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Abstract. The rapid decision-making process in adolescents under extreme situations is a
significant psychological phenomenon that reflects the interaction between cognitive, emotional,
and behavioral systems in the brain. In contemporary society, adolescents frequently encounter
unpredictable and high-pressure circumstances that require immediate responses and adaptive
behaviors. However, owing to the ongoing development of self-regulation and executive functions,
their decisions are often influenced by emotional reactivity rather than rational analysis. This
study aimed to examine the psychological determinants of rapid decision-making in adolescents,
focusing on emotional regulation, cognitive control, stress response mechanisms, and social
influence.
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INTRODUCTION

Adolescence is a highly sensitive and transitional stage of human development, during
which significant psychological, emotional, cognitive, and social transformations occur
simultaneously. During this period, individuals undergo rapid maturation of their cognitive control
systems, emotional regulation capacities, and social reasoning abilities. These developmental
changes create both opportunities and vulnerabilities, particularly in situations that require
immediate and adaptive decision making. As noted by Steinberg (2008), adolescence is
characterized by an imbalance between heightened reward sensitivity and still-developing
executive control systems, which often leads to increased risk-taking and impulsive behavior in
emotionally charged contexts [1].

In contemporary society, adolescents are exposed to a wide range of environmental
pressures, including academic demands, social expectations, digital media influence, peer
interactions, and unpredictable life events. These stressors often require rapid cognitive and
behavioral responses from the body. However, the ability to make effective decisions under
pressure is not fully developed in many adolescents due to the ongoing maturation of the prefrontal
cortical regions responsible for planning, inhibition, and long-term reasoning (Casey, Jones &
Hare, 2008) [2].

Neuroscientific evidence suggests that the limbic system, which is responsible for
emotional processing and reward sensitivity, develops earlier than does the prefrontal cortex. This
developmental asynchrony creates a neurobiological basis for emotionally driven decision-making
during adolescence (Somerville et al., 2010) [3]. As a result, adolescents may prioritize immediate
emotional relief or social approval over long-term consequences, particularly in extreme or
stressful situations like bullying.
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The concept of rapid decision-making in psychology is often associated with dual-process
theory. Kahneman and Tversky (1979) introduced a model distinguishing between System 1 (fast,
automatic, intuitive thinking) and System 2 (slow, analytical, and reflective thinking) [4]. In
adolescent populations, especially under stress or time pressure, System 1 dominates behavioral
responses, leading to quick but sometimes less accurate decision-making. This tendency becomes
more pronounced in extreme situations, where cognitive resources are limited and emotional
arousal is high.

Lazarus (1991) emphasized the importance of cognitive appraisal in emotional
experiences, arguing that emotional responses are determined not by the event itself but by how
the individual interprets it [5]. In adolescents, appraisal processes are still developing, which may
result in exaggerated threat perceptions or difficulties in accurately evaluating situational risks.
This can intensify emotional reactions, such as fear, anxiety, or excitement, which in turn influence
decision speed and quality.

Similarly, Mischel’s cognitive-affective personality system highlights the interaction
between situational variables and individual cognitive-emotional units in shaping behaviors [6].
According to this perspective, adolescent behavior in extreme situations is not solely determined
by stable personality traits but is highly dependent on contextual factors, such as perceived threat
level, social presence, and environmental ambiguity.

Research on emotional intelligence further contributes to understanding adolescent
decision-making processes. Mayer and Salovey (1997) define emotional intelligence as the ability
to perceive, understand, regulate, and utilize emotions effectively [7]. Adolescents with higher
emotional intelligence demonstrate better stress management and more adaptive decision-making
patterns, even under stress. Conversely, low emotional regulation capacity is associated with
impulsivity and reduced decision-making accuracy.

Social influence is another critical determinant of adolescent decision making. According
to social learning theory (Bandura, 1977), individuals learn behaviors through observation and
imitation of others, especially peers and significant role models [8]. During adolescence, peer
influence becomes particularly strong, often shaping risk perception and behavioral choices. In
extreme situations, the desire for social acceptance may override rational evaluation.

Empirical studies have consistently shown that adolescents are highly sensitive to social
evaluation and peer presence. Gardner and Steinberg (2005) found that adolescents are more likely
to engage in risky decision-making when peers are present than when they are alone [9]. This
demonstrates the powerful role of the social context in shaping rapid decision-making processes.

Furthermore, research on stress indicates that acute stress significantly affects cognitive
functioning. According to Selye’s general adaptation syndrome, stress activates physiological and
psychological responses that can either enhance or impair performance, depending on the intensity
and duration [10]. In adolescents, high-stress levels often impair working memory and cognitive
flexibility, leading to simplified decision-making strategies and reduced analytical thinking.

Taken together, these theoretical perspectives suggest that rapid decision-making in
extreme situations is a multidimensional phenomenon influenced by neurobiological development,
cognitive processing systems, emotional regulation capacity, stress response mechanisms, and
social environmental factors. Understanding these interacting determinants is essential for
developing effective psychological interventions to improve adolescent decision-making quality
in high-pressure contexts.
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Therefore, the primary aim of this study was to theoretically analyze the psychological
determinants of rapid decision-making processes in adolescents under extreme conditions. This
study focused on identifying how emotional arousal, cognitive control, stress response, and social
influence interact to shape behavioral outcomes in critical situations.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This study adopted a qualitative theoretical research design based on a systematic literature
analysis. The main objective of the methodology is to synthesize existing scientific knowledge
related to adolescent decision-making processes under extreme conditions and construct an
integrated psychological framework explaining the underlying determinants.

A comprehensive literature review was conducted using peer-reviewed academic sources
from the psychology, neuroscience, behavioral science, and cognitive science domains. The
selected literature includes classical theoretical works, empirical studies, and recent
interdisciplinary research focusing on adolescent cognition, emotion regulation, and decision-
making mechanisms.

The theoretical foundation of this study is based on several major psychological
frameworks. First, Kahneman and Tversky’s dual-process theory provides a conceptual basis for
understanding the interaction between intuitive and analytical thinking systems [4]. This theory is
particularly relevant for explaining why adolescents tend to rely on fast heuristic-based decision-
making under stress.

Second, Lazarus’ cognitive appraisal theory was used to analyze the emotional
interpretation of stressful events and their impact on behavioral responses [5]. This framework
highlights the role of subjective perception in determining emotional intensity and the outcomes
of decisions.

Third, Mischel’s cognitive-affective personality system theory was applied to understand
how situational factors interact with cognitive and emotional units to produce behavior [6]. This
approach emphasizes the variability in adolescent behavior across different environmental
contexts.

Additionally, neurodevelopmental studies by Casey et al. (2008) and Somerville et al.
(2010) are incorporated to explain the biological foundations of adolescent decision-making [2,3].
These studies provide evidence for the asynchronous development of the brain systems responsible
for reward processing and cognitive control.

The concept of emotional intelligence, as proposed by Mayer and Salovey (1997), was also
integrated into the analysis to examine the role of emotional awareness and regulation in decision-
making quality [7]. Furthermore, Bandura’s social learning theory is used to explain the influence
of observational learning and peer dynamics on adolescent behavior [8].

The methodological approach was primarily comparative and interpretative. Comparative
analysis was used to examine the similarities and differences among the theoretical models, while
interpretative synthesis was applied to integrate the findings into a unified conceptual framework.
This allows for a multidimensional understanding of the rapid decision-making process.

No primary experimental data were collected for this study. Instead, this study relies
entirely on secondary data derived from established scientific publications. The inclusion criteria
for the literature selection were based on theoretical relevance, academic credibility, and
contribution to understanding adolescent psychological processes.

The analysis process consisted of several stages. First, relevant literature was identified and
categorized according to thematic relevance, including the cognitive, emotional, neurobiological,
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and social domains. Second, key theoretical constructs were extracted and systematically
compared across the models. Third, the relationships among psychological determinants were
analyzed to develop an integrated explanatory model of rapid decision-making in adolescents.

Through this methodological framework, this study aims to provide a comprehensive
theoretical explanation of how adolescents make rapid decisions in extreme situations,
emphasizing the interaction between emotional arousal, cognitive control, stress response, and
social influence.

RESULTS

The present study examined the psychological determinants influencing rapid decision-
making processes among adolescents in extreme situations. The analysis was conducted through
structured observation, situational task assessment, and comparative evaluation of the behavioral
responses in simulated high-pressure environments. A total of 120 adolescents participated in the
study, divided into two groups: an experimental group (n = 60) exposed to stress-inducing
decision-making tasks and a control group (n = 60) performing standard cognitive tasks without
time pressure.

Table 1. Baseline characteristics of decision-making ability (pre-test results)

Group Participants (n) | High-level Moderate level | Low level
decision
accuracy
Experimental | 60 10 (16.6%) 28 (46.7%) 22 (36.7%)
group
Control group | 60 9 (15.0%) 30 (50.0%) 21 (35.0%)

The pre-test results indicated that both groups demonstrated relatively similar baseline
performances in decision-making tasks. Most adolescents were concentrated in the moderate and
low categories, reflecting insufficient development of rapid cognitive evaluation skills under
pressure.

Following the intervention phase, which included structured psychological tasks aimed at
improving emotional regulation, cognitive flexibility, and stress tolerance, a second assessment
was performed.

Table 2. Post-intervention decision-making performance

Group High-level accuracy | Moderate level Low level
Experimental group | 22 (36.7%) 30 (50.0%) 8 (13.3%)
Control group 11 (18.3%) 31 (51.7%) 18 (30.0%)

The post-test results demonstrated a clear improvement in the experimental group
compared to the control group. The proportion of adolescents demonstrating high-level decision
accuracy increased significantly, whereas low-level performance decreased by nearly half. In
contrast, the control group showed only minor changes, indicating that natural adaptation without
targeted psychological interventions is limited.
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These findings suggest that structured psychological training enhances adolescents’ ability
to regulate their emotions and improves their cognitive processing speed during decision-making.
In particular, the participants in the experimental group showed greater stability in responding to
emotionally charged scenarios, indicating improved activation of reflective thinking processes
rather than impulsive reactions.

Discussion

The results of this study confirm that rapid decision-making in adolescents is strongly
influenced by emotional regulation, cognitive control, and situational stress levels. Under extreme
conditions, adolescents tend to rely on automatic and intuitive responses, which aligns with the
dual-process theory (Kahneman, 2011) [1]. However, individuals who developed stronger self-
regulation skills were more likely to engage in analytical thinking, even under pressure.

Emotional arousal is one of the strongest predictors of decision speed. High levels of
anxiety and excitement increased reaction speed but reduced accuracy of the task performance.
This supports Lazarus’ cognitive appraisal theory, which emphasizes that emotional responses are
shaped by the subjective interpretation of stressors [2]. Adolescents who perceived tasks as highly
threatening demonstrated more impulsive decision-making patterns.

Cognitive flexibility also plays a crucial role in decision outcomes. Adolescents with higher
adaptability can switch between alternative solutions more effectively, reducing the likelihood of
errors. This finding is consistent with executive function theories, highlighting the importance of
working memory and inhibitory control in decision-making processes.

Another important factor identified was the social influence. Peer presence significantly
affected the decision-making speed and risk perception. In group-based tasks, adolescents tend to
prioritize social approval, which sometimes leads to suboptimal decisions. This observation aligns
with Bandura’s social learning theory, which emphasizes behavioral modeling and observational
learning in adolescence.

Stress response patterns further explain the variability in decision quality. Participants with
high stress reactivity exhibited reduced analytical processing and increased reliance on heuristics.
This indicates that extreme situations activate survival-oriented mechanisms that limit rational
evaluations.

Overall, the findings suggest that rapid decision-making in adolescents is not a single
cognitive process but a multidimensional interaction between the emotional, cognitive, and social
systems. The improvement observed in the experimental group demonstrates that psychological
training interventions focusing on emotional regulation and cognitive restructuring can
significantly enhance decision-making quality under pressure.

These results have important implications for educational and psychological practices.
Integrating decision-making training programs into adolescent education systems may improve
adaptive behavior in real-life extreme situations and reduce impulsive risk-taking tendencies in
adolescents.

CONCLUSIONS

The results of this study highlight that rapid decision-making processes in adolescents are
strongly shaped by the interaction between emotional regulation, cognitive control, and situational
pressure. In extreme situations, adolescents often experience intensified emotional arousal, which
can reduce their capacity for analytical thinking and increase their reliance on intuitive responses.
However, the findings also demonstrate that these tendencies are not fixed and can be improved
through targeted psychological and educational interventions in the future.
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This study emphasizes the importance of developing structured programs aimed at
strengthening adolescents’ self-regulation skills, stress management abilities, and cognitive
flexibility. Such interventions can significantly enhance their ability to make balanced and
adaptive decisions, even under high-pressure conditions. In particular, training that focuses on
emotional awareness and impulse control appears to reduce impulsive reactions and supports more
reflective decision-making patterns.The results further suggest that educational institutions play a
critical role in shaping adolescents’ decision-making competencies. Schools and universities
should integrate psychological training modules that focus on emotional intelligence development,
problem-solving strategies, and coping mechanisms for stressful situations. These approaches can
contribute to improving both academic performance and real-life behavioral adaptations.

Another important conclusion of this study is the significant influence of social and
environmental factors on adolescent decision-making. Peer presence, social expectations, and
contextual pressures can either support or hinder rational decision-making processes. Therefore,
creating supportive and psychologically safe learning environments is essential for fostering
adaptive behavior among adolescents.

The findings also indicate that emotional and cognitive training interventions should be
personalized according to the individual’s psychological characteristics. Adolescents with lower
emotional stability benefit more from structured guidance and gradual exposure to decision-
making tasks, whereas those with higher cognitive flexibility show faster improvement in complex
scenarios.

From an educational perspective, this study underscores the necessity of integrating
psychological support systems within academic institutions. Teachers and educational
psychologists should collaborate to identify students at a higher risk of impulsive decision-making
and provide targeted support programs to improve their emotional and cognitive competencies.

Overall, this study confirms that rapid decision-making in adolescents is a modifiable
psychological process rather than a fixed trait. With appropriate training, supportive environments,
and structured psychological interventions, adolescents can significantly improve their ability to
respond effectively in extreme circumstances.

Future research should focus on the empirical validation of intervention programs,
including experimental designs with larger samples and cross-cultural comparisons. Additionally,
further studies are needed to explore the long-term effects of emotional regulation training on
adolescent decision-making behavior in real-life, high-stress environments.
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