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On-the-fly decision making within organizations:  

A systematic literature review and future research directions 

 

Abstract 

This study systematically reviews the literature on individual on-the-fly decision making 

within organizations and introduces an organizational framework to guide future research. The 

proposed organizational framework comprises four primary factor groups that emerged 

inductively from the analysis. These include organization-, job-, task-, and individual-related 

factors. Furthermore, this study proposes an agenda to guide future research aimed at reconciling 

existing contradictory explanations and closing research gaps. Finally, this study has 

implications for managerial practices. 

 

Keywords: Fast decisions, organizations, improvisation, systematic literature review, research 

agenda 
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1. Introduction  

Individuals in organizations are often faced with a multitude of ambiguous, novel, or 

urgent circumstances that require them to make important on-the-fly decisions; that is, the action 

or process of quickly arriving at a conclusion regarding the matter under consideration (Oxford 

English Dictionary). The ability to make such decisions, especially in highly dynamic, 

unpredictable, or critical situations (Mendonça & Wallace, 2004; Perlow et al., 2002; Tabesh & 

Vera, 2020) is crucial because it affects organizational processes (Bartkus et al., 2022), customer 

satisfaction (Crossan et al., 1996), and overall organizational performance and success 

(Adomako et al., 2021).  

Consequently, scholarly work on how individuals make on-the-fly decisions has notably 

expanded, exploring various aspects and evolving in several independent directions. For 

instance, scholars have investigated individual factors—such as cognition (Laureiro-Martínez & 

Brusoni, 2018)—that influence individual on-the-fly decision making processes within 

organizations. Scholars have also examined the links between job or task attributes and decision-

making processes. For instance, the influence of job role or tenure (Hodgkinson et al., 2016; 

Nemkova et al., 2012, 2015), or whether task novelty or ambiguity (Robinson et al., 2017) 

influence on-the-fly decision making within organizations. Finally, scholars have investigated 

how organizational characteristics—such as organizational structure (Hamzeh et al., 2019) or 

support systems, including systems of delegation or empowerment (Roux-Dufort & Vidaillet, 

2003)—influence individual on-the-fly decision making within organizations.  

Although these research directions have focused on different areas of investigation, they 

complement each other. A proper synthesis that unites them represents an opportunity to 

overcome current fragmentation by integrating scholarly work to provide a comprehensive 
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understanding of current inconsistencies, discrepancies, and shortcomings. Additionally, it can 

facilitate the advancement of future scholarly work by providing a granular description of the 

contributing factors that influence individual on-the-fly decision making within organizations. 

The above represents the purpose of this study, which is guided by the following research 

questions: (1) What factors influence on-the-fly decision-making within organizations? (2) 

Which research areas require future investigation regarding the processes of on-the-fly decision 

making within organizations?    

To answer these guiding research questions, we systematically review and arrange the 

current literature into an organizational framework that aims to guide future scholarly work and 

inform managerial practices. The framework encompasses four factor groups: organization-, job-

, task-, and individual-related factors. These factor groups emerged inductively from the analysis 

of articles and were proposed as categories that influence individual on-the-fly decision making 

within organizations.  

The outcomes of this study are significant for academic scholars because they provide a 

holistic understanding of the factors that influence on-the-fly decision-making within 

organizations. The synthesis in this study has the potential to highlight current fragmentation, 

contradictory explanations, and existing research gaps, and suggest a research agenda to guide 

future work. Additionally, this study holds significance for managerial practice because it 

provides a clear understanding of how managers may facilitate or hinder on-the-fly decision-

making within organizations.  

In this study, the terms “fast decisions” and “on-the-fly decisions” are used 

interchangeably. Hence, the current scholarly understanding of fast decisions, characterized by 

the comparatively short length of time between a first reference to action and the following 
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commitment to action (see Eisenhardt, 1989, 1990; Judge & Miller, 1991), or the relatively quick 

length of time “between planning and execution” (Hamzeh et al., 2019, p. 62), is extended to 

encompass this study’s conceptualization of “on-the-fly decision making” within organizations. 

Furthermore, the analysis in this study focuses on the individual level rather than on the 

hierarchical level. This choice was made to provide the most accurate representation of the 

reviewed articles, with the intent of developing an organizational framework that is general and 

succinct, with potential wider applicability in different organizational settings. 

 The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 presents the theoretical 

discussion. Section 3 discusses the methodology employed to systematically review the literature 

on management and organization. This is followed by a presentation and discussion of the 

emerging findings in Section 4. Sections 5 and 6 provide the research agenda. Finally, the 

limitations, implications, and conclusions of the study are reported in Section 7.   

2. Toward an understanding of on-the-fly decision making within organizations 

 In organizations, individuals often face circumstances that necessitate on-the-fly 

decision-making. When faced with such situations, what are the factors that influence on-the-fly 

decision making?  

Scholars have extensively investigated decision-making processes, presenting alternative 

views on how individuals make decisions. These perspectives range from instinctive, emotional 

decision-making processes to more deliberate, logical approaches, a dichotomy highlighted in 

dual-process theories (e.g., Kahneman, 2011). While individuals often rely on instincts and 

emotions, they often employ heuristics, although contrasting positions exist regarding whether 

they determine better outcomes than more analytical approaches (Flach, 2014; Mariano, 2021; 

Vera & Crossan, 2005). Furthermore, incomplete or ambiguous information influences decision 
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making processes, often leading to the pursuit of “good enough” solutions within the confines of 

bounded rationality (Simon, 1955, 1990).  

 However, the capacity of individuals to make fast decisions within organizations may be 

influenced by a multitude of additional factors, offering an opportunity to conveniently 

synthesize the current understanding. Indeed, the organizational context in which decisions are 

made—that is, the decision environment (Hey & Knoll, 2011)—may also influence fast decision-

making processes. Such a context includes, for instance, the organizational structure (Hamzeh et 

al., 2019) or organizational support systems that may facilitate or hinder the capacity to make 

decisions, depending on the systems of delegation and empowerment (Roux-Dufort & Vidaillet, 

2003). Moreover, such a context may relate to the existence of training programs that contribute 

to the development of appropriate skills or abilities for fast thinking (Flach, 2014; Steen & 

Pollock, 2022; Tint et al., 2015; Vera and Crossan, 2005). Furthermore, the positions held by 

individuals (Agor, 1986; Hughes et al., 2018, 2020; Laureiro-Martínez & Brusoni, 2018; 

Nemkova et al., 2015; Sayegh et al., 2004; Tabesh & Vera, 2020; Vera & Rodriguez-Lopez, 

2007) and the time spent as a member of an organization (Hodgkinson et al., 2016; Nemkova et 

al., 2012, 2015) may influence the capacity to make on-the-fly decisions because of the nature of 

the work or accumulated experience (Forbes, 2005). Finally, the characteristics of the work to be 

accomplished may influence the on-the-fly decision-making process, with routine-based 

decisions mainly governed by established procedures (Trondal, 2015) while novel or ambiguous 

problems (Robinson et al., 2017) often necessitate improvisation abilities (Pina e Cunha et al., 

2014; Zack, 2000). 

 In line with this extended understanding, in this study, making decisions on-the-fly is 

viewed as a phenomenon influenced by individual and organizational factors that contribute to 
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individuals’ capacity to think fast. Therefore, the capacity to make decisions on-the-fly within 

organizations depends not only on individual skills and abilities, such as cognition (Laureiro-

Martínez & Brusoni, 2018), emotions (Agor, 1986; Sayegh et al., 2004), and improvisation (Pina 

e Cunha et al., 2014; Zack, 2000), but is also influenced by environmental and work-related 

aspects that may have an impact on the overall outcomes of the decision-making processes.   

 Hence, conducting a systematic literature review that synthesizes notable scholarly works 

is crucial in contributing to an expanded scholarly understanding. Such a synthesis can help unite 

different streams of research and contribute to interdisciplinary integration (Burgers et al., 2019) 

with the aim of generating an organizational framework to guide a future research agenda on 

individual on-the-fly decision making within organizations. This synthesis provides a roadmap 

for managers and managerial practice. In contemporary times characterized by high uncertainty, 

unpredictability, and scarcity of information, such a synthesis appears to be significant and 

necessary.  

 The methodology used to conduct the systematic literature review is presented in the 

following section.     

3. Methodology 

A systematic literature review was conducted (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009; Tranfield et al., 

2003; Webster & Watson, 2002) to identify, select, retrieve, and analyze peer-reviewed articles 

and report the findings. A review protocol involving three stages and several steps was 

developed to accomplish this.  
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3.1 Stage one 

In stage one, the peer-reviewed articles were identified, selected, and retrieved. 

Keywords, developed using guidelines proposed by Feldvari (2009) and Knapp (2000) regarding 

thesaurus usage in computer-aided search and retrieval processes, were employed to search 

databases available at affiliated institutions. These databases include Scopus, which is one of the 

largest and most reliable scientific databases (Visser et al., 2021)—and Elsevier (ScienceDirect). 

Keywords included “decisions on the fly”, “real time decision making”, “improvisation”, 

“decision making”, “improvised decisions”, “fast decision making”, “fast decisions”, and 

“dynamic decision making”. The preliminary search was not restricted to a specific time frame. 

However, included articles had to be peer-reviewed, full-text articles published in English, and 

related to the field of “Business, Management and Accounting”. Peer-reviewed articles were 

chosen because they are commonly recognized as valuable scientific resources (Podsakoff et al., 

2005), and their use in systematic literature reviews is widely accepted (Billore & Anisimova, 

2021; Billore et al., 2023; Evers et al., 2023; Francke & Carrete, 2023; Mariano & Walter, 2015; 

Senivongse et al., 2017). Duplicate, unavailable, and out-of-scope articles were excluded from 

the preliminary list. Next, manually retrieved articles—identified from an in-depth analysis of 

the selected articles—were added to the list. This step helped mitigate potential sample selection 

bias (Ferrari, 2015), and increased the overall comprehensiveness of the literature review. After 

an in-depth reading, a list of key articles was finalized, comprising 126 articles published in 89 

journals between 1973 and 2022.  

3.2 Stage two 

In stage two, peer-reviewed articles were downloaded and subsequently uploaded to 

Mendeley Reference Manager software. This step facilitated the organization and easy retrieval 
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of articles as the analysis progressed. The analysis followed an inductive theorizing process 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994) and a flexible approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). From this analysis, 

a spreadsheet listing all the peer-reviewed articles and a synthesis table were created. The 

spreadsheet included information regarding author(s), title, source title, type of article (i.e., 

conceptual or empirical), methodology (i.e., qualitative, quantitative, or mixed), level of analysis, 

theories employed, DOI, article link, abstract, and keywords. Conceptual articles included works 

that combined and discussed previously published articles, whereas empirical articles included 

works that collected and analyzed field data. Qualitative articles included case studies, grounded 

theory studies, and ethnographic studies; quantitative articles included descriptive, correlational, 

quasi-experimental, and experimental studies; and mixed-methodology articles included a 

combination of qualitative and quantitative methods of data collection and analysis. The theories 

employed required the specification of the theoretical lens (or lenses) used in the examined 

articles, for example, decision-support, knowledge-based, or practice-based theories. An 

additional MS Word document was created, which included a synthesis table of key findings and 

future research directions related to each article. Recurrent, repetitive, and forceful (Owen, 1984) 

themes were identified and grouped to contribute to a literature-driven organizational framework 

and concept-centric final table (Webster & Watson, 2002). As draft frameworks were developed, 

they were iteratively applied and reapplied to the full list of articles. This process was continued 

until a final version was obtained that ensured a dependable representation of the findings.  

3.3 Stage three 

In stage three, tables, figures, and the finalized literature-driven organizational 

framework were created using MS Office packages (i.e., MS Excel and MS Visio). A narrative 

of the findings was also created to answer this study’s research questions.  
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The detailed review protocol is reported in Table 1. 

--- 

Insert Table 1 about here 

--- 

4. Findings 

The following subsections discuss the findings that emerged inductively from the 

systematic literature review and answer the following research question: What factors influence 

on-the-fly decision-making within organizations?  

The first subsection presents the descriptive statistics, including the yearly total and 

cumulative frequency of publications (1973-2022), journal outlets, article type, level of analysis, 

and employed theories. The following subsections provide a description of emerging factors 

grouped into organization-, job-, task-, and individual-related factors.  

4.1 Descriptive statistics  

 Figure 1 shows the cumulative frequency of the publications. The oldest article was 

published in 1973 (i.e., Ford, 1973), and four articles were published in 2022 (i.e., Nabavi, 2022; 

Nieschke & Mauer, 2022; Steen & Pollock, 2022; Bartkus et al., 2022). The highest number of 

publications (n=8) was recorded in 2007 and again in 2016. Organization Science, 

Organizational Dynamics, and Strategic Management Journal published the highest numbers of 

articles, with seven, five, and four articles, respectively. Most (n=73) were empirical studies 

focused on individual-level analysis (n=62), followed by organizational level analysis (n=49). A 

few articles focused on the group level (n=13), and even less focused on the inter-organizational 

level of analysis (n=2) (i.e., Konsynski & Tiwana, 2004; Nieschke & Mauer, 2022). Reviewed 

articles employed decision making (e.g., Adomako et al., 2021), decision support system (e.g., 
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Phillips et al., 2014), learning (e.g., Barrett, 1998; Bergh & Lim, 2008), knowledge-based (e.g., 

Krylova et al., 2016; Vera et al., 2016), sensemaking (e.g., Pereira Christopoulos et al., 2016), 

cognitive (e.g., Laureiro-Martínez & Brusoni, 2018; Maia & Lima, 2020), and practice-based 

theories (e.g., Massa & Testa, 2005), or they focused on improvisation (e.g., Alperson, 2010; 

Crossan et al., 2005; Vera & Crossan, 2004) and temporality (e.g., Crossan et al., 2005). Finally, 

some articles focused on contingency, negotiation, absorptive capacity, routines, groupthink, and 

paradox theories.  

--- 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

--- 

4.2 Organization-related factors    

 The first group of factors that emerged inductively from the article analysis related to 

organization-related factors, including organizational structure, support, memory, and training. 

4.2.1 Organizational structure 

Organizational structure was the first organization-related factor identified, noting the 

extensive discussion regarding its influence on organizational decision making. According to the 

literature, aspects related to authority (Hamzeh et al., 2019), empowerment (Hamzeh et al., 

2019), centralization and decentralization (Baum & Wally, 2003), coordination (Faraj & Xiao, 

2006) network structures (Konsynski & Tiwana, 2004), clarity in roles and responsibilities 

(Hamzeh et al., 2019), and proper communication (Dennis & MacAulay, 2007; Steen & Pollock, 

2022) either facilitate or hinder fast decision making within organizations. Baum and Wally 

(2003) suggested that organizational structures that centralize strategies while decentralizing 

operations facilitate faster decisions. Roux-Dufort and Vidaillet (2003) highlighted the 
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importance of flexibility and empowerment in allowing experimental practices (Hamzeh et al., 

2019). In the presence of a minimal structure, some scholars (Barrett, 1998; Pina e Cunha et al., 

1999; Roux-Dufort & Vidaillet, 2003; Vera et al., 2016) proposed that improvisation tends to 

drive fast decision-making and that organic structures amplify the relationship between strategic 

decision speed and the internationalization of SMEs (Adomako et al., 2021). Furthermore, 

decentralized and formalized structures (Liu et al., 2018) were found to contribute to 

improvisation improving innovation. According to Hatch (1999), organizational structures are 

ambiguous, emotional, and temporal, and therefore present opportunities for changes that 

influence decisions. Similarly, according to Trondal (2015), the distinction between pre-planned 

or improvised structures and activities is a simplification that could be replaced by a more 

complex understanding of organization. 

4.2.2 Organizational support 

Organizational support was the second identified organization-related factor. 

Organizational support was discussed in relation to organizational practices promoting and 

rewarding risk-taking decisions or behaviors that would encourage employees to make fast 

decisions, knowing that their actions will not be punished or judged harshly (de Clercq et al., 

2021). Similarly, organizational support for flexibility and learning promote quick decisions and 

improvisation (see also Crossan et al., 1996; Hodgkinson et al., 2016). In such cases, strategic-

level support is key (Leybourne, 2006, 2007). Some scholars (Perky, 1991; Vera & Crossan, 

2004, 2005) discussed the importance of organizational support in developing an experimental 

culture that encourages fast decisions and improvisation. Others focused on forms of decision 

support and empirically showed that feedforward support plays a key role in improving 

individuals’ real-time decision-making performances (Gonzalez, 2005). However, some 
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investigations (Lerch & Harter, 2001) found that providing support for real-time decision-

making may be difficult because it requires an in-depth understanding of the associated cognitive 

processes.  

4.2.3 Organizational memory 

Organizational memory was the third identified organization-related factor. 

Organizational memory was discussed in relation to its mediating (Kyriakopoulos, 2011) and 

moderating (Moorman & Miner, 1998b) roles, as well as its guiding (Moorman & Miner, 1997), 

and assistive (Crossan et al., 2005) roles in the retrieval of skills and fact knowledge (Moorman 

& Miner, 1998b). Moorman and Miner (1998a) suggested that, without properly developed 

organizational memory, individuals rely on improvisation to make decisions, especially in highly 

turbulent or novel (Dewett & Williams, 2007) environments. In contrast, a properly developed 

procedural (how to) and declarative (what) organizational memory (Moorman & Miner, 1998b) 

helps reduce the incidence of improvisation and expedites decision-making, facilitating 

retrospective access to knowledge and application of previous solutions (Vera & Crossan, 2004). 

When time pressure necessitates quick decisions, Kamoche et al. (2003) suggested that a 

properly developed procedural memory is particularly useful to provide guidelines for fast 

actions. According to Roux-Dufort and Vidaillet (2003), if procedural memory is poorly 

developed, this leads to a low probability of routine behavior, especially in making decisions on-

the-fly or improvising (Pina e Cunha et al., 1999). Jabbar et al. (2020) suggested that proper 

elaboration of organizational knowledge influences the speed of decisions. 

4.2.4 Organizational training 

Organizational training was the fourth organization-related factor identified. 

Organizational training was discussed in relation to its role in enhancing the incidence and 
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effectiveness of fast decision-making, including improvisation practices (Flach, 2014; Tint et al., 

2015; Vera & Crossan, 2005). Steen and Pollock (2022) described decision-making as a craft 

that can be improved through proper training. Organizations promoting proper training provide 

individuals with a means to address unexpected events when more structured approaches cannot 

be applied and rapid responses need to be found (see also Jambekar & Pelc, 2007; Pereira 

Christopoulos et al., 2016). In such cases, proper training encourages individuals to make 

changes to their behaviors before a change in cognition can take place, making fast actions 

precede a more in-depth understanding, as well as recognizing what could work or not work in a 

more intuitive way (Vera & Crossan, 2004). Vera and Crossan (2005) proposed that proper 

training helps develop process skills, context-specific knowledge (see also Mariano, 2018), and 

“yes-and” attitudes to increase the overall ability of individuals to face challenging situations 

requiring more spontaneous actions. Scenario-based (Steen & Pollock, 2022) and improvisation 

training (Mueller, 2011) assist in highly uncertain situations that require rapid decision-making 

(Vera & Crossan, 2005).  

4.3 Job-related factors 

The second group of factors that emerged inductively from the article analysis related to 

job-related factors, including role, accountability, and tenure. 

4.3.1 Role 

 Role was the first identified job-related factor. Scholars found that the role of an 

individual within an organizational context influences how decisions are made, proposing that 

fast decision-making could be a priority for managers (Agor, 1986; Aram & Walochik, 1996; 

Crossan et al., 2005; Eisenhardt, 1990; Hughes et al., 2018, 2020; Laureiro-Martínez & Brusoni, 

2018; Nemkova et al., 2015; Peplowski, 1998; Perky, 1991; Pina e Cunha et al., 2003; Sayegh et 
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al., 2004; Tabesh & Vera, 2020; Vera & Rodriguez-Lopez, 2007) that have the power to make 

decisions (Silva, 2002). However, managerial roles are not the only factors influencing fast 

decision-making. Scholars investigated several other roles and related decision-making practices 

included in studies of construction professionals (Hamzeh et al., 2018, 2019), electricians 

(Menches & Chen, 2014), police commanders (Steen & Pollock, 2022), project managers 

(Leybourne, 2006), artists and musicians (Alperson, 2010; Barrett, 1998), climbers (Hällgren, 

2010), entrepreneurs (Best & Gooderham, 2015; Hmieleski & Corbett, 2008; Vershinina et al., 

2017), humanitarian aid workers (Tint et al., 2015), and start-uppers (Baker et al., 2003). Factors 

such as the remoteness of the final decision-making authority, loss of momentum in an up-the-

chain-of-command decision, and lack of commensurate authority to assume decision 

responsibility (Ford, 1973) influence the speed and depth of decision-making. Additionally, 

leader-team role configurations influence the speed of strategic decision-making (Bartkus et al., 

2022). 

4.3.2 Accountability 

Accountability was the second job-related factor identified in the article analysis. The 

research indicated that unclear accountability, together with other organization-related factors, 

negatively influences engagement in quick decision-making processes (Ford, 1973). Some 

cultures (e.g., Japanese culture) promote higher levels of accountability among individuals or 

groups performing tasks or making decisions together (Mueller, 2011). The willingness to 

assume responsibility is a crucial attitude in any organizational environment, this represents a 

relevant research area that needs further investigation to better understand how accountability 

may facilitate or hinder on-the-fly decision-making. 
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4.3.3 Tenure 

Tenure was the third job-related factor that emerged. While Nemkova et al. (2012, 2015) 

suggested that tenure positively influences quicker understanding and decision-making in 

Western organizations, Hodgkinson et al. (2016) found a contrasting perspective. Their findings 

indicated that tenure had a negative effect on quick decision-making and improvisation in low-

competitive and turbulent environments, proposing that individuals in long-established Eastern 

organizations suffer from path dependency that hinders creative thinking and the exploration of 

alternative solutions. Similarly, Leybourne’s (2006) study on six organizations in the financial 

service sector in the UK found that quick, improvised decisions were implemented by 

individuals in different project-based roles regardless of their tenure.  

4.4 Task-related factors  

The third group of factors that emerged inductively from the article analysis related to 

task-related factors, including complexity, ambiguity, urgency, novelty, and relevance. 

4.4.1 Complexity 

 Complexity was the first task-related factor identified in the article analysis. Along with 

ambiguity and novelty, Good (2014) discussed complexity in the context of real-time dynamic 

decision-making. In situations of modest dynamic complexity, Bleijenbergh et al. (2016) 

proposed that an intuitive understanding of the problem helps individuals perform better in 

decision-making, although this is a necessary but insufficient condition to correctly accomplish a 

task. Furthermore, Hey and Knoll (2011) conducted an experimental study illustrating how 

strategic choices adapt with fluctuations in complexity and/or cognitive demand within dynamic 

decision problems. They highlighted instances where economic theory accounts for decision 
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problems of manageable complexity, where time and willingness allow for analytical strategies, 

cognitive abilities, and decision aids, prioritizing optimization processes despite their associated 

costs. Conversely, they highlighted that in other cases, psychological theory better explains 

decision-making behavior. 

4.4.2 Ambiguity 

Ambiguity was the second task-related factor that emerged. Robinson et al. (2017) 

suggested that ambiguity is one of the conditions under which decisions are made in today’s 

world, together with volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and external turbulence. They proposed 

that ambiguity is uncomfortable; therefore, individuals tend to reduce it consciously or 

unconsciously while making decisions. Orlikowski (1996) proposed that change is endemic to 

organizational practices and a factor influencing how individuals adjust while making decisions 

or performing tasks. Similarly, Nachbagauer and Schirl-Boeck (2019) proposed a shift from 

rationality-based decisions to second-order cybernetics and resilient organization to handle 

unexpected tasks or situations. In situations involving high uncertainty and ambiguity, Agor 

(1986) suggested that relying on intuition could be advantageous, aiding in guiding and 

expediting the decision-making process. Additionally, learning reduces ambiguity in decision 

making (Meyer & Shi, 1995) and contributes to faster decision-making processes (Vendelø, 

2009). Similarly, unlearning stimulates improvisation in decision-making and accelerates the 

application of new knowledge (Akgün et al., 2007). Being able to think quickly in ambiguous 

and highly uncertain business environments is a logical, normal, and necessary condition for 

managerial practice (Gustafsson & Lindahl, 2017) or a real-time, short-term type of learning 

(Miner et al., 2001). The ability to accept ambiguity is a key personal trait of managers who are 
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able to make fast decisions (Harris et al., 2001) as well as a characteristic of groups of 

individuals making concerted decisions (Steen & Pollock, 2022). 

4.4.3 Urgency 

Urgency was the third task-related factor that emerged. Several scholars discussed the 

relationship between urgency and decisions made on-the-fly. Agor (1986) suggested that if time 

is limited, the pressure to make decisions increases and leads to fast actions, mostly guided by 

intuition. Similarly, Roux-Dufort and Vidaillet (2003) highlighted the need to act quickly under 

contextual urgency and environmental turbulence (Oakes, 2009). Sharkansky and Zalmanovitch 

(2000) proposed that urgency, together with an assessment of existing alternatives and trade-offs 

in values, contributes to legitimate, fast, and improvised decisions. Similarly, Judge and Miller 

(1991) proposed that the number of alternatives considered simultaneously has a positive 

influence on the speed of decisions under urgency constraints because it accelerates cognitive 

processes. Urgency is linked to the use of minimal structures to address emerging problems (Pina 

e Cunha et al., 2003). Similarly, time pressure and uncertainty variables were used to explain 

possible organizational responses, including planning, ornamented improvisation, discovery 

improvisation, and full-scale improvisation (Crossan et al., 2005). Fast decisions under urgency 

constraints are made because of exogenous factors or due to “speed trap”, that is, a product of 

past organizational emphasis on fast decision making (Perlow et al., 2002).  

4.4.4 Novelty 

Novelty was the fourth task-related factor identified. Agor (1986) suggested that when 

there is a shortage of previous precedents and variables are not predictable, or facts or analytical 

data are limited and do not indicate where to go, individuals tend to rely on other ways to make 

fast decisions, which include the use of intuition or improvisation. Indeed, when novelty and 
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resource constraints are high, fast decisions are often improvised (Hmieleski & Corbett, 2008; 

see also Kanter, 2002), since improvisation “has a reduced temporal gap between the planning 

and implementation of unique actions... it applies to actions and decisions that are novel, or 

deviations from standard practices” (Bergh & Lim, 2008, p. 599). The opportunity for extensive 

planning or properly established policies (Ding et al., 2014) is reduced in the presence of novel 

problems that necessitate acting quickly (Mendonça & Wallace, 2004, 2007). Similarly, in 

emergency situations where novelty is high, there is a need to act quickly (Mendonça & Wallace, 

2004, 2007). Novel situations often require novel and fast responses (Suarez & Montes, 2019) 

and improvisation includes opening up, working together, or haggling, depending on the 

characteristics of the socially embedded relationship (McGinn & Keros, 2002).  

4.4.5 Relevancy 

Relevancy was the fourth task-related factor that emerged. Pina e Cunha et al. (2003) 

proposed that a feeling of relevance toward a challenge initiates a prompt response. Menches and 

Chen (2013, 2014) found that an individual’s level of determination and interest tends to decline 

following a disruption, with negative consequences for decision-making and related workflows. 

Appropriate data sources and real-time processes are linked to the need for relevant and rapid 

decision making (Jabbar et al., 2020). The relevancy of quick decisions has been attributed to 

leaders (Pina e Cunha et al., 2003); group members and their perceptions that tasks are 

individually important (Pina e Cunha et al., 2003); and top management teams (Bartkus et al., 

2022).  

4.5 Individual-related factors 

The fourth group of factors that emerged inductively from the article analysis related to 

individual-related factors, including age, cognitive ability, improvisation ability, crafting 
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propensity, and emotions. Additional attributes related to individual improvisation abilities were 

also identified, including willingness, readiness, spontaneity, creativity, risk acceptance, self-

efficacy, experience, and expertise.  

4.5.1 Age 

Age was the first individual-related factor to emerge. Forbes (2005) discussed individual 

characteristics such as age that influence the extent to which individuals make fast decisions, 

proposing that older individuals tend to make faster decisions as they are guided by their 

experience. Similarly, senior individuals have greater intuitive thinking and improvisation skills 

to manage contradictions (Hughes et al., 2018) and make faster decisions. Corporate board chairs 

and CEO age dissimilarity negatively influences firm value and the demand for managerial 

discretion and fast decision-making during crises (Goergen et al., 2015).  

4.5.2 Cognitive ability 

Cognitive ability was the second individual-related factor that emerged. Scott (1962) and 

Weick (1998) discussed the role of cognition in fast decision-making, highlighting aspects of 

cognitive complexity and flexibility; the former relates to the number of dimensions used to 

describe a phenomenon, while the latter relates to the readiness to change an individual concept 

system due to external stimuli (Scott, 1962). Cognitive agility describes the flexibility between 

openness and focus as opposite phenomena (Good, 2014). Similarly, cognitive search influences 

the emergence of non-routine responses through the creation or uncovering of “possible courses 

of action, either by resorting to learned templates or by creating new ones” (Suarez & Montes, 

2019, p. 592). Furthermore, cognition influences the speed of decision-making (Forbes, 2005), 

especially through cognitive flexibility—an individual’s ability to match the type of cognitive 

processing with the type of problems at hand (Laureiro-Martínez & Brusoni, 2018). High 
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cognitive flexibility helps individuals pause and evaluate new courses of action, moving from 

fast to slow decisions, as needed (Laureiro-Martínez & Brusoni, 2018). Similarly, cognitive 

conflict inhibits decision making (Maia & Lima, 2020). Moreover, a link exists between the 

efficiency of cognitive processes and enhanced task performance (Phillips et al., 2014), together 

with a link between cognition and self-awareness development (Hodgkinson et al., 2009). Visual 

tools improve the efficiency of cognitive processes (Phillips et al., 2014).  

4.5.3 Improvisation ability 

Improvisation ability was the third individual-related factor identified. This encompasses 

various attributes associated with improvisation, including willingness (to respond), readiness, 

spontaneity, creativity, risk acceptance, self-efficacy, experience, and expertise, as explained in 

the following subsections. 

4.5.3.1 Willingness 

Willingness to respond in the moment to unanticipated organizational events is a valuable 

individual trait (de Clercq et al., 2021) that favors fast decisions. Similarly, the willingness to 

assume responsibility is a functional qualification of an improvisation attitude (Mueller, 2011), 

together with the willingness to forego planning to improvise (Crossan et al., 2005). Cultures that 

do not punish mistakes favor the use of improvisation (Sharkansky & Zalmanovitch, 2000). 

4.5.3.2 Readiness 

Hughes et al. (2020) discussed readiness, proposing a readiness index score and 

developing a three-step guide for improvisation during crisis periods. They suggested that a 

reality check, crisis response, gap analysis, and strategic improvisation sustainability are critical. 

Furthermore, improvisation readiness is crucial, especially during crisis periods, with 
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improvisation readiness levels ranging from moderate to incremental to radical, depending on 

cumulative or abrupt crises (Maldonado & Vera, 2014). Some tools such as Pathways Theatre 

(Nabavi, 2022) generate transformative engagement and increase improvisation readiness levels. 

4.5.3.3 Spontaneity 

Several scholars discussed spontaneity as an improvisation attribute (Alperson, 2010; 

Crossan et al., 2005; Nemkova et al., 2015; Pina e Cunha et al., 2014; Vera & Crossan, 2004). 

According to Crossan et al. (2005), an improvisation attitude embodies traits of spontaneity, 

characterized by extemporaneity. Nemkova et al. (2012, 2015) found that spontaneity is one of 

the multiple dimensions of improvisation, along with creativity and action orientation. 

Furthermore, Alperson (2010, p. 273) stated, “what makes the activity improvisatory is the sense 

that what is being done is being done on the fly” (see also Zack, 2000). Creativity and 

spontaneity represent the two key attributes of improvisation, which is defined as “the 

spontaneous and creative process of attempting to achieve an objective in a new way” (Vera & 

Crossan, 2004, p. 733). 

4.5.3.4 Creativity 

Nemkova et al. (2015), Pina e Cunha et al. (2014), and Crossan et al. (2005) addressed 

multiple improvisation dimensions, including creativity. Vera and Crossan (2004) proposed that 

improvisation must be creative in the sense that it must develop novel and useful outcomes that 

can be used in specific situations. Creativity can be particularly pertinent in scenarios demanding 

idea generation and divergent thinking to improvise decisions for a class of problems described 

as “fuzzy, vague, unjustified, experimental, empathic” (Hodgkinson et al., 2009, p. 291). Nisula 

and Kianto (2016) proposed a link between knowledge management practices and employee 

creativity, attributing a positive influence on decisions and overall organizational success. 
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4.5.3.5 Risk acceptance 

Hamzeh et al. (2019), Harris et al. (2001), and Steen and Pollock (2022) proposed that 

decision-making and improvisation imply taking risks as well as accepting the risk of failures 

(Hamzeh et al., 2018). Hodgkinson et al.’s (2016) study on managerial and organizational 

antecedents of improvisation under turbulence revealed that organizational risk-taking and 

manager expertise were common antecedents of improvisation.  

4.5.3.6 Self-efficacy 

Self-efficacy is the “general belief in one's ability to achieve high levels of performance 

in tasks undertaken in life” (see also Bandura, 1977; Hmieleski & Corbett, 2008, p. 485). 

Hmieleski and Corbett (2008) found that improvisation positively influences entrepreneurial 

performance when founders possess high entrepreneurial self-efficacy. Self-efficacy has been 

linked to increased confidence and positive overall emotional responses to unexpected situations 

(Sayegh et al., 2004).  

4.5.3.7 Experience 

A consensus exists in the current literature regarding the importance of having experience 

in improvising (Hamzeh et al., 2019). Improvisation requires adequate problem-related 

experience (Mueller, 2011). Seniors possess greater intuitive thinking and improvisation skills to 

manage contradictions (Hughes et al., 2018), as previous experience increases their use of 

intuition (Cheetham & Chivers, 2000). Individual characteristics influence improvisation and fast 

decision making, and older entrepreneurs and entrepreneurs with prior entrepreneurial 

experience are believed to make faster decisions (Forbes, 2005). 
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4.5.3.8 Expertise 

To be able to improvise, individuals must be tenured (Hodgkinson et al., 2016), possess 

proper expertise (Crossan et al, 2005; Vera & Crossan, 2004, 2005)—since expertise is an 

antecedent of improvisation (Hodgkinson et al., 2016)—or acquire intuitive expertise 

(Hodgkinson et al., 2009). Specialized knowledge helps technically grounded extemporization 

(Cheetham & Chivers, 2000). Expertise in comprehensive decision-making, expertise in intuitive 

decision-making, and a paradoxical balanced combination of comprehensive and intuitive 

decision-making represent the boundary conditions of the link between improvisational decision-

making and decision quality in crisis situations (Tabesh & Vera, 2020). 

4.5.4 Crafting propensity 

 Crafting propensity was the fourth individual-related factor that emerged. Cheetham and 

Chivers (2000) investigated how practitioners use reflections to adjust their performance, 

procedures, problems, and work philosophy. Both reflection-about-action and reflection-in-

action were considered. Positive feelings about job outcomes are crucial for quick thinking and 

appropriate task adjustment, since too much time spent on reflection leads to potential 

indecision. A combination of applied knowledge and reflection is best suited to professional 

practice. This conclusion is in line with the concept of “practical thinking” discussed by Ciborra 

(1999) where the task environment is experienced in action; or with the idea of “recombinative 

thinking capabilities” proposed by Jambekar and Pelc (2007) that encourages a combination of 

proactive and reactive thinking while doing certain tasks, rather than relying on a fixed plan 

unsuitable for dynamic decision making or rapid organizational changes. In unplanned 

emergency situations, individuals improve their relationships with peers to facilitate cooperation 

and collaboration (Steen & Pollock, 2022), share ideas created on-the-fly, and build tools to 
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solve emerging, pressing issues (Pereira Christopoulos et al., 2016). These ideas seem to be in 

line with Kock and Gemünden’s (2016) study, which pointed out the importance of monitoring 

the frequency and innovation climate in turbulent environments. 

4.5.5 Emotions 

Emotions were the fifth individual-related factor that emerged. The role of negative 

emotions in decision-making processes was highlighted by Koporcic et al. (2020). While Agor 

(1986) proposed that emotional tension is a stress factor that impedes fast decisions and intuition, 

Sayegh et al. (2004) saw emotions as a necessary component of decision making, especially if 

tacit knowledge or intuition need to be used. Certain cultures—such as the Spanish culture—rely 

highly on emotions in their decision-making processes, preferring verbal interactions to written 

planning (Aram & Walochik, 1996). Emotions fluctuate throughout the working day, influencing 

an individual’s level of determination and interest (Menches & Chen, 2014). Emotional memory 

(Mueller, 2011; Sayegh et al., 2004) triggers the use of past experiences to guide actions that 

require quick responses (Sayegh et al., 2004). Affective reactions in fast strategic decision-

making aid crucial information exchanges under extreme time pressure (Netz et al., 2020); while 

regretful emotions (i.e., degrees of regret aversion) were not found to measure the irrationality of 

a decision-maker in a dynamic decision-making problem under risk (Guo & Vetschera, 2023). 

Further research is required to clarify the contrasting positions of the role of emotions while 

making decisions on-the-fly. 

5. Making decisions on-the-fly within organizations: an organizational framework  

The organizational framework of the systematic literature review is illustrated in Figure 

2. The framework includes four group of emerging factors: (1) Organization- (i.e., organizational 

structure, support, memory, and training); (2) job- (i.e., role, accountability, tenure); (3) task- 
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(i.e., complexity, ambiguity, urgency, novelty, relevancy); and (4) individual-related factors (i.e., 

age, cognitive ability, improvisation ability, crafting propensity, and emotions). The 

improvisation ability factor is further explained by several sub-factors, such as willingness, 

readiness, spontaneity, creativity, risk acceptance, self-efficacy, experience, and expertise.  

A synthesis of findings is reported in Table 2. 

------ 

Insert Figure 2 and Table 2 about here 

------ 

6. An agenda for future research on making decisions on-the-fly within organizations 

The following subsections answer the second research question: Which research areas 

require future investigation regarding the processes of on-the-fly decision making within 

organizations?    

The first subsection proposes potential avenues for future research, expanding the current 

understanding of on-the-fly decision-making within organizations. The second section proposes 

potential avenues for future research to reconcile existing contradictory explanations of factors 

influencing on-the-fly decision-making within organizations. The third section proposes potential 

avenues for future research on the link between decisions made on-the-fly and organizational 

processes. 

6.1 Research direction 1: expand current research on on-the-fly decision making within 

organizations 

From the article analysis, one area appears to be underdeveloped and needs further 

investigation: organizational culture.  
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Organizational culture. This area of future research relates to the development of a more 

refined understanding of how organizations can create a culture that encourages fast decisions 

and improvisation, and  supports experimentation practices, risk-taking behavior (Hock-Doepgen 

et al., 2021), and innovation (Rieger & Klarmann, 2022) when circumstances or events require 

them (Perky, 1991; Vera & Crossan, 2004, 2005). Potential research questions could include the 

following: How can organizations support the use of experimentation or the development of risk-

taking behavior? Under what specific circumstances are these approaches most effective? When 

is it convenient to act fast, and when is it better to pause and reflect on making decisions in an 

organization? Qualitative studies, including grounded theory, ethnography, and practice-based 

studies, are worth pursuing. 

6.2 Research direction 2: reconcile existing contradictory explanations of factors influencing on-

the-fly decision making within organizations 

From the article analysis, the existing contradictory explanations of factors influencing 

on-the-fly decision-making within organizations include the role of organizational structure, 

accountability, tenure, relevancy, and emotions. 

Organizational structure. The first area of future research relates to the role of 

organizational structure and its influence on on-the-fly decision making. While Baum and Wally 

(2003) proposed that faster decisions are facilitated by an organizational structure that centralizes 

strategies while decentralizing operations, Roux-Dufort and Vidaillet (2003) highlighted the 

importance of flexibility and empowerment in making use of experimentation practices (Hamzeh 

et al., 2019). More research is needed to clarify these contradictions in the current scholarly 

understanding. Potential research questions include the following: Does organizational structure 

facilitate or hinder on-the-fly decision-making? How can existing contradictions in the role of 
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the organizational structure in on-the-fly decision making be resolved? Quantitative surveys and 

qualitative studies using observations, shadowing methods, and semi-structured interviews are 

worth pursuing. 

Accountability. The second area of future research relates to the construct of 

accountability (Ford, 1973; Mueller, 2011) and the need for further investigation to reconcile the 

current limited understanding. This is a relevant research area that requires more granular 

description. Potential research questions could include the following: Does accountability 

facilitate or hinder on-the-fly decision-making? What are the underlying reasons? Qualitative 

studies, including practice-based studies, are worth pursuing. 

Tenure. The third area of future research relates to the role of tenure and its influence on 

on-the-fly decision making. While Nemkova et al. (2012, 2015) proposed that tenure positively 

influences quicker understanding and faster decision-making in Western organizations, 

Hodgkinson et al. (2016) found that tenure had a negative effect on quick decision-making and 

improvisation in low-competitive turbulent environments, proposing that individuals in long-

established Eastern organizations might suffer from path dependency that blocks creative 

thinking and the search for alternative solutions. Furthermore, Leybourne (2006) proposed that 

quick improvised decisions are implemented by individuals in different project-based roles, 

regardless of their tenure. Therefore, this area requires attention to clarify the implications of 

tenure on decisions made on-the-fly. Potential research questions could include the following: 

How does tenure contribute to making decisions on-the-fly? How can existing contradictions in 

the role of tenure in making decisions on-the-fly be resolved? Does tenure positively or 

negatively influence decision-making on-the-fly? Quantitative, qualitative, and longitudinal 

studies are worth pursuing. 
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Relevancy. The fourth area of future research relates to the extent to which relevancy 

influences decision-making on-the-fly. While Pina e Cunha et al. (2003) proposed that the 

feeling of relevance toward a challenge initiated a prompt response, Menches and Chen (2013, 

2014) found that an individual’s level of determination and interest tends to decline following a 

disruption, with negative consequences for decision-making and related workflows. Further 

research is required to reconcile these contradictions. Potential research questions could include: 

Does the relevancy of challenges faced influence on-the-fly decision making? What are the 

specific mechanisms, and in what contexts does this influence manifest? Quantitative 

comparative studies that include survey research and large sample sizes are worth pursuing. 

Emotions. The fifth area of future research relates to the role of emotions in on-the-fly 

decision-making. While Agor (1986) proposed that emotional tension is a stress factor that 

impedes fast decisions and intuition, Sayegh et al. (2004) saw emotions as a necessary 

component of decision making, especially if tacit knowledge or intuition need to be used. Certain 

cultures rely more on emotions in their decision-making processes than others (Aram & 

Walochik, 1996). Further research is required to clarify these contrasting positions regarding the 

role of emotions when making decisions on-the-fly. Potential research questions could include: 

Do emotions facilitate or hinder the on-the-fly decision-making process within organizations? 

Do Western cultures differ from Eastern cultures in how emotions play a role in making 

decisions on-the-fly within organizations? What are the specific mechanisms? Quantitative 

comparative studies that include survey research, multiple research settings, mixed-method 

studies, and large sample sizes are worth pursuing. 
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6.3 Research direction 3: investigate the link between decisions made on-the-fly and 

organizational processes   

 From the article analysis, the final area of research that seems worth pursuing is the link 

between decisions made on-the-fly and organizational processes, including organizational 

learning, unlearning, standard operating procedures, and routines.   

Meyer and Shi (1995) proposed that learning decreased ambiguity in decision making 

and helped the speed of decision-making processes or improvisation (Vendelø, 2009). Similarly, 

unlearning stimulates improvisation in decision-making and helps expedite the application of 

new knowledge (Akgün et al., 2007). It would be beneficial to better understand the link between 

learning and unlearning and making decisions on-the-fly, as well as the extent to which learning 

or unlearning while making decisions on-the-fly influences the creation of new organizational 

processes, such as standard operating procedures or routines, or the abandonment of existing 

ones.  

Potential research questions could include: What is the link between learning, unlearning, 

and making decisions on-the-fly? Do decisions made on-the-fly contribute to the development of 

new organizational processes such as standard operating procedures or routines? If so, what type 

of decisions and why? What is the influence of decisions made on-the-fly on the development or 

abandonment of organizational processes? Do decisions made on-the-fly contribute to changes in 

existing organizational processes? What are the specific mechanisms? Do decisions made on-

the-fly substitute existing organizational processes? In what circumstances? Do decisions made 

on-the-fly set precedents for future decisions within organizations? In what contexts does this 

manifest? What are the specific mechanisms? 
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 Qualitative investigations using diaries, observations, semi-structured interviews, 

processual and practice-based studies, and longitudinal studies are worth conducting. 

Syntheses of the future research directions are presented in Figure 3 and Table 3. 

------ 

Insert Figure 3 and Table 3 here 

------ 

7. Limitations, implications, and conclusions    

This systematic literature review has limitations related to its management-related scope 

reflected in the review protocol, which does not include other related fields such as psychology, 

behavioral economics, or behavioral science. It is limited by the applied inclusion/exclusion 

criteria, as well as the nature of the data analysis, that is, the inductive method. Other limitations 

include journal accessibility and the omission of alternative databases that may have returned a 

different list of articles. However, to minimize this potential limitation, multiple databases were 

used together with manually retrieved articles to minimize selection bias in this systematic 

literature review (Ferrari, 2015). Finally, the use of software alternatives to MS Office packages 

(i.e., MS Excel and MS Visio) could have produced different visual depictions of the findings. 

This systematic literature review has implications for theory and managerial practice. 

First, it serves as a comprehensive synthesis and organization of management and organization 

studies literature, focusing on how individuals within organizations make on-the-fly decisions. It 

covers a period of 49 years (1973-2022) and includes 118 articles from 83 journals. It groups the 

factors influencing decision making on-the-fly into organization-, job-, task-, and individual-

related factors and provides an organizational framework of existing literature.  
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Second, this systematic literature review provides a research agenda for scholars 

interested in future conceptual and empirical investigations on making decisions on-the-fly 

within organizations. The proposed future research directions include investigations that expand 

the current understanding of decision-making on-the-fly within organizations, including the role 

of organizational culture and accountability; investigations that reconcile existing contradictory 

explanations of factors influencing decision-making on-the-fly within organizations, including 

organizational structure, tenure, relevancy, and emotions; and investigations of the link between 

decisions made on-the-fly and organizational processes, such as standard operating procedures or 

routines, and the link with organizational learning and unlearning.   

Third, this systematic literature review provides insights for managerial practice, 

highlighting factors that could enable or hamper on-the-fly decision-making within 

organizations. The proposed organizational framework could help managers better understand 

factors that may have the most prominent impact in their organizational contexts or help them 

identify factors that need further development to promote faster decision-making processes. In 

turn, this awareness could help direct managerial efforts toward more refined managerial 

practices, increasing the overall levels of effectiveness and efficiency as well as overall 

organizational performance and success. 

Managers could consider the proposed organizational framework as a roadmap for 

conducting an internal audit to see how improvements to the four proposed groups of factors 

could assist individuals in making decisions on-the-fly. For instance, managers could assess 

whether changes to the organizational structure or organizational support could facilitate the 

making of decisions on-the-fly by promoting empowerment or delegation practices (Roux-Dufort 

& Vidaillet, 2003) that would not restrain individuals in situations where fast thinking is crucial. 
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Similarly, managers can examine how organizational memory contributes to the retrieval of key 

insights to make fast decisions and improve identification, storage, and retrieval as needed 

(Moorman & Miner, 1998b; Vera & Crossan, 2004). 

Furthermore, managers can assess how organizational training (Flach, 2014; Steen & 

Pollock, 2022; Tint et al., 2015) helps with decision-making. Managers could start implementing 

new training practices if current ones are found to be insufficient or inappropriate to facilitate 

decision-making on-the-fly, especially during highly unpredictable or emergency situations. 

Likewise, managers could assess the extent to which job-related factors, such as role and tenure, 

positively or negatively influence decision-making on-the-fly, and adjust organizational 

dynamics accordingly and as required. For tasks that may reoccur over time and, therefore, could 

be routinized, managers could reduce the level of novelty, ambiguity, or urgency through 

learning and institutionalization processes, reducing the potential occurrence and need for fast 

decision-making. 

Finally, managers could rely on internal opportunities and programs that may help 

individuals acquire the necessary skills to facilitate fast thinking, if and when the circumstances 

require it. These opportunities could include individual-targeted training, scenario sharing, and 

role-playing practices that may be attended by individuals, which may provide a safe space to 

practice and develop fast thinking skills in fictional situations that could contribute to learning 

how to quickly address problems in real-time situations.   
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