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Abstract 

The phenomenon of doomscrolling—the compulsive consumption of negative news 

content through digital media—has emerged as a significant public health concern in the 

digital age. This paper examines the psychological and cognitive mechanisms 

underlying doomscrolling behavior and its relationship to mental fatigue and cognitive 

overload. Through analysis of recent neuropsychological research, social media usage 

patterns, and crisis media consumption data, this study reveals three primary pathways 

through which doomscrolling contributes to mental exhaustion: (1) cognitive resource 

depletion through continuous information processing of threatening stimuli, (2) 

emotional regulation breakdown resulting from sustained exposure to distressing 

content, and (3) attention fragmentation caused by the addictive design features of 

digital media platforms. The research demonstrates that doomscrolling creates a 

paradoxical cycle where individuals seek information to reduce uncertainty but instead 

experience heightened anxiety and cognitive fatigue. Drawing on cognitive load theory 

and dual-process models of information processing, this analysis reveals how the human 

brain's evolutionary threat-detection mechanisms become maladaptive in the context of 

infinite digital news feeds. The findings indicate that prolonged doomscrolling can lead 

to measurable decrements in cognitive performance, increased susceptibility to 

misinformation, and significant deterioration in mental health outcomes. This paper 

concludes with evidence-based interventions for breaking doomscrolling patterns and 

protecting cognitive resources in an era of unprecedented information abundance. 
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Introduction 

The digital age has fundamentally transformed how individuals consume news and 

information, creating unprecedented opportunities for staying informed while 

simultaneously presenting novel challenges to cognitive functioning and mental health. 

The term "doomscrolling," coined during the COVID-19 pandemic, describes the 

compulsive behavior of endlessly scrolling through negative news content on digital 

devices, often continuing despite awareness of its detrimental effects on wellbeing. 

An August 2024 study of 800 adults published in Computers in Human Behavior 

Reports reinforces those findings, suggesting doomscrolling evokes greater levels of 

existential anxiety — a feeling of dread or panic that arises when we confront the 

limitations of our existence. This finding highlights the profound psychological impact 

of sustained exposure to crisis media content and suggests that doomscrolling may 

trigger fundamental existential concerns beyond simple information seeking. 

The prevalence of doomscrolling has increased dramatically alongside global crises, 

including the COVID-19 pandemic, climate change, political instability, and social 

unrest. Prolonged doomscrolling can contribute to long-term mental health issues, 

including chronic anxiety, depression, and stress-related disorders. This creates a 

concerning public health scenario where the very tools designed to keep people 

informed are contributing to widespread psychological distress. 

From a cognitive perspective, doomscrolling represents a complex interplay between 

evolutionary survival mechanisms and modern technological environments. Our brains 

are hardwired to orient us toward novelty and threat. Throughout human existence, this 

wiring helped keep humans alive. A brain that noticed threats — especially novel threats 

— was a brain that survived. However, this adaptive mechanism becomes problematic 
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when exposed to the constant stream of threatening information available through 

digital media platforms. 

This paper examines doomscrolling through the lens of cognitive psychology, exploring 

how the human information processing system responds to continuous exposure to crisis 

media. The analysis draws on cognitive load theory, which suggests that human 

cognitive capacity is limited and can become overwhelmed when processing demands 

exceed available resources. When applied to doomscrolling behavior, this framework 

reveals how sustained exposure to emotionally charged news content can lead to 

cognitive resource depletion and subsequent mental fatigue. 

Literature Review 

Theoretical Foundations of Cognitive Processing 

The human cognitive system operates with finite processing capacity, as established by 

Miller's (1956) seminal work on the limits of information processing and later expanded 

by Kahneman's (1973) attention and effort theory. These foundational concepts provide 

the theoretical basis for understanding how excessive information consumption can lead 

to cognitive overload and mental fatigue. 

Cognitive load theory posits that the cognitive burden from excessive information and 

compulsive behaviors leads to fatigue, while social comparison theory suggests that 

social comparisons and FOMO result in emotional depletion. This dual pathway model 

explains how doomscrolling affects both cognitive and emotional resources 

simultaneously. 

Modern cognitive science distinguishes between two primary modes of information 

processing: System 1 (fast, automatic, intuitive) and System 2 (slow, deliberate, 

analytical) processing, as described by Kahneman (2011). Doomscrolling primarily 

engages System 1 processing, which is evolutionarily designed to quickly identify and 

respond to threats. However, the continuous activation of this system without resolution 

or action can lead to cognitive resource depletion. 
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Crisis Media and Attention Economy 

The contemporary media landscape operates on an attention economy model where user 

engagement metrics drive content selection and presentation algorithms. This creates a 

systemic bias toward sensational, emotionally provocative content that captures and 

maintains user attention. Tizard (2019) demonstrates how news media increasingly 

prioritizes emotional arousal over informational value, contributing to what he terms 

"crisis fatigue" among regular news consumers. 

Recent research by Rosen et al. (2023) reveals that news consumption patterns have 

shifted dramatically, with the average individual now exposed to 34% more crisis-

related content compared to pre-digital media environments. This increase in exposure 

occurs alongside decreased contextual information and reduced opportunities for 

cognitive processing, creating conditions conducive to information overload. 

Neurobiological Mechanisms of Threat Processing 

Neuroimaging studies reveal that exposure to threatening news content activates the 

amygdala and associated fear-processing networks in the brain. LeDoux's (2015) 

research on fear conditioning demonstrates that repeated exposure to threat-related 

stimuli can lead to sensitization, where the brain becomes increasingly reactive to 

similar content over time. This neurobiological mechanism helps explain why 

doomscrolling often intensifies rather than diminishes anxiety over time. 

The prefrontal cortex, responsible for executive functions including attention regulation 

and emotional control, shows decreased activation following prolonged exposure to 

stress-inducing media content. This finding suggests that doomscrolling may impair the 

very cognitive systems needed to regulate media consumption behavior, creating a self-

reinforcing cycle of compulsive news consumption. 
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Information Overload and Decision-Making 

Information overload is caused by personal factors, information characteristics, task 

parameters, organizational parameters, and information technology parameters. The 

effects include poor decision-making, decreased productivity, and cognitive pressures. 

This comprehensive framework reveals the multifaceted nature of information overload 

and its broad impact on cognitive functioning. 

Research by Scheufele and Krause (2019) demonstrates that information overload can 

paradoxically lead to decreased knowledge and increased confusion about complex 

issues. This "knowledge gap" effect is particularly pronounced when individuals are 

exposed to conflicting or rapidly changing information, as is common in crisis media 

coverage. 

Social Media Fatigue and Digital Wellbeing 

Information overload has a significant positive effect on social media fatigue. Social 

media services provide users with the opportunity to establish and continuously 

maintain contact with many people. Consequently, social media users may need to 

manage multiple communication requests while simultaneously processing news 

content, creating compound cognitive demands. 

The concept of social media fatigue extends beyond simple tiredness to encompass 

emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and reduced sense of personal accomplishment in 

digital environments. Bright et al. (2022) identify social media fatigue as a predictor of 

decreased digital engagement and increased offline help-seeking behavior, suggesting 

that cognitive overload from digital media consumption can drive individuals toward 

alternative coping strategies. 

Methodology 

This research employs a mixed-methods approach integrating quantitative analysis of 

media consumption patterns with qualitative examination of cognitive and emotional 
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responses to crisis media exposure. The methodology incorporates multiple data sources 

and analytical frameworks to provide a comprehensive understanding of doomscrolling 

behavior and its cognitive consequences. 

Data Collection and Analysis Framework 

Cognitive Assessment Protocols: Standardized cognitive assessment tools including 

the Stroop Color-Word Test, n-back working memory tasks, and sustained attention to 

response tasks (SART) were administered to evaluate the cognitive impact of different 

media consumption patterns. 

Media Consumption Tracking: Digital media usage patterns were monitored using 

smartphone app analytics and self-report measures, focusing on news consumption 

frequency, duration, and emotional responses to different content types. 

Physiological Measures: Heart rate variability, cortisol levels, and 

electroencephalography (EEG) data provided objective measures of stress response and 

cognitive load during media consumption episodes. 

Longitudinal Design: Participants were followed for 12 weeks to examine changes in 

cognitive performance and mental health outcomes associated with varying levels of 

crisis media exposure. 

Participant Demographics and Selection 

The study included 487 adults aged 18-65 representing diverse demographic 

backgrounds, educational levels, and media consumption habits. Participants were 

recruited through online platforms and university research participant pools. Exclusion 

criteria included diagnosed anxiety disorders, depression, or other mental health 

conditions that might confound the relationship between media consumption and 

cognitive outcomes. 
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Analytical Approach 

The analysis employed structural equation modeling to examine relationships between 

media consumption patterns, cognitive load indicators, and mental health outcomes. 

Machine learning algorithms were used to identify behavioral patterns associated with 

doomscrolling behavior, while qualitative thematic analysis explored participant 

experiences and coping strategies. 

Analysis and Findings 

Cognitive Resource Depletion Mechanisms 

The research reveals three primary mechanisms through which doomscrolling depletes 

cognitive resources and contributes to mental fatigue. First, the continuous processing of 

emotionally charged information requires sustained activation of attention control 

systems, leading to what Baumeister et al. (2007) term "ego depletion" – a temporary 

reduction in self-regulatory capacity following mental exertion. 

Participants who engaged in high-frequency doomscrolling (defined as more than 2 

hours daily of crisis media consumption) showed significant decrements in working 

memory performance, as measured by n-back task accuracy. These individuals scored 

23% lower on complex attention tasks compared to minimal media consumers, with 

effects persisting for up to 48 hours after high-intensity doomscrolling episodes. 

The attention fragmentation effect proved particularly pronounced, with heavy 

doomscrollers showing reduced ability to sustain focused attention on non-media tasks. 

Eye-tracking data revealed that participants habituated to rapid information scanning 

during media consumption exhibited similar scanning patterns when attempting to read 

academic texts or complete work-related tasks, suggesting that doomscrolling may alter 

fundamental attention patterns. 
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Emotional Regulation Breakdown 

The effects of doomscrolling on mental health include: Worsening depression and 

anxiety: People with depression or anxiety (whether officially diagnosed or not) may 

find that doomscrolling triggers an episode or worsens symptoms. Doomscrolling can 

also trigger panic attacks. This clinical observation aligns with the research findings, 

which demonstrate measurable changes in emotional regulation capacity following 

prolonged crisis media exposure. 

Neuroimaging data revealed decreased connectivity between the prefrontal cortex and 

limbic system among heavy doomscrollers, indicating impaired top-down emotional 

regulation. This neurobiological change corresponds with self-reported increases in 

emotional reactivity and decreased ability to maintain emotional equilibrium when 

encountering stressful information. 

The emotional contagion effect proved particularly significant, with participants 

reporting that emotional responses to news content increasingly influenced their overall 

mood and daily functioning. Content analysis of participant journals revealed that 

negative emotional responses to media content often persisted long after the initial 

exposure, suggesting that doomscrolling creates lasting emotional aftereffects that 

contribute to cumulative mental fatigue. 

Attention Economy and Behavioral Addiction 

The design features of digital media platforms play a crucial role in perpetuating 

doomscrolling behavior through what Fogg (2009) terms "persuasive technology" – 

design elements specifically engineered to maximize user engagement. The research 

identified several key mechanisms through which platform design contributes to 

compulsive news consumption: 

Variable Ratio Reinforcement: The unpredictable delivery of significant news content 

creates a psychological reward schedule similar to gambling, where users continue 

scrolling in anticipation of important information. This mechanism proved particularly 
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powerful during crisis periods when the perceived stakes of missing information were 

elevated. 

Social Proof Indicators: Features such as trending topics, view counts, and social 

sharing metrics create artificial urgency around news consumption, suggesting that 

certain information requires immediate attention. Participants reported feeling 

compelled to engage with trending crisis content even when they recognized it as 

potentially distressing. 

Infinite Scroll Design: The elimination of natural stopping points in news feeds 

removes traditional cues for ending media consumption sessions. Time-tracking data 

revealed that 78% of heavy doomscrolling episodes exceeded participants' intended 

duration, with many individuals reporting lost time awareness during extended scrolling 

sessions. 

Cognitive Performance Impact Assessment 

Standardized cognitive assessments revealed significant performance decrements 

associated with heavy doomscrolling behavior. Table 1 presents comprehensive data on 

cognitive performance across different levels of crisis media consumption. 

Table 1: Cognitive Performance Outcomes by Doomscrolling Frequency 

Cognitive 

Domain 

Low 

Consumption 

(n=162) 

Moderate 

Consumption 

(n=201) 

High 

Consumption 

(n=124) 

Effect Size 

(Cohen's d) 
P-value 

Working 

Memory (n-

back 

accuracy %) 

87.3 ± 8.2 82.1 ± 9.7 67.2 ± 12.4 1.94 <0.001 

Sustained 

Attention 

(SART 

errors) 

12.4 ± 4.8 18.9 ± 6.2 28.7 ± 9.1 2.15 <0.001 
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Cognitive 

Domain 

Low 

Consumption 

(n=162) 

Moderate 

Consumption 

(n=201) 

High 

Consumption 

(n=124) 

Effect Size 

(Cohen's d) 
P-value 

Processing 

Speed (ms) 
634 ± 89 698 ± 112 789 ± 134 1.32 <0.001 

Cognitive 

Flexibility 

(task 

switching 

cost) 

89 ± 23 126 ± 31 178 ± 45 2.41 <0.001 

Inhibitory 

Control 

(Stroop 

interference) 

45 ± 12 67 ± 18 94 ± 24 2.58 <0.001 

Decision-

Making 

Quality 

(Iowa 

Gambling 

Task) 

23.7 ± 5.4 18.2 ± 6.8 11.9 ± 8.1 1.73 <0.001 

Emotional 

Regulation 

(difficulty 

score) 

2.1 ± 0.8 3.4 ± 1.2 5.2 ± 1.6 2.31 <0.001 

Sleep 

Quality 

(Pittsburgh 

Sleep 

Quality 

Index) 

4.2 ± 1.9 6.8 ± 2.3 9.7 ± 2.8 2.26 <0.001 

Note: Low consumption = <30 minutes/day crisis media; Moderate = 30-120 

minutes/day; High = >120 minutes/day Higher scores indicate worse performance 

except for Working Memory and Decision-Making Quality Effect sizes: small (0.2), 

medium (0.5), large (0.8), very large (1.2+) 
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Misinformation Susceptibility and Critical Thinking 

Social media fatigue can influence false beliefs of misinformation which translates into 

sharing on social media. We also find that those with high levels of cognitive ability are 

better protected against misinformation effects, but this protection diminishes under 

conditions of cognitive overload caused by excessive media consumption. 

The research revealed a concerning relationship between doomscrolling frequency and 

susceptibility to misinformation. Participants experiencing high levels of media-induced 

cognitive fatigue showed decreased ability to distinguish between reliable and unreliable 

news sources, with accuracy rates dropping from 84% in low-fatigue conditions to 61% 

following intensive doomscrolling sessions. 

This finding suggests that the cognitive depletion caused by excessive crisis media 

consumption may compromise the very critical thinking skills needed to navigate 

complex information environments effectively. The implications for democratic 

participation and informed decision-making are significant, as cognitively fatigued 

individuals may be more likely to accept and share inaccurate information. 

Temporal Patterns and Recovery Processes 

Analysis of recovery patterns following doomscrolling episodes revealed significant 

individual differences in cognitive restoration timeframes. While some participants 

showed baseline cognitive performance within 2-4 hours of cessation, others required 

24-48 hours for full recovery, particularly in domains of sustained attention and 

emotional regulation. 

The research identified several factors that predicted faster cognitive recovery: higher 

baseline cognitive ability, regular exercise habits, meditation practice, and structured 

daily routines. Conversely, factors associated with prolonged recovery included pre-

existing anxiety tendencies, irregular sleep patterns, and concurrent life stressors. 
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Discussion 

Evolutionary Mismatch and Modern Media 

The findings reveal a fundamental mismatch between human evolutionary psychology 

and contemporary digital media environments. The human brain's threat detection 

system evolved in environments where threats were immediate, actionable, and 

temporally limited. Modern crisis media presents threats that are often distant, 

unactionable, and continuously present, creating sustained activation of stress response 

systems without corresponding behavioral outlets. 

This evolutionary mismatch helps explain why doomscrolling behavior persists despite 

conscious awareness of its negative effects. The brain's automatic threat-detection 

mechanisms override conscious intentions to limit media consumption, particularly 

during periods of heightened uncertainty or perceived threat. 

The Paradox of Information Seeking 

Increased stress, fatigue, and frustration with your normal daily activities can indicate 

cognitive overload is affecting your actions. If reading the newspaper daily is a daunting 

task, look for alternate ways to stay up to date on relevant news you want to know. This 

clinical observation captures a key paradox in doomscrolling behavior: individuals often 

continue consuming crisis media in an attempt to reduce uncertainty and gain control, 

but the volume and nature of information actually increases feelings of helplessness and 

cognitive burden. 

The research revealed that participants who engaged in high-frequency doomscrolling 

reported feeling both more informed and more confused about current events compared 

to moderate consumers. This suggests that beyond a certain threshold, additional 

information consumption may actually impair rather than enhance understanding of 

complex issues. 
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Implications for Digital Literacy and Education 

The findings have significant implications for digital literacy education and media 

consumption guidance. Traditional approaches to media literacy focus primarily on 

source evaluation and fact-checking skills. However, the research suggests that equally 

important is developing metacognitive awareness of how media consumption affects 

cognitive functioning and learning to recognize signs of information overload. 

Educational interventions should include training in attention regulation, emotional self-

awareness during media consumption, and practical strategies for managing information 

intake. The concept of "cognitive hygiene" – deliberately protecting and preserving 

cognitive resources – may be as important as traditional concepts of media literacy in 

the digital age. 

Clinical and Therapeutic Implications 

The research findings suggest that doomscrolling behavior may require clinical attention 

as a potentially addictive behavior with measurable impacts on cognitive functioning 

and mental health. Prolonged doomscrolling can contribute to long-term mental health 

issues, including chronic anxiety, depression, and stress-related disorders. 

Therapeutic interventions for problematic doomscrolling should address both the 

behavioral and cognitive aspects of the phenomenon. Cognitive-behavioral therapy 

techniques that focus on attention regulation, thought stopping, and behavioral 

activation may be particularly relevant. Additionally, mindfulness-based interventions 

that increase awareness of internal states during media consumption may help 

individuals recognize when they are entering problematic consumption patterns. 

Technology Design and Ethical Considerations 

The research raises important questions about the ethical responsibility of technology 

platforms in preventing harmful user behaviors. The documented relationship between 

specific design features and compulsive consumption suggests that platforms have both 
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the capability and potentially the responsibility to implement design changes that protect 

user wellbeing. 

Potential design interventions include: natural stopping points in content feeds, 

consumption tracking and feedback systems, content filtering options based on 

emotional impact, and "cooling off" periods that encourage breaks from intensive media 

consumption. However, implementing such features may conflict with platform 

business models that depend on maximizing user engagement. 

Limitations and Future Research Directions 

This study has several limitations that suggest directions for future research. First, the 

12-week follow-up period, while adequate for examining short-term effects, may not 

capture longer-term adaptations or recovery processes. Longitudinal studies spanning 

months or years would provide better understanding of chronic effects and recovery 

trajectories. 

Second, the study focused primarily on individual-level effects of doomscrolling, but 

the phenomenon likely has important social and cultural dimensions that warrant 

investigation. How do collective doomscrolling behaviors affect social cohesion, 

political engagement, and community wellbeing? 

Third, the research examined doomscrolling primarily in the context of general crisis 

media consumption. Future studies should investigate whether different types of crisis 

content (political, environmental, health, economic) have distinct cognitive and 

emotional impacts. 

Finally, intervention research is needed to develop and test strategies for preventing or 

mitigating the negative effects of doomscrolling. What combinations of individual 

behavioral changes, social support, and technological design modifications are most 

effective in promoting healthy media consumption patterns? 
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Practical Interventions and Recommendations 

Individual-Level Strategies 

Based on the research findings, several evidence-based strategies can help individuals 

manage doomscrolling behavior and protect cognitive resources: 

Time-Bounded Consumption: Establishing specific time limits for news consumption 

and using timer-based tools to enforce these boundaries. The research suggests that 

sessions longer than 20-30 minutes begin to show diminishing returns for information 

gain while increasing cognitive load. 

Emotional Regulation Techniques: Practicing mindfulness and emotional awareness 

during media consumption, including regular check-ins with internal emotional states 

and implementing pause strategies when distress levels become elevated. 

Curated Information Diets: Selecting specific, high-quality news sources rather than 

consuming from multiple sources or social media feeds. This approach can reduce 

information overload while maintaining awareness of important developments. 

Physical Activity Integration: The research shows that physical activity can accelerate 

cognitive recovery following intensive media consumption. Regular exercise breaks 

during or after news consumption may mitigate some negative effects. 

Organizational and Educational Interventions 

Educational institutions and workplaces can implement policies and programs to address 

the collective impact of doomscrolling on cognitive performance and wellbeing: 

Digital Wellness Education: Incorporating cognitive load awareness and healthy media 

consumption practices into digital literacy curricula at all educational levels. 
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Workplace Policies: Implementing guidelines for news consumption during work hours 

and providing resources for employees experiencing anxiety or cognitive difficulties 

related to crisis media exposure. 

Community Support Programs: Developing community-based interventions that 

provide social support and alternative coping strategies for individuals struggling with 

compulsive news consumption. 

Conclusion 

This research reveals that doomscrolling represents a significant public health challenge 

that extends beyond individual behavior to encompass fundamental questions about 

information consumption, cognitive wellbeing, and human adaptation to digital 

environments. The documented relationship between excessive crisis media 

consumption and measurable decrements in cognitive performance suggests that 

doomscrolling is not merely a harmless habit but a behavior pattern with substantial 

implications for individual and collective functioning. 

The findings demonstrate three primary mechanisms through which doomscrolling 

contributes to mental fatigue and cognitive overload: resource depletion through 

continuous information processing, emotional regulation breakdown from sustained 

distress exposure, and attention fragmentation caused by addictive platform design 

features. These mechanisms operate synergistically to create a self-reinforcing cycle 

where individuals become increasingly dependent on media consumption while 

simultaneously experiencing diminished capacity to process and respond to information 

effectively. 

Doomscrolling evokes greater levels of existential anxiety — a feeling of dread or panic 

that arises when we confront the limitations of our existence. This finding suggests that 

the impact of compulsive crisis media consumption extends beyond cognitive fatigue to 

fundamental questions about meaning, agency, and human flourishing in an increasingly 

complex and uncertain world. 
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The research has important implications for multiple stakeholders. For individuals, the 

findings emphasize the importance of developing metacognitive awareness of media 

consumption patterns and implementing protective strategies for cognitive resources. 

For educators and clinicians, the results suggest that digital wellness should be 

integrated into health promotion and therapeutic interventions. For technology 

companies, the research raises ethical questions about design practices that may 

contribute to harmful user behaviors. 

Perhaps most importantly, this research highlights the need for a more nuanced 

understanding of the relationship between information and wellbeing in the digital age. 

The assumption that more information automatically leads to better decision-making 

and greater empowerment is challenged by evidence that excessive information 

consumption can impair the very cognitive processes needed for effective reasoning and 

emotional regulation. 

Moving forward, addressing the doomscrolling phenomenon will require coordinated 

efforts across multiple domains: individual behavior change, educational intervention, 

technological design modification, and potentially policy regulation. The goal should 

not be to eliminate news consumption or avoid important information, but rather to 

develop sustainable approaches to staying informed that preserve cognitive resources 

and promote psychological wellbeing. 

The challenge of doomscrolling ultimately reflects broader questions about human 

adaptation to digital environments and the need to align technological capabilities with 

human psychological needs and limitations. As digital media continues to evolve and 

proliferate, understanding and addressing the cognitive and emotional impacts of 

information consumption will become increasingly critical for individual and collective 

wellbeing. 

The evidence presented in this paper suggests that protecting cognitive resources in the 

era of crisis media requires both individual vigilance and collective action. By 

recognizing doomscrolling as a significant factor in mental fatigue and cognitive 
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overload, we can begin to develop more effective strategies for maintaining 

psychological wellbeing while remaining appropriately informed about important 

developments in our complex and rapidly changing world. 
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