionally, we created a short 
video explaining the research focus and procedure to ensure  
smooth implementation. Additionally, this preparation tool 
provided participants with a chance to reflect on conceptual  
aspects they would encounter and their own experiences of 
this topic in relation to the research question, which sped up  
the process and prepared them better for the session.

Tip 5: Harness videoconferencing technologies
Qualitative researchers face physical, psychological, and ethi-
cal obstacles during a pandemic since social distance and 
travel restrictions prevent in-person fieldwork (Santana et al.,  
2021). Thus, virtual avenues have been adopted to collect 
data, such as virtual focus groups, which provide a ‘promising  
alternative’ to in-person focus groups and help overcome  
geographical barriers (Marques et al., 2021). We chose Zoom©  
as the online videoconferencing software for gathering quali-
tative data as it is relatively easy to use and cost-effective, 
with useful data management features, security, and recording  
options (Archibald et al., 2019). Further, our university  
recommends using a secure data system or maintaining the 
confidentiality of research data through the use of software  
programs such as Zoom© (or Microsoft® Teams) for  
videoconferencing. Additionally, real-time virtual software 
enables easy, high-quality audio-video recordings, which can 
be used to transcribe the meeting conversation and observe  
non-verbal behaviour to augment or complement data  
analysis (Matthews et al., 2018). Automatic transcription speeds 
up the generation and analysis of data, improving timeliness 
and reducing the time and money spent on manual  
transcription (Carter et al., 2021; McMullin, 2021; Singh et al.,  
2022). Despite occasional imperfections in the Zoom©  
auto-transcription, it was fairly comprehensible due to close 
review of the transcripts and consideration of the participants’ 
non-verbal actions (via the video recordings) during data  
analysis.

Tip 6: Harmonise the virtual generation of 
consensus
To ensure that the consensus generation session runs smoothly 
without major disruptions, a stable internet connection is 
vital. The beginning and end of the different steps of NGT 
can be signposted to the participants through the screen-share  
feature of videoconferencing platforms such as Zoom© or 
Microsoft® Teams. Similarly, during the round-robin phase, the  
facilitator can use the same feature to openly list and share 
the ideas proposed by individual participants. Our participants  
used the direct chat feature to communicate privately with 
the facilitator any doubts or misconceptions that they did not 
want to discuss openly. This feature also minimises the risk  
of openly discussing trivial issues that can often be distract-
ing and irrelevant to the active research session. By harmonizing  
NGT with the virtual platform of Zoom©, the structured  
format encourages participants to speak in turn. Therefore,  
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everyone has the opportunity to make a contribution, instead 
of allowing the louder participants to determine the direction,  
thus resolving issues related to unequal power dynamics.

Tip 7: Empower virtual teams through facilitation
Having a skilled facilitator/moderator is essential for ensur-
ing the success of virtual team meetings and guiding the 
team towards their objectives (Humphrey-Murto et al., 2017;  
Kayser, 2011). The facilitator encourages participation, guides 
the process and may prepare an ice-breaker to build rapport  
and create a comfortable environment for, and free-flowing  
discussions (Manera et al., 2019). The facilitator, through their  
expert knowledge of group dynamics, plays a crucial role in 
creating an environment that promotes equal participation and 
open communication, allowing all members of the group to  
have their voices heard and their perspectives valued, resulting  
in a more effective and inclusive discussion.

The Nominal Group Technique is a time-effective method 
for collecting data as sessions typically last 1.5–2 hours with  
participants only needing to attend one session, but virtual 
interactions can be cognitively demanding as they require 
concentration of listening and viewing. (Epstein, 2020;  
McMillan et al., 2016; Potter et al., 2004). As a result, the 
facilitator’s proactive role in reducing this fatigue and prevent-
ing its dissemination is more valuable for effective consensus  
generation. NGT’s structured stepwise, flexible format com-
plements the role of the facilitator, who can either mini-
mise or prolong the steps in accordance with the level of 
enthusiasm and motivation of the group in general. In the  
round-robin phase of NGT, for example, having a profes-
sional scribe can shorten the process and improve productivity.  
The scribe accurately records ideas, freeing the facilitator  
to focus on encouraging participation and maintaining the 
meeting flow by encouraging individual participants to share  
their thoughts. By streamlining, enhancing, and promoting 
this process, the round-robin phase will yield a more effective  
and efficient outcome.

Tip 8: Reinforce ground rules and effective 
timekeeping for each phase
The virtual platform encourages one speaker at a time and 
can be effectively managed by reminding participants of the  
ground rules. It makes it easier to keep track of who  
proposes each idea or concept if there is both a facilitator 
and a scribe. The facilitator can keep track of the ideas and  
their originators with the help of a scribe’s notes, available 
on a backup screen. For the virtual process, the ground rules  
should be set not only at the beginning but also at the incep-
tion of each NGT phase as verbal reminders or via a  
presentation slide that outlines the do’s and don’ts of the  
process. Once this is accomplished, virtual sessions can gen-
erate succinct and relevant responses with minimal interrup-
tions, side conversations or distractions than might be expected  
with in-person sessions.

The clarification/grouping phase is time-consuming, with com-
pletion time varying based on group size, number of ques-
tions, and type of participants (McMillan et al., 2016). For  

example, a NGT for one question requires ~two hours, while 
a NGT for two questions could require one half-day, followed 
by another half-day for the forum event (Bradley et al., 2013;  
Hutchings et al., 2010). Aside from keeping the virtual ses-
sion focused on one nominal question, timekeeping is of  
paramount importance for a productive session, as it ensures 
fair allocation of presentation time and helps maintain focus  
and participant engagement by reducing the risk of boredom  
and fluctuations in concentration during extended periods  
(Davis et al., 2021; Epping et al., 2020). For time-based  
tasks, Zoom Timer offers customizable, on-screen countdown 
solutions, with a maximum time limit of 100 minutes. For  
time-based tasks, Zoom Timer offers customizable, on-screen 
countdown solutions, with a maximum time limit of 100  
minutes.

Tip 9: Easy voting using online polls
In the private or confidential section of voting, participants  
may choose to prioritise all of the ideas ranked one through 
five, with the most significant ideas being ranked first, the next  
two ranked second etc., or to score each idea, such as assign-
ing a number from one to five to each idea (Manera et al., 
2019; Vander Laenen, 2015). According to the literature, the 
nominal group technique typically involves ranking five con-
cepts (Delbecq et al., 1975; Dening et al., 2013; McMillan  
et al., 2015). Voting frequency is also calculated for the top 
five themes to gauge how often they were voted for and thus  
how popular they are. A vNGT session utilises the same over-
all timeframe for voting as classical NGT (~10 minutes).  
However, vNGT has the added benefit of being able to use 
a proprietary program to assist with this process, such as  
Qualtrics (Provo, UT) or SurveyMonkey (Momentive Inc.,  
San Mateo, California, USA). In our study, the facilitator  
used Zoom© chat to share a secure online form link directly  
with each participant in our case, speeding up the whole  
process.

Tip 10: Make the most of the flexibility of the 
virtual place
The inherent flexibility of the virtual format allows the vNGt  
to be customised to meet the needs of participants and  
researchers (Manera et al., 2019). However, technology issues 
like internet blackouts, computer failures, and hardware  
malfunctions can pose challenges. Having reliable IT assist-
ance and a backup plan in place can help rectify these unfore-
seen events. Moderators should also keep participants’  
contact information and establish clear agreements regarding 
their use to provide instant assistance in case of technological  
problems. Facilitators should have a backup plan in place in 
case the online platform fails (Carter et al., 2021). This plan  
may involve switching to alternative technology, direct com-
munication with participants, postponing the data collection,  
or conducting in-person data collection. By being prepared, 
the data collection process can continue smoothly, even in the  
event of technical difficulties. NGT’s innovative approach 
ensures smooth session proceedings, even in the face of tech-
nology disruptions affecting some participants. Our scheduling  
system locks in two time slots for the same group, providing  
a backup option in case of any centralised interruptions.
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Tip 11: Wrap-up the experience
Holding a post-research evaluation or wrap-up session after 
a technology- or online-facilitated session is vital to make 
sure the technology and platform fulfil their purpose and  
participants have a positive and productive experience. Research 
methods can be improved by using participants’ feedback  
not only to refine future designs and processes but also to  
provide support to methodological studies (Carter et al., 2021).  
The wrap-up session not only gave us the chance to assess the 
outcome of the session and pinpoint areas for improvement  
but also provided valuable information about the technol-
ogy and platform employed. Participants’ feedback was instru-
mental in determining the technology’s effectiveness and 
the impact of the online platform on their involvement and  
contribution.

Tip 12: Immerse yourself in the data
Make use of the autogenerated audio-visual recordings to  
immerse yourself in the data. This is done by visiting or  
revisiting each interview recording to gain content immersion, 
generate field notes, and independently note their analytical  
interpretations. It is possible to take brief field notes, which 
may be limited to keywords, phrases, and thoughts, during a 
virtual session, but the audio-visual recording can provide a  
valuable backup tool for data analysis, which is not possible  
when conducting the session in real time, provided a record-
ing system is available (Santana et al., 2021). The audio-video  
recordings served as a valuable resource in our data analysis,  
utilizing an abductive line of reasoning. This approach 
allowed us to revisit the recordings, combined with data notes 
and transcripts, to reconstruct the experience and bring the  
observations to life in new and innovative ways.

Major vNGT limitations
Note that we do not recommend vNGT for sensitive research  
as it may not be ideal for handling sensitive topics or engag-
ing vulnerable groups of participants as it would be difficult  
to provide the appropriate individual support via this virtual 
arrangement. Although, it is possible to provide immediate  
and personalised assistance to a distressed participant by  
inviting them to a private breakout room if necessary,  

during the data collection process. Another major limitation to  
the virtual format is that participants in rural and indige-
nous communities may have significant access challenges to  
broadband internet, software or an appropriate device to join  
a meeting online.

Conclusion
This unconventional execution of nominal group technique  
(NGT) in the pandemic era of COVID-19 helped us to run 
the process holistically without changing its essence and  
structure. The virtual format of NGT (vNGT) can serve as an 
effective alternative to the face-to-face method. It allows for 
engagement of participants placed in geographically distinct  
regions or time zones. In addition, virtual avenues for consen-
sus generation do not adhere solely to the social distancing  
order but may also be used as comparable alternative to  
in-personal attendance in various educational, scientific and  
working environments where time is short or virtual attendance 
is advantageous. The 12 tips provided for the virtual adoption  
of nominal group techniques aim to guide and support  
the research process in a virtual setting. By effectively imple-
menting these tips, you can ensure the successful and efficient 
adoption of this technique in a virtual environment, leading  
to meaningful and productive outcomes for your research.
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This paper describes practical tips for how to apply the nominal group technique with virtual 
platforms, particularly relevant during the Covid-19 pandemic, but even applicable in other 
settings. The practical tips may be of great help for other researchers to undertake vNGT studies 
and may help them to avoid existing pitfalls. 
 
I have some suggestions that may improve the manuscript:

I suggest a little bit more extensive presentation of the NGT: see e.g., the de Ruyters 
reference, and e.g., the Wikipedia discussion of NGT. These references present more 
possibilities to vary the NGT-based study design. There are many successful modifications 
of the technique that deserves to be mentioned. Furthermore:

The optimal number of participants depends very much on the purpose of the study. 
It may often be much higher than suggested by the authors, especially to ensure a 
rich harvest of opinions (in terms of qualitative methods: saturation of themes) 
during the process. De Ruyters suggest ten participants. I would like to see a short 
discussion of this in the paper. 
 

1. 

It is unclear to me what “nominal” means. Is it the group that is nominal or the 
research question(s)? 
 

2. 

I suggest that the NGT is presented in a way that explains that it may be modified in 
several ways to fit the purpose of the study. This is reflected both by the basic 
references, but even more by searching for references that have applied the NGT for 
different purposes. In this respect the (otherwise nice) figure is too simple to explain 
what NGT can be. 
 

3. 

1. 

I also would like to suggest a brief discussion of the purposive sampling of participants a 
and how choice of participants (together with number of participants) may affect the 
richness of, or undesirable bias in, themes that are generated for the later stages in the 
NGT process. 

2. 
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The time frames in NGT may differ, again depending on the purpose. What are the times 
referred to in the figure? This should be explained in the figure legend.   
 

3. 

The authors refer to their own application of virtual NGT without including it in the 
reference list. If it has been published it should be referred to, if not it should be explained 
better what it was about. This would help the reader to understand more of the 
methodological choices that are made by the authors.      

4. 

 
Is the topic of the practical tips discussed accurately in the context of the current literature
Partly

Are all factual statements correct and adequately supported by citations?
Partly

Are arguments sufficiently supported by evidence from the published literature and/or the 
authors’ practice?
Partly

If evidence from practice is presented, are all the underlying source data available to ensure 
full reproducibility?
Not applicable

Are the conclusions drawn balanced and justified on the basis of the presented arguments?
Yes
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(SHE), Maastricht University, Maastricht, The Netherlands 

The paper is written in a clear way and the twelve tips are relevant for those considering to apply 
vNGT. I feel the paper adds to the literature on Nominal Group Technique because it specifically 
focuses on using this in a virtual environment. This is especially relevant because we increasingly 
use virtual environments for data collection. I think the authors succeeded well in focusing on 
those aspects that are different for a virtual setting compared with a face to face setting.  
 
Here are some further thoughts that the authors may consider: 
 
The authors mentioned vNGT under the umbrella of qualitative research, but in my view it is not a 
fully qualitative approach, for example considering the ranking involved. Perhaps the authors 
could consider using the umbrella of consensus group methods as an alternative? 
 
The authors’ explanation of purposive sampling (in Tip 2) does not fully resonate with my 
understanding of purposive sampling. I think purposive sampling is not necessarily about diversity 
but about sampling according to certain deliberately chosen criteria (which often could be about 
including a diverse sample, e.g. maximal variation sampling, but not necessarily). 
 
In tip 2 (ease the process of recruitment) the authors recommend the use of virtual recruitment 
platforms, which I think could also happen with face-to-face methods, and I would say there is 
convenience sampling involved in it as well. 
 
Tip 11 about wrap up is quite general, perhaps the authors could be slightly more concrete about 
the type of questions asked at participants? And does it mean you would have to schedule two 
sessions with the participants? Why not simply do this right after the NGT session? Perhaps the 
authors can clarify this further. 
 
Perhaps I missed it, but I did not see a reference of the authors’ own work on which they based 
their experiences? 
 
I enjoyed reading this and will recommend this paper to colleagues or students who are 
considering NGT in a virtual environment.
 
Is the topic of the practical tips discussed accurately in the context of the current literature
Yes

Are all factual statements correct and adequately supported by citations?
Yes

Are arguments sufficiently supported by evidence from the published literature and/or the 
authors’ practice?
Yes

If evidence from practice is presented, are all the underlying source data available to ensure 
full reproducibility?
Not applicable
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Are the conclusions drawn balanced and justified on the basis of the presented arguments?
Yes
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I confirm that I have read this submission and believe that I have an appropriate level of 
expertise to confirm that it is of an acceptable scientific standard.
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This article intends to provide guidance to those who plan to use Nominal Group Techniques for 
research and how they can benefit from using virtual platforms. The manuscript is clearly written 
and uses easy to understand language for novice researchers.  
 
There are two suggestions that authors may incorporate in the manuscript.

There is a reference to the authors' experience in several tips and the abstract and it also 
states in abstract and introduction that these tips are based on the experience. I suggest to 
add a couple of more lines about the 'experience'.

1. 

One missing section is the ethical considerations in the planning of the virtual NGT and that 
ethical approval will require more robust measures both from researcher and institution's 
perspectives. Thank you
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