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Social Collective Decision-Making among Adolescents: A Review & a Revamp
Abstract
This article revamps the work of Ward and Reingen (1990) to examine adolescent normative behavior in a social collective decision-making group. This is of particular importance as it will enhance an understanding of the youth market both through the social context employed here as well as the social interaction that occurs when adolescent decisions are made. Employing a diachronic qualitative methodology, this research explores collective decisions made by adolescents on a high-school prom organizing committee and reveals influencing strategies (e.g. coalition formation, bargaining) as well as approaches to managing conflict and conflict resolution. A model is proposed, which examines the role of both intra and inter coalition formation and subsequent influence on decision-making. Identification of conflict resolution strategies (e.g., yielding, dominating, and disassociation), employed at different stages of preparation for this event, are recognized as having both theoretical and practical marketing managerial implications. 
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Introduction
In an attempt to understand adolescent decision-making and relative influence on such behavior, psychologists, sociologists as well as business and consumer researchers have employed multiple methodological approaches to examine, theorize and empirically explore individual, dyadic, and social decision-making. While it is recognized that these studies have provided innovative and noteworthy developments, with the exception of Ward and Reingen (1990), shared knowledge structures (Morgan, 1986) and collective practices in decision-making among adolescents are under-researched despite decision-making by a group or body being an everyday experience. Consequently, this study revamps the work of Ward and Reingen (1990) to provide a contemporary understanding of the normative aspects of social collective decision-making among adolescents. Although social psychologists have previously supported the informational perspective (Kaplan & Miller, 1987), Wooten and Reed (2004) note that susceptibility to normative influence has received surprisingly little attention. As adolescents, the group of interest here, have a need to conform or blend in with their social group/s (Isaksen & Roper, 2012), to appreciate social collective decision-making specifically within this grouping, normative motivations are considered in this study.

Social collective decision-making among adolescents is expressed here as a group of individuals known to one another, making choices that have shared or communal outcomes. In this paper the focus is on a decision-making collective for a key ritual event during adolescence: the high-school prom organizing committee. Given the significance of this event during adolescence (Best, 2000; Tinson & Nuttall, 2010, 2011) this ritual, and more importantly its organization, provides an opportunity to examine influencing strategies as well as approaches to conflict and conflict resolution within an adolescent social decision-making collective. A model is posited; examining factors motivating and influencing social collective decision-making among adolescents. How these findings contribute more broadly to the existing body of knowledge on decision-making among adolescents and the relevance for marketing practitioners is explored.

This article has the following structure. Initially, through a brief overview of the relevant extant literature, influencing strategies employed in social (familial) decision-making contexts are identified and what is currently un/known about the role of adolescents in (consumer) decision-making is summarized. Secondly, the diachronic
  approach employed to address the research objectives is detailed. Third, the findings which establish that adolescents influence one another in a group using a variety of influencing techniques with diverging degrees of effectiveness over time, e.g. coalition formation, reasoning, bargaining, and playing on emotion are presented. The most effective influencing strategies e.g. coalition formation and bargaining are considered in-depth for the purpose of this paper. The adolescent social collective group is also subject to conflict and conflict resolution (e.g. yielding, dominating and avoidance) and the inter-relationship between influencing strategies and conflict resolution are posited. Theoretical and practical contributions as well as suggestions for future research provide a conclusion to the paper.
Collective Decision-Making in Social Contexts among Adolescents: A Review
It is generally agreed that Ward (1974) in his seminal paper on socialization signaled the growing importance of the influence of children and adolescents on decision-making in a social or familial context. Since then, consumer researchers [See for example: Badaoui, Lebrun, & Bouchet, 2012; Davis, 1976; Kim, Lee, & Tomiuk, 2009; Lackman & Lanasa, 1993; Lee & Collins, 2000; Palan & Wilkes, 1997; Seymour, 1986; Shim, 1996] have contributed to a theoretical understanding of socialization and the processes that underpin the individual and collective development of the adolescent as a buyer and consumer of products and services. Collective decision-making in a social (familial) context has focused on the idea of conformity and the way in which those within a social collective “accept influence to identify with another individual or view” (Price & Feick, 1984, p. 252); particularly where the outcome is visible to others (Burnkrant & Cousineau, 1975). More recently strategies, both overt and covert used within families to mediate consumer purchase decisions, have been identified and include: coalitions, the use of experience, bargaining and the use of emotion (Lee & Collins, 2000) as well as adopting an expert role. 

Little is known, however, about the collective social-decision making practices of adolescents as discrete from established familial practices. Although the role of peers has been recognized in relation to shopping, fashion consumption and brand choice (Liu & Hu, 2012; Mangleburg, Doney, & Bristol, 2004; Rose, Boush, & Friestad, 1998; Wan, Luk, Fam, Wu, & Chow, 2012) and there is widespread interest in how peer influence can have both positive and negative effects on decision-making behavior (Bachmann, John, & Rae, 1993), the extent to which adolescents make collective decisions that affect their social group as well as individual outcomes is under-researched.

An exception to this lack of understanding of youth social collective decision-making is a study conducted by Ward and Reingen (1990) that considered party theme preferences made by sorority members. These consumer researchers recognized the significance of decisions made by a social group other than a household or family to purchase goods or services consumed by the group as a whole. Rather than focusing on the individual and individual outcomes, this now dated study of group decision-making among young female adults, acknowledges that when decision-making within a group has collective as well as individual consequences, understanding the structure and sub-groups within the entity will facilitate an understanding of how group decisions are made. Their findings illustrated an enhanced understanding of a complex phenomenon by identifying the effects of structured systems of social interaction on collective consumer decisions. Important to note, however, is that their study only considered party theme preferences employing the informational perspective and the researchers recognized the need to explore the concept of collective decision-making in other contexts.

Since the Ward and Reingen study, peer interaction beyond individual consumption behaviors has received cursory attention despite the plethora of collective decisions made by youth social groups e.g., friends deciding which film to see at the cinema, which night club or restaurant to go to, or which holiday to choose and the subsequent marketing implications associated with such choices. Given the importance of the youth market to businesses and the lack of information on neutral (as opposed to anti-social) group behavior, this study offers a deeper understanding of adolescents and their normative behaviors to facilitate a more targeted marketing approach for marketing practitioners and business. 

In terms of methodology, the majority of studies considering the role of adolescents in either an individual or social (familial) decision-making context typically employ either a single and/or quantitative measure/s to explore decision-making and relative influence [see for example: Bakir, Rose, & Shoham, 2006; Kim et al., 2009; Shim, 1996]. Similarly, Ward and Reingen (1990) used a socio-cognitive quantitative approach to compute the average number of positive and negative beliefs each female subgroup member shared by intersecting cognitive maps of female-only group members. However, adopting a quantitative approach can be problematic in trying to understand exactly how group decisions have been made; particularly when choices have often changed as a consequence of negotiations over time.

What follows is a detailed account of the diachronic qualitative approach employed here to provide insight through examining the evolving nature of social collective decision-making among adolescents. This research considers how adolescents influence one another over time in a social collective decision-making context and, in choosing an alternative with collective consequences, “the concepts and connections that group and subgroup members share…make understanding and agreement possible within the group” (Ward & Reingen, 1990, p. 246). This study will also provide a more comprehensive understanding of adolescents’ abilities to make decisions in an adult-like manner (John, 1999). As a consequence, marketing practitioners and businesses will be better informed with regard to how consumer decisions are made when the outcome is collective as well as individual. This is important as identifying the evolving practices and processes of adolescents and their consumer behavior affords a more targeted approach. This is because understanding when key consumer decisions are made, and the motivations for and factors influencing decisions, offers insights for innovation in service offerings as well as marketing communication campaigns.

Adolescent Rituals and Collective Decision-Making
Social collective decision-making among adolescents can happen in a variety of contexts e.g. planning holidays, parties, trips to the cinema etc. This particular study focuses on a significant transition during adolescence: the high school prom. The high-school prom has been chosen as an area of study as this event and related decision-making among adolescents are socially high-risk as the emotional and financial investment are substantial (MacLeod, 2011). Further, this event also has a long lead-time (Tinson & Nuttall, 2010, 2011) and as such would afford an opportunity to examine structures and sub-groupings influence relative to spend over a period of time. Additionally, the value of the prom market in the US has grown to $4 billion in recent years (Canning, 2011) and a recent report estimates an annual UK parental spend of £31m on the high-school prom (Gabbatt, 2011). This suggests that understanding social collective decision-making among adolescents in this context could thus have significant implications for service providers in this market as well as more widely in the leisure sector.
The high-school prom is a ritual event (Tinson & Nuttall, 2010) and as such there are conditions under which this ritual has to be produced in order for it to be considered a high-school prom (see Collins, 2004). Success or failure of the event will be judged on whether these conditions have been met. The scope of decision-making then is limited for the high-school prom as choices made by the decision-making collective will be somewhat pre-determined by the ritual precedent. However, observing social collective decisions using this context will allow for a deeper understanding of the negotiation and influencing strategies adopted within the collective; rather than being distracted by variants of choice. Those not on the organizing committee (e.g. regulars, tourists or strangers as explored by Tinson and Nuttall, 2011) are recognized as having less influence on the decision-making process. As the high-school prom and its organization are typically facilitated in a school environment, adolescent social collective decision-making will be influenced by the school (teachers) as well as the dynamics of the group. It is thus pertinent for this study to also understand the inter-relationship between the micro-level (e.g., group dynamic) and the macro-level (e.g., social environment) (Bamaca & Umana-Taylor, 2006).
The objectives of the study are as follows: to establish the role of and susceptibility to normative influence on social collective decision-making among adolescents; to examine the effectiveness of overt and covert strategies employed over time by adolescents to influence collective decision-making; to explore conflict and conflict resolution within the group (micro) and to determine the influence of the school (macro) on adolescent social collective decision-making.
Research Design
A high-school in an urban area of Scotland was approached and the first author and researcher requested permission to ‘follow what happens’ during the subsequent academic year when the high-school prom organizing committee were to appropriate this ritual event. Having secured access, a qualitative approach employing a diachronic single embedded case study (Yin, 2009), was designed to meet the proposed objectives of this investigation. This methodology involved conducting four focus groups with the high-school prom organizing committee throughout the year and four individual interviews with the Services Captain (see Table 1 for role descriptions). A diachronic as opposed to a synchronic approach was adopted for this research as this study was concerned with how decisions evolved over time. Employing a diachronic method afforded an opportunity to postulate how the group dynamics influenced decisions made among the adolescents. That is, this research considered the progression of the group as opposed to analyzing the structure of the group at fixed points (Smith & Lux, 1993). As the goal of this study was to untangle the complexity of social collective decision-making among adolescents, rather than describing their social structure at predetermined settings in time, a diachronic approach was deemed appropriate.
The Services Captain was identified by the school as the one most responsible for the organization of the high-school prom and as such was recognized as the individual who would have an overview of the entire process that would not be afforded to other members of the organizing committee. She was an “embedded unit of analysis” (Yin, 2009, p. 46). That is, discussions with the Services Captain were revelatory and would allow a more holistic understanding of the way in which social collective decision-making was shaped. The rationale for using this single-case approach was to allow an opportunity to observe and analyze a phenomenon otherwise inaccessible to the researchers. The Services Captain was assisted by her deputies and others including: the Entertainments Captain, the Head Boy and Head Girl (see Table 1). There were in effect six members of the committee with assistance required from other students and staff as and when it was needed.
[Insert Table 1 about here]

University protocol to obtain access to the respondents was strictly adhered to. Permission to meet with the members of the high-school prom organizing committee was given by the school and on-going consent was provided by the pupils (Tinson, 2009). As the school is ‘in locus parentus,’ it has legal authority over children in their care. On the advice of the school additional consent was not obtained from the parents given the near adult age of respondents (16, 17 and 18 years). The topic under consideration was also not perceived by the school to be highly sensitive. This research took place over a one year period. Focus groups were conducted to discuss the collective decisions made among the adolescents regarding the high-school prom and to explore influencing strategies employed within the group. All members of the high-school prom organizing committee attended all the groups but on one occasion the Head Boy arrived half an hour after the discussion had started. The authors considered observing actual committee meetings as part of the research process but it was evident early on that these meetings were spontaneous and sporadic and that planning to attend the committee meetings could prove problematic. Important to note here is that the decision-making for this event was on-going and evolving. By simply observing committee meetings, the researchers would not be able to fully examine either the shared knowledge structures or all of the influences on the decision-making among adolescents.
The researcher had a set of broad questions when meeting with the committee which focused on key aspects of decision-making in relation to the high-school prom organization. These included the following relevant aspects: deciding on a venue for the event (and then liaising with the venue to ensure appropriate menus, places for photographs etc.), choosing the band or music genre, booking a photographer, putting together the ‘order of service’ which involved detailing who would do what on the evening of the event (e.g. timing of arrival, speeches etc.) and managing the costs (e.g. setting the ticket price) relative to the fundraising activities that were also expected of the group (and the wider cohort). An understanding of the high-school prom and key aspects of its organization were identified in previous work (Tinson & Nuttall, 2010, 2011). At the beginning of every focus group the researcher also summarized what had previously been discussed and/or decided upon by the organizing committee to explore and understand if and how decisions had evolved. The individual meetings with the Services Captain also considered these aspects of decision-making but additionally afforded the opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of group dynamics and negotiations or conflict regarding choice.

Materials were provided to the researchers throughout the year by the committee (e.g. direct mail sent to the school by external organizations to aid their decision-making, high-school prom invitations etc.). The organizing committee was also given a Flip © camera by the authors to record what they felt was relevant to their social collective decision-making. The camera was used by all members of the organizing committee at different points of the year. Instructions for use of the Flip© camera were not overly prescriptive and as a consequence what the adolescents considered relevant to their decision-making was captured. At the end of the year of research, the recorded material was given to the authors by the organizing committee to aid analysis of the case study and all materials were used as sources of evidence (Marshall & Rossman, 1995).

Focus groups were specifically chosen for this research as they are “useful for revealing through interaction the beliefs, attitudes, experiences, and feelings of participants” (Litosseliti, 2003, p. 16). As the focus of this study is collective decision-making, observing and moderating discussion amongst the adolescent social group who were making choices about the organization of the high-school prom emerged as a natural method of data collection. This social collective decision-making group had a common identity, shared norms and communal goals (Merton, 1987) and performed as a group. It has been noted that focus groups cause a shift in attitude change, but that “this should not be regarded as an indictment of focus groups” (Bristol & Fern, 2003, p. 450). The analysis of focus groups, however, needs careful evaluation to ensure an understanding of each participant’s contribution to specific aspects of the discussion (Hydén & Bülow, 2003). 
The focus groups with the organizing committee were both audio and visually recorded with appropriate consent to allow observation of group dynamics post the meetings themselves. The individual meetings with the Services Captain were not audio or visually recorded as, after discussion with her, this was thought to facilitate a more informal and open communication approach. This informal approach was preferred by the Services Captain and so notes were made after each meeting to ensure a record of information was kept to aid interpretation. The data collection was sufficient to ensure saturation (Guest, Bruce, & Johnson, 2006).

Data Analysis
For the analysis of data, an interpretive analytic stance was adopted that drew on the transcriptions. Following Spiggle (1994), data was categorized with subsequent abstraction and incorporated emergent themes. Axial and selective coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) aided integration and the mapping of relationships between conceptual elements (Spiggle, 1994). Analytic induction (Bryman & Burgess, 1994) and the constant comparative method described by Glaser and Strauss (1967) were employed. Transcripts were examined to gain a holistic understanding of the respondents with notes made of themes as they transpired for cross-comparison purposes (Thompson & Hirschman, 1995). This process of analysis was iterative with data inference involving reading and re-reading of data to form coherent patterns. The data was examined by considering not only social collective decision-making behavior but changes to decisions and the associated negotiations and context. The authors brought different perspectives to the analysis and interpretation. Both authors independently looked for commonality in interpretation through discussion to minimize subjective bias.
In addition to the transcripts, the analysis was aided by incorporating visual data into research (Belk, 2006). Called experiential knowledge by Belk (1989) and emotional understanding by Denzin (1989) the use of film offered a deeper and more complete understanding of the social interaction of the adolescents. Group dynamics were identified through gestures between the adolescents, seating arrangements etc. and where facial expressions were illustrative of the views of the topic under discussion (Tinson, 2009). Where interpretation of data was ambiguous observation of the visual images afforded an opportunity to re-examine the data in its entirety. This approach enabled an exploration of decision-making among adolescents as it evolved as part of a collective too.

Findings: Influencing Collective Decisions

Exploring the ways in which adolescents influence (and are influenced) in a social decision-making context as well as examining conflict and its resolution necessitates an analysis that is twofold. The first part of this analysis explores two main approaches to influencing social collective decision-making among adolescents established here, namely: coalition formation and bargaining. Both reasoning and playing on emotion were also identified as influencing strategies (see Table 2) but were less effective than coalition formation and bargaining and are not discussed in depth here. The second section of this analysis reflects on three ways in which (potential) conflict was resolved within the social collective decision-making group, namely: dominating, yielding and avoidance. Although compromise was also identified as a way in which committee members avoided conflict, this strategy was used less often and is not examined at length. These findings also illustrate the need for researchers to move beyond the emphasis on episodic decision-making to fully comprehend the way in which decisions are negotiated and change over time.

Coalition Formation

Coalition formation is termed as bidirectional in the context of this research. That is, coalitions are formed within the group (intra) as well as external to the group (inter). Intra coalitions are often reflective of existing friendships or cliques (Ennett, Bauman, & Koch, 1994) whereas inter coalitions tend to be newly formed or previously under-developed relationships. This definition differs from that of Ward and Reingen (1990) as although inter and intra coalitions are recognized by these researchers, these pertain to subgroups e.g., cheerleaders represent an intra- coalition while a cheerleader forming a coalition with a member of the ‘old guard’ would be considered an inter coalition. Our definition of inter and intra coalitions here reflects the need to recognize the influence of the wider social environment and its influence on decision making. 

Connecting, separating, alternating and negotiating characterize adolescent behavior and perhaps unsurprisingly this behavior is manifest in the social collective decision-making associated with organizing the high-school prom. The greatest influence on social collective decision-making among adolescents here was identified as the strength of relationships within and outside the group itself. Within the group, coalitions were based on existing friendships as well as an unspoken hierarchy amongst those who were ‘assisting’ and those who assumed responsibility for the role of Head Boy, Head Girl, Services Captain and Entertainments Captain. Coalitions formed with authority figures were also evident between the Head Boy, members of the school senior management team and the manager of the venue hosting the high-school prom. These coalitions as well as the hierarchical structure of the group provide a framework for the way in which social collective decisions were influenced and will be examined here. 

Intra Coalitions

The group hierarchy was most evident when observing the visual recording of the focus groups. For example, in the first focus group, the deputies would often defer questions to the Services Captain even when they had been involved in relevant activities such as phoning venues for information on prices, dates and their provision for hosting a high-school prom. When the deputies did contribute to the discussion often the Services Captain and the Entertainments Captain or Head Girl would converse between themselves suggesting what the deputies had to say was of less importance. In addition, although the chairs in the room were equidistant, the body language of those in existing friendship groups illustrated their bond where regular eye contact, positioning of chairs to ensure closeness to particular group members and the occasional touching of arms reinforced their connection.

In the following extract from the second focus group, Samantha can be seen here supporting Claire, reclaiming authority from Andrea who is suggesting how Claire’s idea to have peacock feathers in vases on the tables at the high-school prom was formed:

Andrea:
Even looking at the internet sites you get ideas, you get ideas [about decorations for the high-school prom] because all the [venue] sites have pictures...that's where we saw the peacock feather idea from. It was quite useful for that.

Samantha:
[Interjects quickly to detract from Claire’s idea regarding the peacock feathers not being original] But most of the venues will provide like the whole decorations.

Claire
[Nodding towards Samantha, with her back towards Andrea] Yeah, they’ll work with you on a theme and they’ll work with you on a [live music] band and stuff which bands and photographers as well. We need to try and organize that. 

Claire can be seen here providing additional information regarding the venue provision to reinforce her position as Services Captain and to suggest that she has greater expertise than others on this topic and subsequently greater decision-making sway. Her friendship with Samantha is reinforced here and the hierarchical position of the captains relative to the deputy is re-established. This role structure is being used to “legitimise the use of power” as can be seen in family decision making situations (Lee & Collins, 2000, p. 1183). 

Claire also has an allegiance with Rebecca, Head Girl, who is her closest friend outside the organizing committee. They can be seen in the third focus group deciding how to circumvent a decision that has been taken to not have a theme at the high-school prom (see Table 2). This elusive approach can be considered as covert or distorted (Tinson & Nancarrow, 2007) where the perception of others will be that the high-school prom will be theme-free but that as a consequence of this intra coalition the group decision will be somewhat reversed.

[Insert Table 2 about here]

Additionally, although Claire sometimes appears to deride the Head Boy Steve, (see for example, Inter Coalitions) it is apparent in some of the video footage that when choosing a venue for the high-school prom that she often looks to him for agreement or approval. At one particular venue she regularly meets Steve’s eye, ignoring the comments of Andrew (her deputy) who is also with them. Perhaps Claire recognizes that because of his inter coalitions Steve is a powerful ally. Interestingly, although coalitions have been associated with politics within a group (Sheth, 1974) this has rarely been observed in family decision making (Lee & Collins, 2000). It would appear in this research that this (uneasy) intra coalition between Steve and Claire is at least in part political as a means of gaining more influence. 

Intra-coalitions influence social collective decision-making and are evident here through the use of body language, inclusion/exclusion, and acceptance or approval of ideas. Intra coalitions are also supported by a social hierarchical framework. The following section explores the way in which coalitions group members have outside the committee can enhance their decision-making influence and can effect changes to existing decisions made among the adolescent group.
Inter Coalitions

The adolescent decision-making collective were organizing the high-school prom within the confines of their social environment e.g., school and the group would inevitably be influenced by teaching staff. However, as the event was to take place away from the school premises, the decision-making would not only be swayed by the school but by the venue hosting the prom. This section examines the way in which the inter-coalitions developed, how they influenced the decision-making of the adolescent social collective and how the Head Boy tried to ensure ‘exclusivity’ of his inter coalitions.

Two months into this year long research, Steve’s inter-coalitions result in a change to the decision made by the social collective group regarding the high-school prom venue. The social decision-making collective had spent time researching and shortlisting high-school prom venues (see Andrea, Table 3). However, following a personal discussion with the Head teacher (revealed by Steve in Focus Group 2) Steve uses his connections to effect change to the social group decision-making. Rather than choosing one of the three venues short-listed by the group as a whole, Steve introduces a ‘new’ venue as his parents “know the guy who owns it [the venue chosen to host the high-school prom]”. Furthermore, his connection meant “we got a discount. Well about £2 a head – which is about £400 [$600 in total] – so it’s good – it’s something” (Focus Group 2). As a consequence, the decision to choose this venue above the others was, according to Steve, a “no-brainer.” That is, his suggestion was the most obvious choice. Claire observes all the other venues “got wiped out” (Focus Group 2). The use of her language here suggests that she felt there was no alternative but to conform to Steve’s suggestion because of the strength of his inter coalitions. As a consequence of his negotiating and use of social networks, it is Steve rather than Claire in her role as Services Captain who goes on to develop a coalition with the venue manager. 

[Insert Table 3 about here]

As Claire observes (see Table 2) although the venue finally chosen to host the high-school prom had previously been approached, they had not been short-listed as they said they could not accommodate the estimated numbers of high-school prom attendees. Claire’s use of the word “magically” to describe the way in which this venue becomes accommodating is derogatory. This is because she recognizes it is Steve’s connection and not the sudden expansion of the venue that has resulted in this outcome. In her second individual interview, Claire describes Steve as “swooping in to save the day” but notes that she had it all under control i.e., it was not necessary to use this venue as there were other venues that could have been used and had the support of the social collective decision-making group. Ward and Reingen (1990), note that the social structure of a larger group can restrict interaction amongst its members and this finding illustrates the way in which individuals can develop smaller coalitions outside the group to leverage greater decision-making influence within the group. This also deepens our understanding of multiple influences in what are assumed to be peer contexts (Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011).
Steve himself recognizes the importance of his relationship with the manager of the venue hosting the high-school prom as she regularly frequents his place of work (a restaurant in the city center), “…funnily enough Marion was in the Mexican place I work last night so we had a catch up” (Focus Group 2). This also suggests he is more aware of relevant information that may affect decision-making within the collective. He provides a reason as to why the venue chosen to host the high-school prom was preferred to others: 

From our point of view there were other places we went but they weren’t so friendly with us and we have to deal with them.

Claire contradicts this in her third individual interview as Marion (venue manager) was “not at all friendly” to her and only shook Steve’s hand when they went to visit the venue. This emphasizes the rapport Steve has with Marion and is indicative of service provision offered to adolescents despite the considerable spending associated with this event (MacLeod, 2011).
Further to this, it would appear that Steve is keen to keep his coalition and relative decision-making influence with Marion as exclusive. Rebecca notes in Focus Group 3 the difficulty she and Claire have had in securing Marion’s telephone number to contact her. This lack of information sharing described by Rebecca, suggests Steve is aware of his position of power as a consequence of his coalition with Marion:

Well the first thing is that we only managed to get Marion’s number yesterday – it hasn’t so much been an issue getting hold of Marion – it’s that we haven’t been able to get the number from Steve. That number really wasn’t available to us! So we eventually managed to get that number from Steve yesterday.

Comparatively with intra coalitions, the inter coalitions here emphasize the role of the individual as opposed to the group. With inter coalitions, the role of information and social networks are factors here in affecting change to existing decisions agreed among the adolescents. The inter coalitions exemplified by Steve reflect to a greater extent how, for example, social networks impact on decision outcome. The social hierarchical structure helps explains the roles adopted by the deputies (e.g. searching for information), the role of all group members (discussing the alternatives) and the role of the Head Boy, Head Girl and Services Captain in choosing the final outcome. This is akin to family decision-making where not all members are involved at all stages of the decision-making (Lee & Beatty, 2002). This further demonstrates how the social structure within the group affects patterns of interaction and in turn influences shared knowledge structures, revamping the work of Ward and Reingen (1990).

Bargaining 
Bargaining, another influencing strategy, is defined here as negotiation and is often recognized through trade-offs between group members. Claire discusses bargaining in her third individual interview suggesting that sometimes bargaining was the only way she could manage the multiple suggestions from members of the decision making collective. Although Lee and Collins (2000, p. 1190) define bargaining as “giving in on one occasion…in return for a future exchange”, this research shows that bargaining is also used by Claire to more effectively manage the demands on her time. 

Here, Claire is unable to reason with another member of the organizing committee regarding her suggestion for a salsa band at the high-school prom so offers something in exchange:

It’s difficult because sometimes people will come up with these ridiculous suggestions like ‘We should have a salsa band’ [at the prom] – well it’s not easy to do that. So I said “Well what if you make up the playlist for the iPod?” [which would be played when the caleigh [sic] band were having a break]. In that way they [organizing committee members] get some input and I get on with what I need to do to make sure [the prom] is a success.

Claire can also be seen bargaining with Steve on the video recording when deciding on the high-school prom venue (see Claire, Table 3). Although she notes the venue has “tartan carpets” which were considered “not cool” by Steve, she would be prepared to trade-off the carpets for the other benefits the venue had to offer e.g., the terrace and opportunities to take photographs in a glamorous location. Huber and Lewis (2010, p. 11) indicate that group members can more effectively manage their own actions by better understanding what others are sensitive to. By acknowledging the problem area e.g. tartan carpets, Claire is better able to facilitate discussion with Steve about the benefits of the venue and influence the subsequent decision-making. Conversely, reasoning did not involve negotiation but the use of logical argument to persuade others to conform to a decision. Playing on emotion is evident when group members use guilt, excitement or fear to induce others to either conform to their ideas or motivate them (see Table 3).

The influencing strategies adopted here illustrate in a variety of ways how adolescents shape choice within a social collective decision making group. Members use a mixture of strategies to influence their peers and this is reflective of practice within families (Lee & Collins, 2000). However, these findings also illustrate that coalitions can be ‘political’ as well as related to cliques and that information sharing as well as normative influence can impact decision-making leverage. Bargaining can be used to manage group members more effectively. Importantly the social structure was shown to impact decision-making inside the group with inter coalitions significantly enhancing influence and legitimizing power for central group members.

Resolving Conflict
Strategies to resolve (potential) conflict were also evident in this study. These strategies differed from the influencing strategies as whilst coalition formation, for example, on occasion caused low-level tension within the collective, there was recognition within the group of the importance of this ritual event and its successful organization and execution. To that end, the group demonstrated that through dominating, yielding, compromising, and avoidance that they were able to present both a cohesive public image as well as effectively manage the group dynamic in what they perceived to be a responsible manner.

These conflict resolution strategies (see Table 3) were used to differing effect during the course of the year, with greater evidence of dominating and yielding at the beginning and end of the process. There was less of a pattern to group use of compromising and avoiding but both of these strategies were also effective in reducing potential conflict. Dominating (e.g. employing leadership skills) and yielding (e.g. complying) will be initially explored followed by avoiding. Compromising is akin to bargaining but differs from trade-offs between group members as it is recognized that there is potential for conflict if a compromise is not met. Avoidance can be viewed as disassociation where either decisions or behavior of one group member is distanced from another.

Dominating

The first focus group occurred just as the social collective decision-making group was forming. The roles of the group members were in the process of being established and although the members of the group were all known to one another, there was an opportunity in this context to perform in such a way to enhance aspects of the self that had previously been under-developed e.g. each individual will bring new goals and motivations to each new situation (Collins, 2004). There were two members who vied for the role of leader namely Claire and Steve. Claire was adamant in her role as Services Captain that the organization of and responsibility for a successful high-school prom rested with her. This was evident in the first focus group where Claire describes her role and in doing so, sits straight in her chair and points to herself with both hands as she speaks to reinforce what she is saying: “The main thing that I would do [in the role of Services Captain] would be the prom”. In the same focus group Claire uses “I” far more often than the other group members, for example: “I want the venue to be different.  I mean that's just me personally, and not everybody’s like that.” Although she acknowledges the other members of the group here, she also takes the responsibility for making final decisions (see Table 3). 

However Steve too notes the significance of the success of the high-school prom and in discussing the venue suggests that decisions made regarding this aspect of the event would have to meet with his approval:

I wouldn’t feel comfortable going with [a venue] that we weren’t comfortable with because at the end of the day it's in our name and it's us who would be responsible for a rubbish prom. 

The dominant behavior of Claire and Steve can be somewhat explained by the poor experience associated with the previous high-school prom. That is, Ward and Reingen (1990, p. 260) note that the effects of negative information are likely to be magnified by social processes. As the desire to be known for a successful high-school prom is clearly important this will be further reinforced by knowledge of the poor perception of the event in the previous year. To avoid this scenario, both Claire and Steve can be seen taking responsibility for the associated decision-making. 

In the final individual interview with Claire, she observes she has made a number of decisions regarding the dinner menu and the awards ceremony for the high-school prom on her own. The awards ceremony is a fun aspect of the UK high-school prom where individuals will be awarded with stars or medals for being ‘most likely to marry royalty’ or ‘most likely to have a TV show’ or ‘most likely to be Prime Minister’. She recognizes that these should have been group decisions but notes that “it’s all a bit late in the day” and that these decisions have been made not because she wanted to make them on her own but that because she had to because of the timing issue. However, as the conversation progresses she adds, “…and at any rate, if I had asked Steve he only would have said no” suggesting that although timing clearly was a problem, this strategy illustrated a degree of dominance.

Dominating was evident within the social collective decision-making group as there was clearly aspiration to be positioned in the role as leader. Responsibility was assumed and in some cases unilateral decisions were made. Interestingly in dyadic decision-making contexts (Godwin & Scanzoni, 1989; Qualls, 1987) those able to dominate are typically those with economic power. Here, those attempting to dominate the decision-making are also assuming responsibility for the financial aspects of the high-school prom (see below).

Yielding 

Yielding, at the opposite end of the spectrum to dominating, was most obvious when the group had to conform to authority outside the group although there were incidences of compliance within the group. Yielding was employed to avoid conflict but normally in circumstances where the group was aware resistance was futile. This is exemplified in Rebecca’s reflection on the difficulties of fundraising for the high-school prom (see Table 3). Whilst the social group discussed and agreed on ideas regarding how to fundraise, the decisions of the collective had to yield to the rulings made by those managing the school. For example, whilst the social collective group researched and short-listed potential venues for the high-school prom, a number of them had to be discounted as Steve comments, “we were told [by the Head teacher] we had absolutely no leeway [the high-school prom] had to be [held] on a Friday night.” 

Yielding was less apparent within the group itself although there were occasions where the social hierarchy meant deputies conformed to the views of the captains. This again reinforced the significance of the hierarchical social structure in facilitating an understanding of decision-making among adolescents. In the following extract, Andrea is making a reasonable suggestion in Focus Group 3 as to how to manage the tasks associated with the high-school prom. Claire is quick to discount the idea and Andrea does not challenge Claire any further:

Interviewer:

Is there a list of who is doing what?

Claire:


No, no list

Andrea:
[Looking at Claire] We should have a [white] board of things to do – like Wedding SOS [a TV program, the aim of which is to organize weddings for people who are disorganized] – put people’s names beside who is doing what job you know

Claire:


I don’t think it would make a difference [doesn’t look at Andrea]

Andrea:

Oh, ok. It was just a thought. [Looks at the floor]

Andrea’s discomfort and acquiescence to Claire’s authority is an example of yielding within the group. It is also illustrative of Andrea neutralizing her decision-making knowledge to conform within the group. Whilst this type of yielding was less frequent it still contributed to an understanding of (potential) conflict resolution strategies. 
Avoidance

Rather than challenge other group members on their behaviors, roles or decision-making authority this section examines the way in which avoidance is employed to negate disagreement or a situation involving (potential) conflict. Avoidance can be passive or active and examples of this are provided here. As decisions are regularly made to enhance or protect self-esteem (Banister & Hogg, 2004) it can be seen here that Claire uses disassociation to protect her self-identity project. As previously noted, Claire and Steve compete for the leadership position within the social collective decision-making group. Claire observes in her first individual interview that, “Steve tends to dominate. A number of people in the year [group] would be too afraid to challenge him.” This perhaps explains why Claire often uses avoidance or disassociation rather than discussing options with Steve regarding the decision-making related to organizing the high-school prom. In the following quote she is discussing how Steve has decided how much each ticket should cost for the high-school prom:

Yeah it also means that if there is a problem [with the cost of the ticket] it’s on his shoulders not mine because I feel that if I get involved now then it could become my fault if everything doesn’t work out… so I’m just going to let Steve take the blame for it or take the credit for it – just let him do his thing. 

This approach to avoiding conflict is somewhat passive. Although Claire distances herself from Steve, she does not look for an alternative way of involving herself in the decision relating to the ticket price. In the second example of avoidance (see Claire, Table 3), Claire actively seeks to challenge Steve’s inter coalition by suggesting she will speak to Marion the manager of the venue hosting the prom independently to re-establish herself as being “in charge of the prom.”

The conflict resolution strategies identified here further develop an understanding of the significance of the social structure as relates to social collective decision-making and are illustrative of the variety of ways in which (potential) conflict is resolved by members of the group. Evidence of dominating develops the notion of leadership in this context with yielding facilitating a greater understanding of the social hierarchy in which the decisions regarding this event were made. Of particular note was the role the evaluation of others played in influencing choice. Compromise was apparent not only within the group but also occurred as a result of yielding to those with perceived greater authority (see Table 3). Disassociation with particular decisions was in some cases an attempt to protect and enhance the self-identity project but there was also recognition that the decision-making group would be appraised as a whole. Communal goals were acknowledged in the use of conflict resolution strategies as implosion or explosion of the group would result in failure and a tarnished (self and) group reputation.

Discussion
This research contributes to an appreciation of social collective decision-making by (i) illustrating the way in which the social structure of an adolescent group provides a framework for understanding the ideas and associations that group members share to make consensus possible within the collective, (ii) investigating how choices change over time, (iii) exploring the inter-relationship between the group dynamic and the social environment, and (iv) examining the effectiveness of influencing and (potential) conflict resolution strategies between and among group members as well with those external to the collective. Figure 1, a model developed from the findings here, depicts how the influencing and (potential) conflict resolution strategies are utilized within the confines of the social environment in which decisions are being evaluated and made. This work revamps that of Ward and Reingen (1990) by employing a normative, diachronic, qualitative and mixed-gender approach to understand how social structure affects social interaction and, in turn, decision-making influence within a social group.

[Insert Figure 1 about here]

The coalitions (intra and inter) identified here also revise the work of Ward and Reingen (1990). These different types of associations highlight the importance of alliances within the group as well as those outside the adolescent collective. Inter coalitions here tend to rely on information and social networks as opposed to intra coalitions that are illustrative of normative behavior e.g. compliance. There was also some evidence to suggest that intra coalitions can be political in nature. As there is little evidence of political associations within a family decision-making context, this research contributes to knowledge in this area albeit that further work would need to be conducted to examine this finding in greater depth. Reasoning as an influencing strategy was more effective when used to persuade those external to the decision-making group whilst playing on emotion and bargaining were more evident within the group. Bargaining here was not simply observed as trading-off between group members but was also used as a tool to manage group members by those who legitimized their authority via their role and actions. 

Conflict was either avoided or resolved by the use of conflict resolution strategies. Dominating and yielding were more evident at the beginning and end of the decision-making associated with event preparation. Those dominating employed leadership skills and assumed authority whilst those who were deputies in the hierarchical social structure were more inclined to yield. As with dyadic decision-making, there was an emphasis on economic power and responsibility. The group itself yielded to the authority of the school. This study also recognizes the significance of the wider social environment in which decisions were made. Compromising was evident with specific reference to the high-school prom venue. Given the evaluation of the choices made by the collective, innovative or unique decision-making (see Simonson & Nowlis, 2000) was less likely in this scenario. Avoidance was the final strategy employed to neutralize potential conflict. Avoidance, used to protect the self-identity project, was twofold: active and passive. Whilst disassociation has been previously linked to identity and practices of consumer resistance, here our understanding of social structures and shared understanding within a group has been enhanced through establishing avoidance in this context.

This research is not without limitations. The focus for this research was ritual practice and as such decision-making in non-ritual situations will differ. However, Figure 1 could be used as a basis for exploring social collective decision-making in a variety of scenarios that have a pre-determined ‘script’ e.g. a religious ceremony such as the Bar Mitzvah or even events that have a greater number of alternatives including youth group holidays, planning a trip to the cinema, going to a restaurant or nightclub, church outings, or even group study sessions.

The case study approach employing focus groups, interviews and the observation of visual recordings provides depth and rigor but does not offer individual accounts of all group members. To ascertain a fuller account of individual perception regarding group decision-making and associated social structures, further research would be necessary. The emphasis here is on a sample of six adolescents in an urban area of Scotland. Considering different group sizes may generate greater insight regarding cliques or intra coalitions. Choosing a rural locale or different location in the UK may also provide varying results. Exploring relevant experience of individual group members e.g., part-time employment or business placement could also further an understanding of the development of leadership skills. Nevertheless, this research explores peer interaction beyond individual consumption behaviors discrete from familial practices and explains in this situation how adolescents make decisions in an adult-like manner. These topics, until now, have only received cursory attention.
Marketing Implications
As a consequence of the findings of this study, there are four noteworthy implications for marketers and businesses interested in engaging with the youth market in this context. Firstly, the role of direct marketing in the decision-making among adolescents was limited as it was under-utilized by businesses and the marketing communications were often of low quality. For example, across the whole year, the organizing committee only received 8 direct mail flyers or brochures from local businesses. In addition, in some cases, the direct mail received by the prom organizing committee was more applicable for prom attendees e.g. a number of suit hire companies sent brochures to the organizing committee (even though they would not make decisions regarding individual prom outfits). The brochures offering other services such as photographs were often not well reproduced and had a negative reaction from the adolescents making decisions. There is clearly scope here for companies to win business but as the current communications approach is often of poor quality, inappropriate for the target and/or not engaging, businesses need to tailor their promotional material for the adolescent market with the use of appropriate language and literacy to enhance perceptions of their service offerings.  

Secondly, not all service providers appeared to be youth-directed in their approach. Many of the venues contacted by the decision-making collective were unhelpful, unfriendly and/or dismissive of the adolescents. Some venues contacted by the adolescents, even though their website indicated they hosted proms, said they did not know what a high-school prom was or what it involved. Training for staff regarding the key features of a prom would be useful. Although there have been some incidences of misbehavior reported at prom e.g. under-age alcohol consumption (Tinson & Nuttall, 2011), venues would benefit from developing strategies with the schools and the adolescent decision-making collective to prevent misbehavior and to develop what could be a lucrative business relationship with those wishing to secure a venue for their annual high-school prom. Adolescents in this context are responsible for considerable spend so developing a customer relationship with the school and adolescent decision-making collective should be seen as important by businesses. This is supported by the findings in this study which suggest social networks and inter relationships significantly impact on decision making.
Thirdly, adolescents in this decision-making collective were determined to make choices regarding the high-school prom that would ensure that their group was remembered for organizing a remarkable event. This meant that the prom would have to be unique to their school as well as “better than” other high-schools in the same area. Given the proliferation of social media, the high-school prom organizing committees can easily compare and contrast their event with others. Businesses could run ‘Best High-School Prom’ competitions, with a recognized panel of authoritative judges. The outcome of such a panel would be an award for the winning school. This would have a number of collaborative benefits. As HM Inspectorate (2008) in the UK have identified the organization of the high-school as a significant opportunity for developing leadership skills among adolescents, schools would benefit from identifying this award as a target to aim for and businesses would gain publicity as well as develop relationships with schools and adolescents.

Finally, online approaches e.g. social networking sites could also facilitate a sense of unity within the adolescent decision-making collective and could afford greater inclusion across the entire year group. Service providers can support this with a webpage or Facebook page to ‘count down’ to the event and incorporate ‘milestones’ or checklist items such as ‘outfit ordered’ and ‘transport booked’ to involve all those attending, not just the organizing committee. Instating both group members and other students as ambassadors for venues and other services would help to share the responsibility for the event and instil a wider sense of ownership and belonging. Web based testimonials from previous students and organizing committee members would help to reinforce the venue’s heritage and forge a sense of inclusion between year groups. This research can also offer initial ideas to night clubs owners, restaurateurs and those providing adolescent group holidays as how to better attract and manage this youth market.

Further Research
As information and social networks were identified here as central to inter coalitions, exploring social collective decision-making adopting an informational perspective may generate additional insight in this context. For example, there is significant interest in organizational decision-making and relevant marketing theories (van der Merwe, Berthon, Pitt, & Barnes, 2007) as well as sophisticated approaches to measuring relative individual influence in teams. Recent studies have considered negative aspects of social informational networks on individual performance in a group (Ling, Yuan, & Gay, 2009) and how the distribution of information impacts on decision outcome (van Ginkel & van Knippenberg, 2009). Decision failure as a consequence of inadequate information sharing has also been explored (Brodbeck, Kerschreiter, & Schulz-Hardt, 2007). As this research considers normative as opposed to informational decision-making, an alternative approach may be to explore social collective decision making employing theoretical concepts developed in a business context. Indeed, whilst there have been efforts to examine the characteristics of normative and social influence, much work remains to be done in this under-researched area, notably across a variety of contexts and across cultures (Lord, Lee, & Choong, 2001).
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Table 1
Case Study Participants
	Pseudonym


	Role
	Role description
	Age at first/last focus group



	Clairea
	Services Captain
	A services captain at this school has the remit to organize the high-school prom. This role was specifically created by this school and the services captain is elected by pupils and staff.

	16 / 17

	Rebecca
	Head Girl
	Traditionally in the UK the student body (or the head teacher) appoints or elects a pupil or pupils as Head Boy(s) and/or Head Girl(s). A Head Boy/Girl is usually responsible for representing the school at events usually responsible for representing the school at events and therefore must be able to make public speeches. He or she may also be expected to lead fellow pupils in their duties.

	17 / 18

	Steve
	Head Boy
	See Head Girl role description above.

	17 / 18

	Andrea
	Deputy Services Captain
	Assists services captain in her duties.

	16 / 17

	Samantha
	Entertainments Captain
	An entertainments captain at this school organizes school discos for the younger children and fundraises both for the high-school prom and other charitable causes. This too is a school created and a pupil/staff elected role.

	17 / 18

	Andrew
	Deputy Services Captain
	Assists services captain in her duties.

	17 / 18


aAlso interviewed individually over the course of the year.
Table 2
Social Collective Decision-Making Influencing Strategies
	Influencing strategy
	Description
	Informant
	Example

	Coalition (intra)
	Existing or developing friendship within the group used to influence decisions e.g. colluding to ensure personal preferences are met
	Rebecca Focus Group 3
	Well we suggested [a theme] to the year but they didn’t want a theme – we were desperate to have a theme [looks at Claire who nods vigorously] – but they didn’t really want one [rolls her eyes at Claire with disdain regarding this decision] – so I think we are going to try and express our theme in the colors with the decorations and table dressings and things like that.



	Coalition (inter)
	New or previously under-developed relationship between a group member and a person external to the collective e.g. provides access to authority figures to enhance decision-making influence
	Claire

Focus Group 2
	We phoned [name of hotel] – it was on the original list [of hotels that were short-listed] – but they said they couldn’t do more than 180 people – so we just originally wiped them out [took them off the short list]. But when Steve phoned again they said “Oh, we can do 200” and then we darted up there [visited the venue]. Originally when we spoke to the venue they said they didn’t have enough room for us but when Steve spoke to them [Steve’s parents are friends with the owners] magically she told us that they could fit that many people because they would be able to move tables out of the room.



	Bargaining
	Negotiation that is often recognized through trade-offs between group members
	Claire

Flip © video clip

 14 (3)
	Do you know what I do like about this place Steve? I mean I know it’s got tartan carpets but it is so much better than the others [alternative venues]…the other places were just disgusting [holds eye contact]. Maybe people won’t notice the tartan carpets so much because of the terrace and the places to take pictures.



	Reasoning
	Persuading others through logical or rational argument
	Steve 

Focus Group 2
	Yeah she [hotel manager] showed us round and she gave us the menus and she showed us what it [the room in which the prom would take place] would be like. Then we took some photographs on the Flip © camera and showed it to everyone [in the year group at an assembly] and everyone liked it.



	Playing on emotion
	Using guilt, excitement or fear to induce others to conform to ideas
	Claire

Focus Group 1
	And just because a lot of the proms have been similar and I just, no-one wanted [the prom] to be like that [the same as last year]. [Girls in group nod in agreement]. I just wanted to be like “oh remember that prom - that was a good a prom - that was so different” and people to be like “that was good, that was amazing”.  I feel in that way we like we have to prove ourselves.


Table 3
Conflict Resolution Strategies

	Conflict resolution strategy
	Description
	Informant
	Example

	Dominating
	Taking charge and recognizing that leadership skills are required
	Claire

Focus Group

1
	I need to make that informed decision on behalf of the year and they may not feel like they are getting what they want but I think in the long term they would hopefully realize that I was doing what was best for not only us [the organizing committee] but for them as well.  



	Yielding
	Complying with the views of a person/persons considered to have greater authority
	Rebecca

Focus Group 4
	We needed to fundraise and we thought we would have candy themes – like candy sticks at Christmas and chocolate hearts at Valentine’s Day then the school told us we weren’t allowed to do that because of the sugar [the school has a healthy eating policy]. A lot of ideas get shot down. It’s quite difficult to do a fundraiser that would be a.successful and b.allowed. 



	Compromising
	Recognizing the need to find a middle ground
	Andrea

Focus Group 1
	We have so many extravagant ideas but we’ve had to tie them down and think like realistically. We have been having to cross off things, cross off venues that we loved but they only hold up to 180 people which may work but then may not [it is unclear at this stage how many people will attend the prom].  So we’re just thinking we need to be safe so we scored some of them [the venues] off and then we short-listed, we short-listed down to about seven that were our favorites and then we phoned them. We actually found out some were appropriate. So then we got appointments for three places today.



	Avoidance
	Disassociation from members of the social decision-making collective and their (self) allocated tasks
	Claire

Individual Interview

 2
	I’m going to introduce myself and I am going to go up separately – like at the weekend or another day. Like start it from scratch – ‘I’m actually handling it’ – ‘I’m actually doing this’. My thought this morning was ‘You [Steve] handle the figures [money] for prom as you seem to have started it and you finish that and I’m going to do table decorations and everything else.
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Figure 1. Strategies employed to influence social collective decision-making.

� The term diachronic is appropriated from linguistics and delineates between earlier and later moments of an activity (Barley, 1990). It differs from a longitudinal approach as it is not a time ordered study but does observe changes over a period of time.
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