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Introduction

In the quiet hours of the night, many of us lie in bed, eyes glued to screens, endlessly scrolling
through headlines that speak of war, crisis, and despair. This compulsive habit, known as
doomscrolling, is defined as the tendency to continue consuming negative news online, despite its
harmful impact on mental health. According to a 2023 study by the Pew Research Center, nearly
72% of young adults admitted to doomscrolling for over an hour daily. While the behavior may
seem benign, its psychological and societal implications are raising red flags. This paper argues
that doomscrolling, like smoking, is a widespread behavioral health risk fueled by digital design,

habit formation, and environmental triggers, with serious mental health consequences.

The Psychology Behind Doomscrolling

The human brain is wired with a negativity bias—an evolutionary trait that makes us more attuned
to danger and adverse stimuli. This bias, once a survival mechanism, now keeps us locked into
distressing digital content. Doomscrolling capitalizes on this bias, engaging the brain's reward

system through a cycle of uncertainty and information seeking.
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Neuroscience explains how each scroll releases small amounts of dopamine, a neurotransmitter
associated with pleasure and reward. This intermittent reinforcement creates a feedback loop,
much like the compulsive behaviors seen in addiction. Researchers have drawn parallels between
doomscrolling and nicotine addiction—both offer momentary relief but come with long-term

psychological costs.

Mental Health Impacts

A growing body of research links doomscrolling to elevated levels of anxiety, depression, and
chronic stress. A 2022 meta-analysis by the Journal of Mental Health and Technology found that
individuals who engaged in extended periods of doomscrolling were 30% more likely to report
depressive symptoms. College students and young professionals—already vulnerable to mental
health challenges—are particularly affected. The COVID-19 pandemic amplified this issue, as
people sought updates on infections, lockdowns, and economic fallout. Similarly, the ongoing
exposure to climate change catastrophes, geopolitical unrest, and societal polarization further

entrenches the habit, making doomscrolling both a coping mechanism and a source of distress.

Doomscrolling vs. Smoking: A Fair Comparison?
While smoking damages the lungs, doomscrolling disrupts the mind. Both are normalized
behaviors in their respective eras, reinforced by societal cues and addictive mechanisms. They

share key similarities: compulsive use, difficulty quitting, and long-term harm.

However, differences remain. Smoking is a physical act with tangible health markers, heavily
regulated by governments. Doomscrolling, on the other hand, is digital, more elusive, and remains
largely unregulated. Yet the core question persists: could doomscrolling be the “digital cigarette”

of our generation?

The Role of Tech Companies

Social media platforms and news aggregators play a crucial role in the doomscrolling epidemic.
Their algorithms are designed to maximize engagement, often prioritizing emotionally charged or
sensationalist content. Infinite scroll features, autoplay videos, and personalized feeds keep users

locked in, often without realizing how much time has passed.
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With growing scrutiny, there is debate around the ethical responsibility of these companies. Should
platforms implement features like scroll timers, pop-up wellness nudges, or “end of feed” signals?
Just as tobacco companies were held accountable for knowingly promoting harmful products, tech

giants face increasing pressure to prioritize user well-being over profit.

Breaking the Cycle
Addressing doomscrolling requires a multifaceted approach. Digital literacy—understanding how
online platforms manipulate behavior—is a critical first step. Tools like screen time trackers, app

blockers, and digital wellness apps can help users self-regulate.

On a cultural level, society must begin to normalize mindful scrolling and digital detoxing. Just as
smoking became socially discouraged over time, a similar shift is needed for unhealthy digital
habits. Schools, workplaces, and mental health institutions can all play a role in fostering healthier

relationships with technology.

Conclusion

Doomscrolling may not leave physical scars, but its psychological impact is profound and growing.
Like smoking once was, it is a silent epidemic hiding in plain sight—normalized, addictive, and
harmful. To combat it, we need more than awareness: we need education, responsible tech design,
and a collective shift in digital culture. As we once banned smoking indoors to protect public

health, we must now ask: will we ever limit the scroll?
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