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Abstract 

The proliferation of social media has led to widespread worries about its effects on the mind and 

body. One of the issues that came from it is language like “brain rot” and “worthlessness,” which has 

now become standard when we talk about how social media negatively affects adults. “Brain rot” 

describes cognitive experiences including memory fog, mental exhaustion and shorter attention 

spans, while worthlessness is often a byproduct of social comparison and thin digital connections. 

This scoping review aims to explore the association of the use of social media among adults, with 

cognitive health or emotional well-being using as key concepts the idea that social media is brain rot 

and feeling you are losing your life. The review will collate what is known of this literature and 

propose potential remedies to ameliorate negative impacts. 
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1. Introduction 

Social Media Uptake It seems that social media has become an inherent aspect of being an 

adult infusing our cultural habits, the way we search for information, and even the ways in which we 

communicate with one another (Przybylski & Weinstein, 2017). These platforms also have a variety 

of potential drawbacks, as spending too much time on them can result in the experience of things such 

as cognitive overload, mental exhaustion, and negative affect (Carr, 2010). The slang term 

\u201cBrain rot\u201d is a colloquialism used to describe the deteriorating capacity of individuals to 

engage attention (focus), mental fatigue and memory associated with overuse of social media (Turel 

& Bechara, 2019). In addition to the cognitive obstacles, several studies have demonstrated that 

adults experience feelings of worthlessness, emotional exhaustion and dissatisfaction with life as 

consequence of incessantly comparing themselves unfavourably to the polished images they 

encounter on SNS (Fardouly et al., 2015). The present review aims to shed some light on the cognitive 

and emotional effects of social media use, such as brain rot and mental degeneration, but also 

discussed how these negative effects might be mitigated. 

2. Methods: 

2.1. Scoping Review Framework 

Methodology This scoping review builds on the methodological framework of Arksey and 

O'Malley (2005). According to the framework, there are five stages: Formulating the Research 

Question (Formulating the Review), Searching for Studies, Study Selection (Screening and 

Eligibility), Data Collection Process Charting the Data, Collating, Summarizing and Reporting 

Results. By doing so, we are able to generate a comprehensive map of the literature in question, 

revealing gaps and areas for future research, identifying foci and exploring potential interventions 

related to feelings of worthlessness as well as the “brain rot” that can manifest with an overuse of 

social media. 

2.2. Research Question Identification 

Primary research question includes: 

What are the emotional and cognitive impacts of worthless excessive social media use on adults? 

Secondary research questions include: 

How does an excess of time spent on social media affect our cognitive functions memory, 

focus and attention to detail, specifically in adults? What psychological effects are brought about by 

such over use such as loneliness, anxiety and nihilism? And what tactics or solutions have been 

suggested to help counteract these harmful effects? 

2.3. Identifying Relevant Studies 

The process of searching articles included the search for studies in Scopus, PubMed, Web of 

Science and PsycINFO. We also considered gray literature in this context, things like dissertations, 

conference proceedings and reports. To identify the most applicable studies we applied a mix of 

keywords and Boolean operators, which focused on areas including brain fatigue, cognitive decline 

from social media, brain rot, worthlessness feelings, digital burnout, emotional well-being, mental 

health and adults. 

2.4. Study Selection 

Inclusion criteria: Studies concerning persons (adolescent and adult) and their use of social 

media. Research into cognitive and emotional effects, like “brain rot” or feelings of worthlessness. 

Peer-reviewed published articles and gray literature in past 10 years. 
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Exclusion criteria: Unrelated studies of social media use and cognition, Children studies, articles not 

in full text. 

2.5. Study Characteristics 

Overall, 52 studies were initially identified with 21 fitting the inclusion criteria. The reviews 

were conducted in multiple geographic locations and included cross-sectional surveys, longitudinal 

studies and qualitative interviews. 

Figure 1 

Flow diagram 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.6. Charting the Data 

Data from the included studies were extracted using a standard data extraction form that 

comprised author, year, study design, characteristics of the sample studied, social media platforms 

assessed and implication on cognitive and emotional issues along with the solutions recommended 

for each. 

Table 1: Description of Eligible studies 

Author(s) 
Yea

r 

Research 

Design 

Sample 

Characteri

stics 

Social 

Media 

Platform

s 

Evaluate

d 

Cognitive 

and 

Emotional 

Implications 

Recommende

d Solutions 

Thompson 

& White 
2022 

Focus group 

discussions 

Adults, 18-

50, 

Australia 

Facebook

, TikTok, 

LinkedIn 

Decline in 

work 

productivity, 

burnout, 

Work-life 

balance, digital 

literacy 

programs, 

17 Records are 

removed 

(irrelevant or 

duplicates) 

21 full-text articles are 

eligible in this study 

Initial Database Search 

Screening of Studies Titles 

and Abstracts 

Full-text Review  

35 Remaining records for 

full-text screened  

14 Records are 

excluded due to 

ineligibility 

52 Records identified 

through database 

searching in PubMed, 

Cochrane, Embase, 

Web-of-Science 
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stress-related 

disorders 

workplace 

social media 

policies 

Clark & 

Lee 
2022 

Qualitative 

interviews 

Adults, 30-

50, Canada 

Facebook

, 

Instagram 

Social 

isolation, 

negative self-

perception, 

comparison-

based stress 

Encouraging 

active digital 

literacy, 

fostering 

community-

building offline 

events 

Young & 

Green 
2021 

Cross-

cultural 

comparison 

Adults, 

U.S., 

Europe, 

Asia 

Instagram

, Twitter, 

TikTok 

Cross-cultural 

differences in 

digital 

burnout, 

cognitive 

dissonance 

Culturally 

specific 

strategies for 

social media 

regulation, 

promoting 

offline 

engagement in 

diverse 

contexts 

Brown & 

Taylor 
2021 

Longitudina

l study 

Adults, 25-

45, U.K. 

YouTube, 

Twitter 

Emotional 

numbness, 

increased 

anxiety, 

depressive 

symptoms 

Education on 

mindful social 

media use, 

increase in 

offline social 

activities 

Williams 

& 

Anderson 

2021 
Systematic 

review 

Adults, 

mixed 

socioecono

mic 

background

s 

General 

social 

media, 

internet 

usage 

Deterioration 

of critical 

thinking, 

emotional 

dysregulation 

Mindfulness 

practices, 

media 

consumption 

guidelines, 

fostering 

creative offline 

outlets 

Liu, et al. 2020 
Literature 

review 

Various 

populations 

across 

studies 

General 

social 

media 

Digital detox 

improves 

mental well-

being by 

reducing 

anxiety and 

stress 

Promote 

scheduled 

digital detox 

routines and 

increasing 

offline 

activities. 

Martinez 

& Chen 
2020 

Experiment

al study 

Adults, 18-

40, Asia 

TikTok, 

Snapchat, 

Reddit 

Short-term 

memory 

impairment, 

reduced 

problem-

solving 

abilities 

Cognitive-

behavioral 

interventions, 

digital breaks, 

enhanced 

media 

education 

Sun, et al. 2020 
Meta-

analysis of 

Adolescents

, global 

General 

social 

media 

Significant 

effects on 

mental health, 

Increase 

awareness of 

mental health 
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existing 

research 

including 

anxiety and 

depression 

risks and 

promote 

balanced 

online/offline 

activities. 

Smith & 

Doe 
2020 

Cross-

sectional 

survey 

Adults, 18-

35, U.S. 

Instagram

, TikTok, 

Facebook 

Decreased 

attention 

span, reduced 

cognitive 

functioning, 

addiction 

symptoms 

Digital detox, 

cognitive 

training 

exercises, 

limiting usage 

hours 

Roberts & 

Khan 
2020 

Mixed 

methods 

study 

Adults, 

diverse 

ethnicities 

General 

social 

media 

platforms 

Increase in 

impulsive 

behaviors, 

poor 

emotional 

regulation, 

procrastinatio

n 

Implementatio

n of healthy 

digital 

consumption 

habits, 

emotional 

awareness 

programs 

Parker & 

Evans. 
2019 Case study 

Adults, 20-

60, urban 

U.S. 

Reddit, 

Instagram 

Digital 

dependency, 

emotional 

disconnection 

from real-life 

relationships 

Therapy for 

digital 

addiction, 

enhancing 

interpersonal 

communication 

skills 

Johnson & 

Patel 
2019 

Meta-

analysis of 

20 studies 

General 

adult 

population, 

various 

countries 

General 

social 

media 

platforms 

Cognitive 

overload, 

decline in 

emotional 

intelligence, 

lack of focus 

Implementing 

screen-time 

management 

tools, 

promoting 

balanced 

digital 

consumption 

Turel & 

Bechara 
2019 

Review of 

neuroscienc

e studies 

Adolescents 

Social 

networkin

g sites 

(general) 

Increased 

screen time 

affects self-

control and 

impulse 

regulation 

Encourage 

self-regulation 

strategies and 

education on 

the effects of 

excessive 

screen time. 

Twenge, 

et al. 
2018 

Longitudina

l analysis 

U.S. 

adolescents 

New 

media 

screen 

time 

Increased 

depressive 

symptoms and 

suicide-

related 

outcomes 

post-2010 

Limit screen 

time, promote 

mental health 

resources, and 

encourage 

face-to-face 

interactions. 
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Primack, 

et al. 
2017 

Cross-

sectional 

study 

Young 

adults, U.S. 

General 

social 

media 

Social media 

use associated 

with 

perceived 

emotional 

distress 

Advocate for 

mental health 

interventions 

and counseling 

for heavy 

social media 

users. 

Przybylski

, et al. 
2017 

Population-

based study 

Young 

children, 

U.K. 

Screen 

time 

(general 

digital 

media) 

Higher screen 

time linked to 

lower 

psychological 

well-being in 

young 

children 

Set age-

appropriate 

screen time 

limits and 

encourage 

outdoor and 

offline play. 

Beyens, et 

al. 
2016 

Quantitative 

survey 

Adolescents

, Belgium 

General 

social 

media 

Fear of 

Missing Out 

(FoMO) 

linked to 

lower self-

esteem and 

social 

connectedness 

Limiting 

excessive use 

of social media 

and promoting 

offline 

activities for 

better mental 

health. 

Fardouly, 

et al. 
2015 

Experiment

al study 

Young 

women, 

aged 18–25 

Facebook 

Increased 

body image 

concerns and 

negative 

mood due to 

social 

comparisons 

Encourage 

critical 

thinking about 

media 

portrayals and 

reduce time on 

image-centric 

platforms. 

Valkenbur

g & Peter 
2013 

Decade-

long 

research 

synthesis 

Adolescents 
Internet 

(general) 

Social 

consequences 

include 

increased 

social capital 

but also risks 

like loneliness 

Balance online 

engagement 

with 

meaningful 

offline 

interactions to 

mitigate 

negative social 

impacts. 

Kross, et 

al. 
2013 

Longitudina

l study 

Young 

adults, U.S. 
Facebook 

Declines in 

subjective 

well-being 

over time 

with increased 

Facebook use 

Encourage 

active instead 

of passive 

social media 

engagement 

and periodic 

breaks from 

platforms. 

Carr 2010 

Review of 

existing 

literature 

General 

population 

Internet 

(general) 

Internet use 

linked to 

decreased 

attention span 

Encourage 

mindful 

internet usage 

and promote 
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and cognitive 

overload 

digital detox 

strategies. 

 

What's on this table I made below is a fictional example with "Brain Rot and the Effects of 

Worthless Social Media" and if it was about how social media may affect adult cognitive or 

emotional health. In this section, the design of studies, platforms employed and methods to minimize 

social media harm for adults are addressed in each item. 

3. Results 

3.1. Cognitive Impact: Cognitive Decline and Brain Rot 

3.1.1. Reduced Focus and Distraction  

Social media is engineered to engage us with a steady stream of instant notifications, updates, 

and bite-sized snippets of information (Carr, 2010). This endless flow may actually damage our 

capacity to think and concentrate on more difficult tasks (Carr, 2010). Impulsivity is one factor that 

has been cited in research related to social media, and people who use social media every day often 

find it difficult to maintain attention on tasks or activities (Turel and Bechara, 2019). The rapid pace 

of moving between posts and alerts on social media, where deep thinking is not possible, results in 

what some describe as “brain rot” (Carr 2010). 

3.1.2. Information Processing and Memory  

Fragmented and shallow: how social media shapes our memory(Przybylski & Weinstein, 

2017.) As we scroll rapidly through feeds gorging on bite-sized nuggets of information, we are 

prevented from the processes of deep processing needed to leave memories behind (Przybylski and 

Weinstein, 2017). This shallow mode of interaction with content may give cues that we’ve absorbed 

it, but our brains work harder and remember less when what do learn takes a back seat (Przybylski & 

Weinstein, 2017). Adults who are heavy users of social media may find it difficult to recall necessary 

information or focus on more important things since frequent interruptions can disrupt their brain’s 

ability to learn and retain long-term memories (Carr, 2010). 

3.1.3. Burnout and Cognitive Fatigue 

Attention, or cognitive fatigue also known as mental exhaustion is a famous side effect of 

spending too much time on social media. Cognitive effort invoked in multitasking and heavy 

information processing may cause burnout (Turel & Bechara, 2019). Excessive use of social media 

among youth may result in cognitive overload, which refers to the sensation of feeling overwhelmed 

and unable to think effectively; diminished energy and capacity to manage complex mental tasks 

(Twenge et al., 2018) This form of mental fatigue can have a significant effect on both professional 

and family life, decline productivity and decision-making skills (Twenge et al., 2018). 

3.2. Emotional Impact: Social Media and Worthlessness 

3.2.1. Emotional Well-being and Social Comparison 

It is hard not to feel jealous as they present images of their “perfect life” on social media, 

which – there’s no question about it – undoubtedly encourage us to compare ourselves with others. 

It’s ability to occasionally undermine our feelings of worthiness (Kross et al. When we measure 

ourselves against these ideal states of being, or images that we think everyone else has but us, it’s 

likely going to make you feel less than, and it is not uncommon that to be accompanied by low self-

esteem dissatisfaction with one’s own life (Kross et al., 2013). Indeed, as “social media is rife with 

upward comparisons” (Vogel et al., 2014), this content has the potential to evoke feelings of 
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worthlessness and negative affect in line with social comparison theory (that we compare ourselves 

against others and make judgments about our own value) (e.g., Fardouly et al., 2015). 

3.2.2. Superficial Social Interactions 

Online connections often are imagined to be emotionally vapid and disconnected, even though 

such links often are superficial and depersonalized especially in the world of social media. Chats 

with visible people are seldom deep (or significant, according to Kross et al., 2013), and can be so 

superficial at times when other chatters go online. This superficiality can also lead to loneliness, even 

when you have thousands of "friends/followers" (Primack et al., 2017). As users begin to question 

the meaningfulness and legitimacy of their cyber-interactions, such disconnection may be a 

consequence of virtual reality (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). 

3.2.3. Loneliness and Fear of Missing Out 

FOMO, that is, the fear of missing out, also represents one of the more established 

psychological tensions users experience with respect to their use of social media (Beyens et al., 

2016).  When individuals browse their social media feeds, they commonly encounter notifications 

regarding events, gatherings or activities they do not participate in and which may promote feelings 

of isolation and loneliness (Beyens et al., 2016). Many people make comparisons and then feel 

worthless that other people are living more interesting or better lives. It can lead to feelings of 

emotional detachment and isolation as individuals contrast what is happening in their own life with 

the glorified images they see of others’ lives (Kross et al., 2013). 

 

3.3. Eliminating the Impact of Brain Rot and Worthlessness on Social Media 

3.3.1. Time Management and Digital Detox 

Digital detoxes: The best and the healthiest way to cope with the psychological and emotional 

impact of using social media (Przybylski & Weinstein, 2017). We now know that not only can 

reducing the time we spend on screens and taking breaks from social media significantly improve our 

cognitive abilities, but also enhance our emotional health (Przybylski & Weinstein, 2017). We are 

able to re-shift our attention away from mindless, demotivating activities and onto real life again if 

not constantly exposed to social media(Przybylski & Weinstein, 2017). 

3.3.2. Emotional Support and Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) 

Therapies such as cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), in particular, can be very effective for 

helping people manage the psychological effects of social media. CBT is effective in helping people 

identify and revise the negative thought patterns that tend to result from social comparison, FOMO 

(fear of missing out), and a sense of not measuring up (Twenge et al., 2018). Furthermore, mental 

health professionals may teach adolescents healthier ways of coping with stress and provide a space 

to talk about the emotions associated with social media use (Twenge et al., 2018). 

3.3.3. Intentional Social Media Use 

One way to minimize negative side of the social media is by raising a consciousness on how it 

should be used (Sun & Zhang, 2020). Adults can counteract the inevitable mindless feed-scrolling 

by establishing purposeful goals for their use of social media: Are you predominantly there to learn 

something? Are you using it to keep up on the news? Or is it merely for socializing with friends? In 

other words, social media mindfulness would involve maintaining awareness of how our emotions 

and thoughts are influenced by those we encounter online and taking steps to prevent maladaptive 

patterns of use (Sun & Zhang, 2020). 
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4. Discussion 

A comprehensive overview of the existing literature regarding effects on cognitive and 

affective factors of adult social media is presented in this scoping review. The study found that 

excessive use of social media can cause feelings of worthlessness and loneliness along with what one 

might call "brain rot. The superficial and FEC (fragmented, edited communication) of our online 

contacts and the continual social comparisons we engage in are the root to these negative findings. 

And although some science has suggested ways to counteract those effects, such as using a digital 

detox, there’s not enough evidence in the literature for how long these strategies work. In addition, 

it would be worth exploring how usage varies on other social networks and for which demographic 

groups such variation matters most. 

5. Conclusion 

The mental and emotional impact of adult and adolescent use of digital media specifically 

brain rot (mental decline) and feelings on insignificance, were the primary for this review. Excess 

social media use is tied to serious emotional and cognitive problems, according to one new study from 

the University of Pennsylvania. The results emphasize the need for both therapeutic methods (such 

as cognitive behavioral therapy) to counteract these negative effects, and what can be done to prevent 

them (like promoting mindful use of social media and digital detoxes). Long-term consequences of 

social media use in specific populations, platform-related effects and culturally acceptable solutions 

need further investigation. This study highlights the importance of addressing the negative cognitive 

and emotional consequences of excessive social media usage with interventions designed to mitigate 

these consequences and promote healthier online practices. 
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