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  The digital revolution has transformed human interaction with information, ushering in 
an era of unprecedented digital consumption. While technological advancements have 
enhanced communication, accessibility, and productivity, they have also given rise to 
cognitive and psychological concerns. Among the most discussed phenomena are "brain 
rot" and "doomscrolling" terms that have gained widespread usage to describe the 
adverse effects of excessive screen time. This paper explores the historical context, 
neurological underpinnings, and societal implications of these phenomena. Through a 
synthesis of scholarly literature and expert opinion, we examine how compulsive digital 
behaviors affect attention spans, cognitive capacity, and mental well-being. Finally, we 
propose evidence-based strategies to mitigate the impact of excessive digital consumption 
and promote healthier digital engagement. 

 

1. INTRODUCTION  
 

The digital age has ushered in a profound shift 
in how individuals access information, 
communicate, and entertain themselves. With the 
ubiquity of smartphones, social media, and on-
demand digital content, people are exposed to a 
relentless flow of stimuli that challenge traditional 
cognitive and psychological boundaries. Digital 
consumption now constitutes a central facet of 
everyday life, influencing thought processes, 
behaviors, and social interactions on a global scale. 

However, this unprecedented connectivity 
comes with a cost. The emergent colloquial terms 
"brain rot" and "doomscrolling" have surfaced 
within online communities to encapsulate collective 
anxieties about the deleterious effects of persistent 
screen exposure and information overload. "Brain 
rot" captures concerns about mental fatigue and 
cognitive decline linked to passive, shallow 
engagement with digital media, while 
"doomscrolling" highlights the compulsive 
consumption of negative news and its emotional toll 
[1,2]. 

This paper seeks to provide a comprehensive 
examination of these phenomena, exploring their 
origins, neurological foundations, cognitive 
implications, and social consequences. By reviewing 

existing literature and synthesizing expert 
perspectives, we aim to illuminate the mechanisms 
driving digital cognitive decline and emotional 
distress. Subsequently, we discuss practical 
interventions and strategies for fostering mindful 
digital consumption and cognitive resilience in an 
increasingly digital world. 

In recent years, colloquial terms such as 
“brain rot” and “doomscrolling” have become 
widely used. “Brain rot” broadly refers to subjective 
feelings of cognitive dullness, fragmented attention, 
and mental fatigue following excessive 
consumption of low-effort digital content. 
“Doomscrolling” describes compulsive and 
prolonged engagement with negative online 
information, particularly distressing news. 
Although these terms are cultural metaphors, 
underlying cognitive and psychological 
mechanisms are documented extensively in 
academic research [3]. 

The purpose of this manuscript is to translate 
cultural concerns into an academically grounded 
analysis. This article investigates the historical 
origins of these concepts, neurological and 
psychological mechanisms driving digital overuse, 
associated symptoms, and evidence-based 
strategies for improving digital well-being. 
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While this paper focuses primarily on the adverse 
cognitive and emotional consequences of excessive 
digital consumption, it is important to acknowledge 
that digital technologies also provide substantial 
benefits. These include improved access to 
education, strengthened social connectivity, 
efficient communication, and enhanced information 
flow. Understanding both the advantages and risks 
is essential for promoting balanced and healthy 
digital engagement. 

 
2. LITERATURE REVIEW METHODOLOGY 
 

This review synthesizes evidence from both 
academic literature and credible expert 
commentary. A structured search was conducted in 
PsycINFO, Google Scholar and web of science. The 
following keywords were used in various 
combinations: “digital consumption,” “cognitive 
decline,” “attention economy,” “social media 
addiction,” “doomscrolling,” “reward system,” 
“dopamine,” “digital amnesia,” and “screen time 
mental health.” Inclusion criteria were peer-
reviewed empirical studies, meta-analyses, 
theoretical papers, and reputable institutional 
reports published between 2010–2025. Sources 
focusing exclusively on clinical disorders unrelated 
to digital use were excluded. This methodology 
ensures that the conceptual discussion of “brain 
rot” and doomscrolling is grounded in established 
research despite the non-clinical nature of these 
terms. 

 
2.1 Brain Rot: Cognitive Decline in the Digital 
Era 

"Brain rot" refers to the subjective experience 
of mental fatigue, fragmented attention, and 
diminished cognitive sharpness attributed to 
excessive digital consumption [1,4]. Originally 
coined humorously, the term has evolved to 
articulate genuine fears about the erosion of critical 
thinking and cognitive stamina in an age dominated 
by short-form content and clickbait. 

Although widely used, the phrase “brain rot” 
is not a clinically recognized neurological disorder. 
It functions as a metaphorical descriptor for 
subjective cognitive fatigue, reduced attention span, 
and diminished mental stamina associated with 
high volumes of passive digital consumption. 
Throughout this paper, the term is used solely as a 
conceptual, non-medical framework, similar to 
colloquial terms such as “burnout.” It should not be 
conflated with clinical diagnoses such as ADHD, 
depression, or neurodegenerative disease. 

 
Key characteristics of brain rot include: 

• A decrease in ability or willingness to 
engage with intellectually demanding 
material [1]. 

• Passive consumption of low-effort digital 
media such as TikTok videos, memes, and 
viral content [5]. 

• Fragmented attention spans and difficulty 
focusing on sustained tasks [6]. 

This conceptualization aligns with concerns 
about the "attention economy," wherein digital 
platforms are designed to capture and monetize 
user attention through endless, algorithmically 
curated content. The resultant cognitive 
overstimulation contributes to mental stagnation 
and intellectual atrophy [1,7]. 
 
2.2 Doomscrolling: Emotional Exhaustion and 
Negative Bias 

In contrast, "doomscrolling" describes the 
compulsive and often uncontrollable consumption 
of negative or distressing news, especially through 
social media feeds [2,8]. Characterized by repetitive 
scrolling through alarming content, doomscrolling 
induces psychological distress including heightened 
anxiety, depression, and emotional burnout. 

“Scrolling syndrome” similarly operates as a 
descriptive, non-clinical term used in media and 
behavioral research to denote patterns of 
compulsive and prolonged scrolling behavior. It 
does not represent a medically defined syndrome 
but rather a behavioral manifestation within the 
broader domain of problematic digital engagement. 

Notable features of doomscrolling include: 
• A fixation on negative or catastrophic news, 

often related to political turmoil, 
pandemics, or environmental crises. 
Increased vulnerability to emotional 
exhaustion and cognitive overload [2]. 

• A feedback loop where emotional 
discomfort leads to increased consumption 
of distressing content [8]. 

Together, brain rot and doomscrolling 
represent intertwined cognitive and emotional 
responses to the contemporary digital 
environment, highlighting the spectrum of digital 
consumption's impact on mental health. 
3. Conceptual Framework: Digital Consumption 
and Cognitive Effects 

Understanding the evolution and 
implications of these phenomena requires an 
exploration of their historical origins and 
conceptual shifts, alongside the cognitive 
mechanisms that underpin digital 
overconsumption. 
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3.1 Historical Origins of "Brain Rot" 
The phrase "brain rot" emerged in online 

forums circa 2007 as a facetious critique of 
individuals perceived to be overly absorbed in 
trivial internet content [4]. Initial usage targeted 
popular entertainment such as dating shows and 
video games, which were derided as "mind-
numbing" distractions. 

Over the past decade, and especially in the 
wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, brain rot has 
morphed from meme to metaphor. The pandemic-
induced lockdowns intensified reliance on digital 
media for social interaction and information, 
normalizing high screen time and deepening 
concerns about cognitive decline linked to digital 
saturation [1]. 
 
3.2 From Meme to Mental Health Discourse 

The mainstream adoption of short-form video 
platforms such as TikTok and Instagram Reels 
accelerated brain rot's cultural significance. 
Designed for endless consumption, these platforms 
cultivate fragmented attention and minimal 
cognitive engagement, exacerbating mental fatigue 
[5]. 

Mental health professionals have increasingly 
acknowledged brain rot as indicative of a broader 
societal issue, where digital engagement displaces 
contemplative thought and deep cognitive 
processing [1]. Contemporary research supports 
these observations, demonstrating the adverse 
effects of the attention economy on cognitive 
resilience [7]. 

 
4. Neurological and Cognitive Mechanisms 

To appreciate the cognitive decline associated 
with digital overuse, it is essential to examine the 
neurological and psychological processes that 
govern compulsive digital behaviors. 
 
4.1 Dopamine and the Digital Reward System 

At the core of compulsive digital consumption 
lies the brain's reward system, particularly the role 
of dopamine a neurotransmitter integral to 
pleasure, motivation, and reinforcement learning. 
Social media platforms exploit dopamine-driven 
reward circuits by employing design features such 
as likes, shares, notifications, and infinite scrolling. 
These elements produce intermittent 
reinforcement akin to gambling, triggering 
repeated engagement [9]. 

This neurobehavioral feedback loop 
encourages habitual checking and prolonged use, 
fostering digital dependency that may erode 
cognitive faculties over time [5]. Evidence from 
neuroimaging studies indicates that variable-ratio 
digital rewards activate the mesolimbic dopamine 

pathway in ways similar to behavioral addictions, 
reinforcing repeated engagement with digital 
platforms [10,11]. 
 
4.2 Reduced Cognitive Effort and Mental 
Stagnation 

Repetitive exposure to low-effort, 
emotionally charged content conditions the brain to 
prefer superficial stimulation over complex 
cognitive tasks. The habitual consumption of brief 
videos and curated posts undermines tolerance for 
effortful mental activities such as deep reading, 
analysis, and sustained attention [1]. 

Consequently, the brain adapts by conserving 
cognitive resources, resulting in diminished 
intellectual endurance a phenomenon often 
described as mental stagnation or brain rot [6]. 

Experimental studies have demonstrated that 
frequent exposure to rapid digital stimuli is 
associated with reduced sustained attention and 
increased distractibility, mirroring cognitive 
patterns observed in attention-deficit conditions 
[12,13]. 
 
4.3 Attention Fragmentation and Cognitive 
Overload 

The multitasking culture promoted by digital 
platforms exacerbates attention fragmentation. 
Frequent switching between apps, notifications, 
and tabs overwhelms the brain's executive function, 
which is responsible for focusing, prioritizing, and 
managing cognitive resources [6]. 

Prolonged cognitive overload manifests as 
mental fatigue, decreased clarity, impaired 
decision-making, and reduced productivity. 
Contrary to earlier beliefs, multitasking detracts 
from, rather than enhances, cognitive performance 
and long-term brain health [6]. 
 
5. Symptoms and Indicators of Digital Cognitive 
Decline 

The neurological effects of excessive digital 
consumption translate into observable symptoms 
that signal cognitive and emotional impairment. 
 
5.1 Attention Span and Focus Deficits 

Among the most widely reported symptoms 
is a diminished ability to sustain attention on 
extended, cognitively demanding tasks such as 
reading books or scholarly articles [1]. Users 
increasingly prefer rapid, high-stimulation content, 
conditioning their brains to resist slower-paced 
mental activities. 

Moreover, many report a habitual need for 
background stimuli (e.g., music, videos) to maintain 
engagement, suggesting a decreased capacity for 
solitary focus [1]. This dependency indicates a shift 
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toward externalized attention regulation, which 
hampers concentration and productivity. 
 
5.2 Memory and Cognitive Processing Issues 

Digital cognitive decline also manifests as 
memory challenges. "Digital amnesia," 
characterized by the inability to recall recently 
encountered information, results from constant 
exposure to fragmented stimuli and insufficient 
encoding of knowledge [1]. 

Mindless scrolling impairs higher cognitive 
functions such as analysis and synthesis by 
promoting passive information absorption. This 
shallow processing reduces comprehension and 
retention, further undermining cognitive 
performance [6]. Studies on digital amnesia 
demonstrate that reliance on digital devices for 
memory storage is associated with lower recall 
accuracy and reduced engagement of deep encoding 
processes [16,17]. 
 
5.3 Emotional and Mental Disturbances 

Excessive digital engagement can dull 
emotional responsiveness, leading to emotional 
blunting and weakened empathy. The repeated 
exposure to sensational or distressing content 
desensitizes users to emotional stimuli, impairing 
interpersonal relationships [6]. 

Additionally, the paradox of feeling "tired but 
wired" emerges, where physical exhaustion 
coincides with mental hyperarousal. This condition 
disrupts sleep and perpetuates stress, contributing 
to chronic mental health issues [1]. 
 
6. The Doomscrolling Phenomenon: Dynamics 
and Consequences 

Doomscrolling has gained prominence as a 
significant behavioral pattern exacerbating 
cognitive and emotional challenges in the digital 
era. 
 
6.1 Defining Doomscrolling and Identifying 
Triggers 

Doomscrolling is characterized by 
compulsive, involuntary engagement with negative 
online content, often driven by a desire to remain 
informed or validate emotional states [2]. While 
initially rational, this behavior can become habitual, 
feeding into anxiety and emotional exhaustion. 
Triggers commonly include anxiety, loneliness, and 
depression. Negative news consumption confirms 
fears and fosters a false sense of connection through 
shared distress [2,8]. This creates a self-reinforcing 
loop difficult to break. 
 
 

6.2. Psychological Repercussions of 
Doomscrolling 

Prolonged doomscrolling correlates with 
elevated symptoms of depression, anxiety, and 
stress [2]. Constant exposure to threatening content 
heightens the brain’s alertness to danger, leading to 
emotional depletion. Doomscrolling also worsens 
preexisting mental health conditions by 
perpetuating negative thought cycles. Sleep 
disturbances such as insomnia are prevalent among 
doom scrollers, further compounding cognitive 
decline [2,8]. 

Recent empirical work confirms that 
excessive engagement with negative news content 
via social media predicts anxiety, depressive 
symptoms, and stress severity, particularly during 
crisis periods such as the COVID-19 pandemic 
[14,15]. 
 
6.3 Physiological and Neurological Impacts 

The chronic stress induced by doomscrolling 
activates the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) 
axis, resulting in sustained cortisol release [7]. 
Elevated cortisol levels contribute to systemic 
inflammation, immune dysfunction, and 
neurochemical imbalances implicated in depression 
and anxiety. Physical symptoms such as headaches 
and fatigue illustrate the profound mind-body 
interaction shaped by digital overconsumption [2]. 

 
7. Social Media and Scrolling Syndrome: A Deep 
Dive 

Social media platforms serve as major 
conduits for compulsive digital behaviors, often 
fostering what has been termed "scrolling 
syndrome." 
 
7.1 The Addictive Nature of Social Media 
Platforms 

Social media's design exploits psychological 
reward pathways through infinite scrolls, autoplay 
videos, and personalized feeds [9]. These features 
generate intermittent reinforcement, driving 
repeated engagement and digital addiction. 
Notification systems amplify dopamine responses, 
strengthening the habit loop of checking and 
scrolling [5]. 
 
7.2 Scrolling as a "Normalized Break" and Its 
Downfalls 

Though commonly seen as a harmless leisure 
activity, scrolling can exacerbate anxiety, 
depression, and social comparison [4]. Comment 
sections and curated content often evoke feelings of 
inadequacy, undermining self-esteem. Replacing 
meaningful activities with social media 
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consumption risk’s identity erosion and decreased 
life satisfaction [7]. 
 
7.3 Impact Across Age Groups 

Digital overuse affects all ages, from delayed 
cognitive development in children to social 
isolation in the elderly [4,7]. Adolescents face 
unique challenges around identity formation and 
peer pressure in digital spaces. Tailored digital 
literacy and wellness programs are critical across 
demographic groups to mitigate these impacts. 

 
8. Strategies for Reversing Digital Cognitive 
Decline 

Addressing digital cognitive decline requires 
integrated approaches targeting behavior, 
cognition, and emotion. 
 
8.1 Digital Detoxification Techniques 

Structured digital detoxes involve gradually 
increasing screen-free intervals, progressing from 
brief breaks to extended offline periods [4]. 
Monitoring screen time and eliminating addictive 
apps aid habit change. Digital wellness tools offer 
accountability and support sustainable digital 
boundaries [9]. 
 
8.2 Attention and Cognitive Retraining 

Engaging in activities fostering sustained 
attention and deep focus such as reading, 
meditation, and journaling enhances cognitive 
endurance [1]. Mindful physical movement further 
reconnects mind and body, counterbalancing 
sedentary screen use [4]. 
 
8.3 Mindful Digital Consumption 

Selective digital engagement through 
following thoughtful content creators and avoiding 
toxic material improves critical thinking and 
emotional stability [7]. Monitoring emotional 
responses facilitates conscious media choices and 
healthier habits [4]. 

 
9. Combating Doomscrolling: Actionable 
Techniques 

Mitigating doomscrolling requires deliberate 
strategies that address compulsive behavior and 
emotional triggers. 
 
9.1 Cultivating Mindfulness and Awareness 

Mindfulness practice nonjudgmental present-
moment awareness reduces compulsive scrolling 
by enhancing emotional regulation and self-
awareness [2]. Cognitive-behavioral thought-
stopping interrupts negative cycles driving 
doomscrolling. 
 

9.2 Establishing Boundaries and Limits 
Limiting news consumption to specific times 

and environments, and setting strict digital time 
limits, help prevent overexposure to distressing 
content [8]. 
 
9.3 Lifestyle Modifications for Long-Term 
Mental Wellness 
 
9.3.1 Optimizing Sleep Hygiene 

Reducing screen exposure 1-2 hours before 
bedtime protects melatonin production and sleep 
quality [7]. Consistent screen-free routines enhance 
cognitive restoration. 
 
9.3.2 Incorporating Nature and Physical Activity 

Exposure to nature and regular exercise 
alleviate mental fatigue and regulate mood, 
fostering emotional resilience [2]. 
 
9.3.3 Strengthening Social Connections 

Prioritizing face-to-face interactions counters 
social isolation linked to digital overuse [4]. 

 
10. Therapeutic Interventions 

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) offers 
effective treatment for individuals struggling with 
digital addiction and doomscrolling. CBT 
techniques address maladaptive thought patterns 
and behaviors, fostering healthier digital 
engagement [2]. 

 
11. Conclusion 
 
11.1 The Importance of Balance 

Balanced, mindful technology use prioritizes 
well-being over abstinence. Periodic digital 
disengagement supports cognitive recovery, 
enhancing focus and emotional clarity [1]. 
 
11.2 Future Research Directions 

Longitudinal neuroimaging studies are 
needed to elucidate digital consumption’s long-
term neurological effects. Additionally, developing 
targeted interventions for diverse populations will 
be critical [7]. 
 
11.3 Final Remarks 

Empowering individuals with knowledge and 
practical strategies is essential for fostering 
cognitive resilience in the digital age. Cultivating 
stillness, deep focus, and authentic human 
connections will mitigate the adverse effects of 
digital saturation and promote mental health. 
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12.Recommendations 
Although “brain rot” and “doomscrolling” are 

not clinical diagnoses, integrating peer-reviewed 
behavioral, cognitive, and neurobiological research 
strengthens the validity of these metaphors in 
describing emerging patterns of digital-age 
cognitive strain. Future academic work should 
further investigate these constructs using rigorous 
longitudinal and experimental designs. 
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