



Doomscrolling and Anxiety Disorders Among Young Adults in the Digital Era: Psychological and Behavioural Implications
 
Abstract
The contemporary digital information environment has transformed media consumption patterns by increasing exposure to continuously updated online content. Although digital platforms have improved access to information and social interaction, they have also intensified information overload and exposure to distressing material. Within this context, doomscrolling has emerged as a pattern of repeatedly consuming negative or threatening information through digital media. It is described as habitual and immersive scanning of timely negative information on social media newsfeeds, characterised by repetitive and difficult-to-control engagement with distressing digital content. This narrative review examines the relationship between doomscrolling and anxiety among young adults, with attention to cognitive, emotional and behavioural mechanisms that may sustain anxiety-related processes. Literature was retrieved from PubMed, Web of Science and Google Scholar, and peer-reviewed studies published between 2020 and 2025 were narratively synthesised. The review also considers the digital conditions that reinforce doomscrolling, including algorithmic exposure, information overload and compulsive checking patterns. The reviewed evidence suggests that the relationship between doomscrolling and anxiety disorders is complex and multidimensional. Reported psychological and behavioural implications include heightened worry, emotional fatigue, cognitive overload, sleep disturbance, reduced concentration, compulsive media checking and social withdrawal. The findings indicate that doomscrolling should not be understood solely as excessive screen use, but as a digitally embedded behaviour shaped by individual vulnerability, crisis-related uncertainty and platform design. However, much of the current evidence remains correlational, limiting causal interpretation. A clearer understanding of doomscrolling-related anxiety may support conceptual development, inform targeted interventions and guide digital well-being strategies for young adults in contemporary media environments.
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1.0 Introduction
With the emergence of smartphones and algorithm-based social media platforms, modern information environments have been transformed into spaces of constant engagement. This constant connectivity has led to information saturation, especially among young adults, who are the first generation to grow up within an all-encompassing networked digital system (Firth et al., 2024).
In this digital context, doomscrolling has emerged as a maladaptive behavioural pattern characterised by the repeated need to seek negative or upsetting online content. It does not represent intentional information seeking; rather, it reflects a tendency to revisit information that keeps individuals emotionally stimulated without resolving uncertainty (Satici et al., 2023). This shift from intentional use to emotionally compelling cycles indicates possible connections between platform design and users' vulnerabilities in reinforcing non-productive media use (Amirthalingam & Khera, 2024).
The effects of doomscrolling are more pronounced against the backdrop of increasing anxiety disorders, especially among young adults. This developmental phase involves heightened emotional sensitivity and continuing psychosocial transitions, making young adults more vulnerable to digitally mediated stressors (Taskin et al., 2024).
Although emerging research has examined doomscrolling and its psychological correlates, the available literature remains fragmented in explaining how this behaviour relates specifically to anxiety processes among young adults. Existing discussions often address general digital media use, problematic social media engagement or psychological distress more broadly, while comparatively less attention is given to the cognitive, emotional and behavioural pathways through which persistent exposure to negative digital content may contribute to anxiety-related outcomes. This review therefore addresses the need for a focused synthesis of doomscrolling in relation to anxiety among young adults.
The aim of this review is to examine the possible role of doomscrolling in the aetiology and perpetuation of anxiety in young adults, while summarising current research on the psychological and behavioural impact of doomscrolling.

2.0 Methodology
This narrative review was conducted using literature retrieved from PubMed, Web of Science and Google Scholar. A search was performed for articles published between 2020 and 2025 using combinations of the following keywords: doomscrolling, anxiety disorders, digital media consumption, social media behaviour, fear of missing out (FOMO), information overload and behavioural addiction. Boolean operators (AND, OR) were used to refine the searches. Studies were included if they examined doomscrolling, excessive negative news consumption, digital media engagement or anxiety-related outcomes among adolescents and young adults. Editorials, duplicate publications, non-English articles and studies lacking relevance to the review objectives were excluded. After screening titles, abstracts and full texts, the most relevant studies were selected and synthesised narratively to examine the psychological and behavioural implications of doomscrolling for anxiety among young adults.

3.0 Understanding the Digital Environment That Fuels Doomscrolling
Doomscrolling is a structural practice that arises from the relationship between users and algorithmically managed information systems (Soraci et al., 2025). Empirical studies in computational media and digital psychology show that engagement-based ranking algorithms tend to favour high-arousal content because it keeps users engaged on platforms (Metzler & Garcia, 2024). This produces a systematic exposure bias, whereby distressing content does not appear only occasionally but regularly, leading to a more habitual pattern of consumption that aligns with platform optimisation rather than psychological well-being (Anand et al., 2022).
In this architecture, the attention economy is the economic rationale that underpins these design decisions. Platforms are encouraged to produce content that keeps users on their platforms for longer periods, encourages more clicks and leads to revisits, a practice consistent with digital economy literature showing that these platforms structurally favour persuasive and emotionally stimulating content (Bruineberg, 2025). Research analysing how users interact with these systems indicates that they encourage repetitive checking through variable reward patterns in notification systems and infinite scrolling. As a result, users enter a pattern of continuous engagement that persists even when the content is emotionally aversive, representing a form of reinforcement at the intersection of cognition and platform design (Wadsley et al., 2022).
These mechanisms have a greater effect during periods of global uncertainty. During conflict and economic crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, information seeking and ongoing news monitoring usually increase; this is supported by studies on crisis informatics and media consumption (Wu et al., 2023).
Overall, the literature from digital media research, behavioural psychology and crisis communication studies suggests that doomscrolling results from the simultaneous presence of structural and individual vulnerabilities (Conte et al., 2025).
 
4.0 Anxiety Disorders in the Digital Age
In the modern digital age, anxiety disorders are increasingly influenced by patterns of digital media use, and studies show that excessive exposure to algorithmically populated content can exacerbate anxiety-related symptomatology (Huang et al., 2025). The relationship with generalised anxiety disorder (GAD) appears particularly close, with ongoing news consumption serving as a reminder of worry and maintaining thoughts about possible threats. Empirical studies in digital mental health research indicate that repeated exposure to threatening messages can lead to stronger threat appraisals and difficulty disengaging from worry cycles, which may sustain, rather than merely reflect, chronic anxiety states (Alhazzaa & Curcin, 2025).
Social anxiety processes are also heightened in digitally mediated contexts. Research on social media use and mental health suggests that, when people compare themselves with others who appear to be doing better in measurable areas, such as likes or shares, these comparisons can lead to increased self-evaluative concern (Opoku et al., 2025). This context heightens awareness of social cues and increases the need for external reinforcement, leading to avoidance and maintaining patterns of engagement driven by anxiety. Social anxiety is not restricted to face-to-face encounters; it is becoming increasingly integrated into continuous online spectacle and performance frameworks (Y. Wang et al., 2024).
A notable area in which digital information exposure is strongly linked to health anxiety is cyberchondria. People who repeatedly search for symptoms online tend to notice benign bodily sensations more frequently and interpret them as more intense because of constant searching (Sansakorn et al., 2024). The vast amount of online information about diseases and conditions, combined with algorithms that may associate symptoms with rare but severe health issues, can lead to catastrophic misinterpretation of symptoms and escalating health-related worry. This creates a cycle of uncertainty and reassurance seeking that can further increase anxiety (Bahadir & Dundar, 2024).
Furthermore, acute stress and panic reactions have been associated with exposure to highly arousing digital content, such as crisis-related material. Experimental and survey research suggests that reading disturbing news can evoke immediate physiological reactions, including increased heart rate, heightened vigilance and panic-like responses (Luo et al., 2021). The fast pace and immersive nature of digital platforms can exacerbate these responses because they provide fewer opportunities for emotional regulation or cognitive distancing (Torous et al., 2021).
5.0 Mechanisms Linking Doomscrolling to Anxiety
Recent studies in digital psychology and cognitive load indicate that a high density of negative information can exceed the brain's processing capacity, resulting in cognitive saturation. Prolonged and unstructured exposure is associated with emotional exhaustion and reduced regulatory control. Under these circumstances, it becomes more difficult to reappraise or shift attention away from upsetting content, which can lead to the accumulation of emotional stress over time (Arnold et al., 2023).
A related mechanism is the emergence of hypervigilance and threat sensitisation. Research on chronic news consumption has shown that frequent exposure to threat-related material increases general threat monitoring, so that individuals search for further threat cues in their digital environments (Kellerman et al., 2022). This continuous orientation towards anticipation resembles common anxiety mechanisms in which environmental unpredictability reinforces vigilance systems. Repeatedly, this may lead to an overestimation of threat probability, even in non-threatening situations.
Another key pathway through which doomscrolling may escalate anxiety is sleep disruption. Numerous studies have demonstrated that exposure to emotionally stimulating digital media at night disrupts sleep quality, mainly by inducing physiological arousal and cognitive activation (Camadan & Uzunoğlu, 2025). Emotional instability and reduced stress resilience further increase anxiety symptoms and worsen sleep impairment, creating a vicious cycle (Rábago-Monzón et al., 2025).
Lastly, frequent exposure to digitally mediated threat environments leads to psychological blurring of boundaries between the online and offline worlds. Studies on media absorption have argued that extended media exposure decreases contextual differentiation, thereby making digitally created threats feel concretely personal (Marano et al., 2025).
 
6.0 The Psychology Behind Doomscrolling
The need for perceived control in ambiguous situations is a central explanatory pathway. Research in cognitive and health psychology suggests that people seek more information when they are uncertain because information provides a sense of control over situations (Neijzen, 2024). However, this coping mechanism becomes maladaptive in digitally mediated crisis situations, where exposure to constantly changing or unresolved information does not reduce uncertainty but instead perpetuates it and maintains arousal.
Empirical research on digital behaviour links fear of missing out (FOMO) with compulsive checking behaviour, especially among younger generations living in high-frequency communication settings (Türk-Kurtça & Kocatürk, 2025). Doomscrolling reinforces itself at the cognitive level through features and tendencies in information processing within digital environments (Ahluwalia, 2025).
These psychological phenomena collectively illustrate that doomscrolling is not simply a conscious choice, but a behaviourally conditioned response shaped by both individual vulnerability and platform design. It is commonly understood in relation to dopamine reward prediction processes and their role in repeated checking, with novel or emotionally salient stimuli increasing the drive to check repeatedly. Importantly, reinforcement in this case does not require positive affect; variability and uncertainty can sustain engagement cycles (Sharpe & Spooner, 2025). The interplay between uncertainty-reduction motives, anticipatory social anxiety, cognitive biases and differential reward systems generates a self-reinforcing cycle of content engagement despite psychological distress, thereby maintaining engagement with negatively valenced content (Hu et al., 2024).
 
7.0 Behavioral Consequences Among Young Adults
This phenomenon affects young adults beyond distraction and is associated with broader changes in cognitive control, motivation and socio-emotional functioning. Research on digital behaviour suggests that exposure to negatively valenced online material leads to attentional fragmentation, which has a negative impact on attention capacities required for academic and occupational activities (Yousef et al., 2025). This loss of cognitive efficiency is not due to screen time alone; it is also linked to frequent task switching and the reinforcement of short attention intervals, both of which predict reduced productivity and goal-directed behaviour (Alruwaili, 2025). Social withdrawal has been associated with high levels of online engagement, although this is not necessarily physical withdrawal, but rather the replacement of offline social interaction with online interaction (Chao et al., 2025). Research with young adults indicates that offline social reinforcement mechanisms may weaken over time in online environments, especially when digital experiences provide emotional reinforcement. This imbalance may gradually lead to decreased participation in face-to-face interactions and a sense of social detachment, which may facilitate internalising symptoms (Masri-zada et al., 2025). A further behavioural manifestation is compulsive checking, which aligns with studies on behavioural addiction. When novel or emotionally salient information appears intermittently, the reinforcement learning system can foster habitual phone use, resulting in automatic engagement even when no information is needed (J. Wang & Wang, 2025). This indicates reduced inhibitory control and increased dependence on digital stimuli to regulate affective states, rather than deliberate information retrieval (Rincón-Pérez et al., 2025).
8.0 Recommendations for Mitigating Doomscrolling-Related Anxiety
Integrated approaches involving a combination of cognitive, behavioural and environmental interventions can reduce doomscrolling-related anxiety, as opposed to single-focus self-control strategies (Curtiss et al., 2021). Digital mindfulness practices are recommended at the individual level to increase awareness of scrolling patterns and reduce automatic engagement with distressing content. Taking intentional breaks from media use, such as pausing before prolonged screen time and making purposeful decisions about online engagement, can help disrupt cycles of compulsive checking behaviour (You & Liu, 2022).
Improved emotion regulation, particularly cognitive reappraisal and metacognitive awareness, is also necessary (Keskiner et al., 2025). These skills are recommended to help individuals reframe emotionally arousing material in more adaptive ways and reduce rumination. However, this approach is most effective when combined with external structure, particularly in high-information environments (Kozubal et al., 2023).
Behaviourally, setting clear digital boundaries is strongly recommended. This includes establishing screen-time limits, turning off unnecessary notifications and dedicating time to offline activities. Research has shown that environmental factors can be more effective than willpower alone in decreasing the frequency of negative reinforcement seeking through digital content (Bolch et al., 2025).
Furthermore, offline social support systems can be reinforced to reduce reliance on online social contexts for emotional support and uncertainty management. When interpersonal relationships are stable, they provide alternative sources of reassurance and help buffer the psychological impact of distressing digital exposure (Acoba, 2024).

9.0 Limitations of Study
This review has several limitations. First, the available evidence is largely based on cross-sectional studies, which limits conclusions about temporal or causal relationships between doomscrolling and anxiety. Although doomscrolling has been associated with heightened anxiety, it remains unclear whether anxiety increases the likelihood of doomscrolling, whether doomscrolling intensifies anxiety, or whether both processes reinforce each other. Secondly, the generalisability of findings is limited because many studies are geographically restricted, with less representation from regions such as Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America, where social media practices, cultural contexts and mental health experiences may differ. Thirdly, platform-specific effects remain insufficiently examined, making it difficult to determine whether particular social media platforms are more strongly associated with doomscrolling-related anxiety. Finally, as a narrative review, the study is methodologically less rigorous than a systematic review and may be vulnerable to selection bias, particularly during literature selection, interpretation and synthesis. These limitations should guide cautious interpretation of findings.




10. Discussion
Based on the findings of this review, anxiety may function as both a precursor to and a consequence of doomscrolling. The existing evidence is consistent with a bidirectional relationship, although longitudinal and experimental data are needed to confirm directionality. Individuals who feel uncertain or worried may repeatedly seek distressing information to obtain reassurance or a sense of control, but this behaviour can also intensify feelings of threat and emotional distress (Brown et al., 2023).
Another key insight is that the psychological impact of digital engagement depends not only on the amount of media consumed, but also on the emotional quality of the content consumed (Naslund et al., 2020). Exposure to distressing and threatening information appears to contribute to overload, hypervigilance, rumination and exhaustion. Additionally, findings from this review indicate negative behavioural impacts of doomscrolling, including compulsive checking, attentional fragmentation, social withdrawal and reduced resilience, suggesting that its impact is not limited to emotional health but extends to daily functioning. These behaviours may indirectly maintain anxiety through threat monitoring, decreased social support and reduced capacity to manage stress effectively (Evans et al., 2021).
The review also highlights the role of digital environments in shaping maladaptive engagement patterns. Algorithm-driven recommendation systems, infinite scrolling interfaces and designs that require users to engage with content to access more material create repeated opportunities for encountering negative information (Bojic, 2024). Therefore, doomscrolling should not be understood solely as an individual self-regulation failure; it is a behaviour shaped by the interplay between psychological traits and technological systems designed to maximise attention and engagement (George, 2024).
Although existing studies provide valuable insights into doomscrolling behaviour and its psychological effects, the current evidence base remains limited. Most studies rely on cross-sectional designs, making it difficult to establish causal relationships between doomscrolling and anxiety-related outcomes. In addition, variations in measurement tools across studies limit comparability and synthesis of findings.
However, the findings of this review have important implications for mental health practice, education, policy development and digital platform design. Mental health professionals should consider assessing doomscrolling behaviours when working with individuals presenting with anxiety, stress or depressive symptoms. Educational institutions can incorporate digital literacy and media awareness programmes to promote healthier online information consumption habits. Policymakers and technology companies may also explore interventions such as screen-time regulation tools, content moderation strategies and design modifications that reduce compulsive scrolling behaviour. Overall, addressing doomscrolling requires a combined approach that considers both individual factors and the structural design of digital platforms.

11. Conclusion
Doomscrolling represents a digitally embedded behavioural pattern that extends beyond excessive media use and may contribute to anxiety-related outcomes among young adults. The reviewed literature indicates that doomscrolling is maintained through interacting cognitive, emotional and environmental processes, including uncertainty reduction, hypervigilance, cognitive overload, reinforcement dynamics and algorithmic amplification. Its effects appear to be shaped not only by the frequency of digital engagement, but also by the emotional valence of the consumed content. Repeated exposure to negative or threatening information may intensify worry, disrupt sleep, fragment attention and weaken emotional regulation, thereby contributing to psychological strain and everyday functional difficulties. At the same time, the current evidence remains largely correlational, and causal pathways require further investigation through longitudinal and experimental research. The review therefore supports a cautious interpretation of doomscrolling as a contemporary behavioural risk factor rather than a confirmed independent cause of anxiety disorders. Addressing this issue requires balanced strategies that preserve access to information while reducing avoidable psychological harm. Behavioural regulation, digital literacy, emotional regulation skills, offline support and more responsible platform design may collectively help reduce doomscrolling-related anxiety in young adults. Such approaches may be most effective when individual coping strategies are aligned with healthier digital environments and sustained mental health awareness.
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