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A B S T R A C T   

The media’s adherence to “if it bleeds, it leads” has resulted in global dominance of negative news (e.g., stories of 
corruption, fraud, shootings, terrorism, and war). The appetite for negative news is fueled by negativity bias, 
which compels people to prioritize negative over positive stories. This cross-cultural study, inspired by media 
effect theories such as Cultivation Theory, explored the links between problematic consumption of negative news 
(doomscrolling), existential anxiety, pessimistic views about human nature, and belief about a just world in two 
distinct cultures. Participants included convenience samples of Iranian (n = 620) and American (n = 180) 
university-student social media users. Doomscrolling was associated with elevated levels of existential anxiety in 
both samples. Additionally, misanthropy was positively associated with doomscrolling only in the Iranian 
sample. Aligned with the Media-induced PTSD Hypothesis and the Shattered Assumption Theory, our findings 
suggest that prolonged exposure to negative news can contribute to the development of existential anxiety. 
Current news framing with its overemphasis on negativity could fuel doomscrolling-inspired existential concerns.   

1. Introduction 

Negativity is one of the prominent qualities of news media. Recent 
reports have revealed an increase in the prevalence of negative senti
ment in news and headlines. Emotionally neutral news has diminished, 
and a substantial portion of coverage is now characterized by emotions 
such as anger, fear, disgust, and sadness (see Rozado et al., 2022). News 
media appears to have a blind spot for good news and tends to dispro
portionately focus on negative stories (Van der Meer et al., 2019). Pos
itive news is often disregarded as no news, while negative news ensures 
greater readership, higher ratings, and more clicks (Robertson et al., 

2023). Furthermore, from the demand side of news consumption, many 
consumers prefer and actively seek out cynical and negative news 
(Trussler & Soroka, 2014). These circumstances have resulted in biased 
news production and media attention. 

The historical tendency toward negativity in news coverage reflects 
viewers’ high responsiveness to tragic news. Throughout history, 
humans have sought out bad news which increases alertness, a trait 
essential for survival (Blades, 2021). Concerns over negativity in news 
have persisted across different time periods (e.g., Patterson, 1996). 
Research evidence supports this negativity bias, which can be defined as a 
tendency to place a high value on negative information relative to 
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positive information (e.g., Soroka et al., 2019). This bias manifests in 
various stages of human development, extending even to infants, and 
has deep evolutionary roots (Vaish et al., 2008). 

Apart from the potential evolutionary functions of negativity bias, 
negative news can be associated with adverse personal and societal 
outcomes. Negative framing of society and government is nearly 
inseparable from the news media, especially during times of crisis (Laor 
& Lissitsa, 2022). This pervasive negativity in the media can deteriorate 
societal cohesion and trust in the government (Laor & Lissitsa, 2022). 
Moreover, negative news can contribute to poor mental health and 
altered perspectives toward the self, others, and existence. 

Negative news can be considered as a stressor, evoking affective 
reactions (Satici et al., 2023; Shabahang et al., 2022), which can 
possibly alter attitudes towards society or specific events. Recent evi
dence has suggested that compulsive, indiscriminate consumption of 
negative news, known as doomscrolling, appears to be associated with 
exacerbated future anxiety, elevated risk-taking (Shabahang et al., 
2022), psychological distress (lower well-being, life satisfaction, and 
harmony in life; Satici et al., 2023), fear of missing out, and problematic 
media use (Satici et al., 2023; Shabahang et al., 2022; Sharma et al., 
2022). Lower self-control, and higher neuroticism, cynicism, general
ized anxiety, and political interest predict higher doomscrolling 
(Sharma et al., 2022), indicating that personality variables may render 
some people more susceptible to doomscrolling. 

Media and media content overload can serve as a conduit for mental 
health problems, such as anxiety and depression (e.g., Li et al., 2023; 
Matthes et al., 2020). The content of media, including negative news, 
has the potential to shape the minds of audiences and implant specific 
assumptions and tendencies within them. Indeed, the media plays an 
influential role in attitude formation. The general learning model con
tends that observational learning affect how individuals behave. In this 
context, the media facilitates accessibility to specific thoughts and 
triggers relevant reactions. For example, exposure to violent media has 
been shown to implant aggressive thoughts and increase antagonism 
(see Barlett & Anderson, 2012). Social cognitive theory (SCT) suggests a 
reciprocal dynamic relationship between the individual, behavior, and 
the environment. Drawing on the SCT, individuals’ cognitions and be
haviors could be influenced by media modeling (see Bandura, 2002). 
Cultivation theory (CT), which focuses on the alteration of viewers’ at
titudes and behaviors in response to long-term media exposure (see 
Potter, 2014), and theories of media violent effects (exploring short-term 
effects such as priming, arousal, and mimicry, as well as long-term ef
fects such as observational learning, desensitization, and enactive 
learning; see Huesmann, 2007) also share a similar perspective. Ac
cording to the CT, media have the potential to alter viewers’ conceptions 
of social reality. Considering the theories of media violent effects, media 
with aggressive content may trigger real-world hostility. Combining 
these theoretical frameworks, news media can potentially alter in
dividuals’ cognitions and behaviors. 

1.1. Doomscrolling and existential anxiety 

Negative news can be a source of vicariously experienced trauma. 
Recent studies suggest that media coverage of mass traumatic events 
(vicarious trauma), has the potential to trigger acute stress and post
traumatic stress symptoms (media-induced PTSD; see Abdalla et al., 
2021). This media exposure to mass trauma has the potential to induce 
anxiety and depression (Pfefferbaum et al., 2021). Considering that 
media can be a source of trauma, and traumatic events can give rise to an 
existential crisis (Floyd et al., 2005), we expect doomscrolling will be 
associated with existential questions and insecurity. 

Individuals often grapple with profound existential questions about 
what it means to be human, the nature of life and death, and factors that 
make life worth living. Serious life events and deprivations may give rise 
to existential inquiries, particularly when adverse circumstances force 
individuals to reorient themselves (see Frankl, 1959; Yalom, 1998). For 

example, exposure to disasters can lead to existential anxiety about the 
meaning of life (Weems et al., 2016). Serious challenges disrupt the 
familiar fabric of life, challenging previously held beliefs and expecta
tions. These circumstances remind us of the fragility of human existence 
and the unpredictability of the world, diminishing a person’s sense of 
control and contributing to feelings of helplessness and nihilism. Such 
events can shatter the illusion of stability and predictability, prompting 
individuals to confront existential questions about the purpose and 
meaning of life (see Scott & Weems, 2013; Weems et al., 2016). 

Existential apprehension is notably intertwined with emotional 
functioning (theory of existential anxiety; Tillich, 1952). After exposure to 
a stressor like doomscrolling (Satici et al., 2023; Shabahang et al., 2022; 
Sharma et al., 2022), the resulting anxiety may determine whether 
existential apprehension follows. Exposure to negative news can lead to 
more negative and less positive affect (e.g., de Hoog & Verboon, 2020). 
Studies have also highlighted that a positive mood is entangled with the 
meaning of life, predisposing individuals to perceive life as meaningful 
and enhancing their sensitivity to meanings within events (e.g., King 
et al., 2006). Perceiving meaning in life acts as a buffer for existential 
dread (Kesebir & Pyszczynski, 2014). If high positive affect is linked to a 
higher sense of meaning in life and negative news is associated with less 
positive affect, we can expect that exposure to negative news might be 
related to a lack of meaning in life. Indeed, experiencing feelings of 
emptiness, meaninglessness, and condemnation appears after the 
exposure to such meaning-threatening stimuli (e.g., reports on hunger 
crises, genocides, and homicides). Drawing on the media-induced PTSD 
hypothesis and the relationship between mood and the perception of 
life’s meaning, doomscrolling is hypothesized to be associated with 
existential anxiety. Therefore, the present study’s main focus is to 
investigate whether there is an association between doomscrolling and 
existential anxiety. 

1.2. Doomscrolling, belief in a just world, and misanthropy 

In addition to potential concerns about the self and life following the 
exposure to negative news, doomscrolling can possibly have far- 
reaching consequences, extending beyond person-oriented perspec
tives. One notable impact could be the cultivation of negative attitudes 
toward society and the world. As elaborated earlier, the consumption of 
negative news has the potential to evoke feelings akin to experiencing 
traumatic events indirectly. This exposure to negative and traumatic 
events, particularly those caused by others, may be linked to the 
development of misanthropy—a profound sense of hatred and distrust 
toward humankind. Misanthropes tend to experience greater anomie 
and harbor negative views about the nature of the world (Smith, 1997). 
Furthermore, traumatic events can undermine the perception of justice 
in the world (Calhoun et al., 1998). The shattered assumption theory 
(Janoff-Bulman, 1992) posits that challenging life events have the po
tential to shatter one’s belief system, ultimately threatening mental 
health. In this context, the constant exposure to negative news through 
doomscrolling serves as a reminder that humankind is imperfect, and 
there is no justice in the world. These reminders, fueled by vicariously 
experienced traumatic events and injustices, may contribute to a 
pervasive sense of disillusion, challenging individuals’ fundamental 
assumptions about the fairness and benevolence of the world. Hence, 
exploring the psychological consequences of doomscrolling goes beyond 
individual mental health concerns, extending its impact to societal trust, 
perceptions of justice, and the overall worldview of those immersed in 
the continuous stream of negative information. Drawing on the shat
tered assumption theory, doomscrolling appears to have the potential to 
shatter an optimistic perspective toward justice in the world and foster 
negative attitudes towards humankind. Therefore, another main 
research question of the present study is whether there is an association 
between doomscrolling and belief in a just world. Moreover, the present 
study seeks to address the question of whether there is an association 
between doomscrolling and misanthropy. 
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Excessive exposure to negative news may increase the accessibility of 
negative and pessimistic thoughts about the self, humanity, and the 
world. This study investigates whether doomscrolling is associated with 
existential anxiety, misanthropy, and just-world beliefs in two different 
samples, which differ in cultural background (i.e., Iran and the United 
States). Surprisingly, exploration of the impacts of negative news with 
an existential approach is scarce. To our knowledge, this is the first 
investigation into the potential existential correlates of doomscrolling. 
In alignment with SCT, CT, theories of media violent effects, the media- 
induced PTSD hypothesis, shattered assumption theory, and prior evi
dence, we hypothesize that doomscrolling will predict greater existen
tial anxiety, misanthropy, and just-world beliefs in Iranian and United 
States social media users. 

2. Methods 

2.1. Participants 

The study included 800 university students who were active social 
media users from Iran (University of Guilan, Rasht, Iran) and the United 
States (University of Central Missouri, Warrensburg, Missouri). 
Recruitment took place between September and November 2023. The 
Iranian sample (n = 620) consisted of 165 women, 454 men, and 1 other 
gender (Mage = 26.75 years, SDage = 5.61). The United States sample (n 
= 180) was comprised of 135 women, 43 men, and 2 other gender (Mage 
= 20.06 years, SDage = 2.92). Electronic written consent was obtained 
before participation, adhering to the principles of the Declaration of 
Helsinki. The study protocol received approval from the Institutional 
Review Board of the principal investigator’s university. 

2.2. Measures 

The Social Media Doomscrolling Scale (SMDS; Shabahang et al., 2022) 
assesses individual differences in the tendency to prefer negative over 
positive social media news. The scale consists of eight items (e.g., “I have 
the urge to view more and more negative content on social media”), 
measured on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 
(strongly agree). The SMDS has demonstrated satisfactory validity and 
reliability (Shabahang et al., 2022). In our study, Cronbach’s alpha was 
0.91 for the Iranian sample, and 0.92 for the US sample. 

The Existential Anxiety Questionnaire (EAQ; Weems et al., 2004) was 
developed to assess the primary domains of existential anxiety, drawing 
on Tillich’s theory of existential anxiety (Tillich, 1952). The EAQ com
prises 13 items representing three domains, each addressing a relative 
and an absolute existential concern: fate and death, emptiness and 
meaninglessness, and guilt and condemnation. A sample item is: “I often 
think that the things that were once important in life are empty”. 
Originally, the EAQ used a true–false rating scale, with 0 indicating “no” 
and 1 indicating “yes”. However, for this study, the recommended 
response format of a 6-point scale was employed, where 1 represents 
“strongly disagree”, and 6 represents “strongly agree” (To & Chan, 2016). 
The original version of the measure has demonstrated good psycho
metric properties (Weems et al., 2004). The Persian version of the EAQ 
has also shown sound psychometric attributes (e.g., Etemad et al., 
2017). Cronbach’s alphas (αIran = 0.78, αUS = 0.84) indicated appro
priate reliability in this study. Similar to Carter et al.’s (2013) investi
gation, the total score of the EAQ was used in the current study’s 
analysis. 

The Global Belief in a Just World Scale (GBJWS; Lipkus, 1991) is a 
7-item unidimensional instrument designed to assess belief in a just 
world (BJW; e.g., ‘‘I feel that rewards and punishments are fairly 
given’’). Responses are scored on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = strong 
disagreement, 6 = strong agreement). The English version of the GBJWS 
has demonstrated sound psychometric characteristics (Lipkus, 1991). 
Studies have also confirmed acceptable internal consistency of the 
GBJWS in Persian-speaking populations (e.g., Shabahang, Rezaei, et al., 

2021). Cronbach’s alpha values for the present study were 0.88 for the 
Iranian sample and 0.86 for the US sample. 

The 5-item Misanthropy Scale (Wuensch et al., 2002) was designed to 
measure the extent to which individuals harbor a dislike for humans (e. 
g., “Humans are by nature basically corrupt”). Response options are 
provided on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly 
agree). The scale has demonstrated good reliability, as reported by the 
original authors. In our study, reliability was appropriate in both sam
ples (αUS = 0.79, αUS = 0.68). 

2.3. Procedure 

Data were collected using online surveys. The English version of the 
survey was distributed to students at the University of Central Missouri 
(US) via Qualtrics. A small amount of course credit was awarded to each 
participant. Thirteen US participants were excluded from statistical 
analyses due to incomplete answers to measures or incorrect responses 
on an attention-check item embedded in the survey. The Persian version 
of the survey was shared with Iranian participants via a Google Forms 
link posted in social media groups associated with the University of 
Guilan. Compensation was provided in the form of a discount card for 
purchasing books. Twenty-nine Iranian participants who responded 
incorrectly to the attention-check item were excluded from statistical 
analyses. 

2.4. Data analyses 

First, Pearson-correlations were used to explore the associations 
between study-variables. Second, a structural regression model was 
constructed within a structural equation modeling (SEM) framework in 
which doomscrolling was a latent predictor variable. Existential anxiety, 
belief in a just world, and misanthropy were treated as latent outcome 
variables. Gender and age were added as observed, control variables to 
the model. The structural regression model was conducted on both 
samples. Mean- and variance-adjusted weighted least squares estimator 
(WLSMV) was used, which is appropriate for categorical variables such 
as gender (Finney & DiStefano, 2013). Standardized regression and 
correlation coefficients are reported using 95% bias-corrected boot
strapped confidence intervals based on 10,000 replication samples. The 
following cutoff points were used for evaluating fit indices of the SEM 
model (Brown, 2015; Hu & Bentler, 1999): the Comparative Fit Index 
(CFI; ≥0.90 for acceptable), the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI; ≥0.90 for 
acceptable), and the root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA; 
≤0.08 for acceptable) with its 90% confidence interval (90% CI). 
Considering the low sample size of the US participants (n = 180), which 
is below the commonly applied rule of thumb of N > 200 for SEM models 
to gain adequate statistical power (Hoe, 2008; Singh et al., 2016), the 
SEM model was tested on the US sample only to contrast the findings 
derived from the Iranian sample. Further research is needed to confirm 
the findings of the SEM model with regard to the US sample. Data 
analysis was performed using SPSS statistical software (IBM SPSS Sta
tistics 21.0, 2012) and Mplus 7.4 (Muthén & Muthén, 2016). To reduce 
the risk of type I error across multiple comparisons, the level of signif
icance was consistently set at p < 0.01 in the data analysis. 

3. Results 

Descriptive statistics and correlations among study variables are 
presented in Table 1. 

Structural regression models were constructed to explore the asso
ciations of doomscrolling with existential anxiety, belief in a just world, 
and misanthropy across the Iranian (n = 620) and US (n = 180) samples 
(see Fig. 1). Both the Iranian (χ2 = 1012.354, df = 259, p < 0.001; CFI =
0.958; TLI = 0.952; RMSEA = 0.068 [90 % CI = 0.064–0.073]) and the 
US model (χ2 = 552.939, df = 259, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.940; TLI = 0.931; 
RMSEA = 0.079 [90 % CI = 0.070–0.089]) yielded acceptable model fit 
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indices. 
Doomscrolling predicted higher levels of existential anxiety in both 

samples (β = 0.38, 95% CI = [0.29; 0.46], SE = 0.05; p < 0.001 for the 
Iranian sample; β = 0.33, 95% CI = [0.16; 0.47], SE = 0.07; p < 0.001 for 
the US sample). The strength of the associations was weak-to-moderate. 
Doomscrolling also predicted slightly higher levels of misanthropy in the 
Iranian sample (β = 0.28, 95% CI = [0.18; 0.36], SE = 0.05; p < 0.001). 
Although doomscrolling was a significant predictor of misanthropy also 
in the US sample (β = 0.37, 95% CI = [0.10; 0.57], SE = 0.12; p =
0.002), its contribution to explaining misanthropy was negligible (R2 =

14%). Therefore, further evidence is needed to confirm this relationship. 
Doomscrolling was not associated with belief in a just world in either the 
Iranian sample (β = − 0.12, 95% CI = [− 0.22; − 0.03], SE = 0.05; p =
0.011) or the US sample (β = 0.16, 95% CI = [− 0.01; 0.32], SE = 0.09; p 
= 0.070). The greatest proportion of variance explained by doomsc
rolling was observed in relation to existential anxiety across the samples 
(20% in the Iranian sample and 16% in the US sample). 

Regarding the associations between outcome variables, lowered 

belief in a just world was associated with higher levels of existential 
anxiety (r = − 0.38, 95% CI = [− 0.48; − 0.27], SE = 0.05; p < 0.001) and 
misanthropy (r = − 0.36, 95% CI = [− 0.45; − 0.24], SE = 0.05; p <
0.001) in the Iranian sample. The strength of associations was weak-to- 
moderate. However, these associations failed to reach the level of sig
nificance in the US sample (r = − 0.19, 95% CI = [− 0.36; 0.02], SE =
0.10; p = 0.055 for the association between belief in a just world and 
existential anxiety; r = − 0.19, 95% CI = [− 0.45; 0.12], SE = 0.15; p =
0.217 for the association between belief in a just world and misan
thropy). Finally, a moderate, positive association was found between 
existential anxiety and misanthropy (r = 0.47, 95% CI = [0.35; 0.58], 
SE = 0.06; p < 0.001 for the Iranian sample; r = 0.56, 95% CI = [0.32; 
0.76], SE = 0.11; p < 0.001 for the US sample) in both samples (see 
Fig. 1). 

4. Discussion 

Addressing existential questions arising from the excessive con
sumption of negative news could emerge as a novel theoretical and 
practical field. The application of an existential framework to explain 
specific media use and possible media effects is an understudied area of 
research. Despite recent research attention to doomscrolling, no previ
ous study has yet examined this news-consuming behavior from an 
existential perspective. Still, the question remains unanswered: Can 
doomscrolling alter the values and beliefs in relation to our lives, the 
world, and humankind? This study aimed to provide insights into the 
potential existential correlates of doomscrolling, utilizing data from an 
Eastern, collective culture (Iran) and a Western, individualistic culture 
(the United States) to provide evidence on possible associations. In line 
with the general learning model, social cognitive theory, cultivation 
theory, and theories of media violent effects, our study provided some 
preliminary evidence for the assumption that doomscrolling can alter 
our perspectives. 

As expected, doomscrolling was associated with existential anxiety 
in both Iranian and American samples. This result suggests that 
doomscrollers may experience higher levels of stress following the 
consumption of negative news, which can exacerbate existential con
cerns. Doomscrolling exposes users to traumatic events that can poten
tially lead to secondary PTSD (media-induced PTSD; Abdalla et al., 
2021). Such vicarious exposure to traumatic events through doomsc
rolling can fuel anxiety and negative moods, which, in turn, can un
dermine life’s meaning. Anxiety and depression have been associated 
with a lower perception of meaning in life (Boreham & Schutte, 2023). 
These mental health difficulties can exacerbate stress and feelings of 
insecurity, which deteriorates proactive engagement with activities 
consistent with one’s interests, values, strengths, and life meanings. 
Therefore, excessive exposure to negative news can predispose in
dividuals to feel hopeless about finding satisfying answers to their 
questions regarding the reason, importance, and meaning of life. 
Following negative news can evoke existential insecurities, challenging 
followers’ sense of purpose and meaning in life. 

Furthermore, in a similar vein, the death-thought accessibility hy
pothesis (see Schimel et al., 2007) can explain the link between 
doomscrolling and meaning in life. This hypothesis posits that encoun
tering challenging experiences, whether directly (e.g., a relationship 
breakup) or indirectly (e.g., online exposure to traumatic content), can 
weaken the individual coping mechanisms that provide protection from 
thoughts of death. In such circumstances, thoughts of death become 
more accessible to consciousness (see Hayes et al., 2008). Accordingly, 
excessively immersing oneself in the stream of negative news through 
doomscrolling can threaten individual’s beliefs in immortality, and 
nurture thoughts such as life being fragile and limited, humans funda
mentally being alone, and individuals not having full control over their 
lives. Individuals with a higher tendency for doomscrolling may expe
rience feelings of emptiness and hopelessness, leading them to view life 
as worthless, and envision the future as threatening. 

Table 1 
Descriptives and zero-order correlations in the Iranian (n = 620) and US (n =
180) samples.  

Variable M (SD) 1 2 3 4 

Iran US 

1. Doomscrolling 1.92 
(0.98) 

2.56 
(1.09) 

1 0.26 0.16 0.30 

2. Existential 
anxiety 

3.38 
(0.80) 

3.29 
(0.82) 

0.28 1 − 0.11 0.40 

3. Belief in a just 
world 

3.03 
(1.08) 

3.33 
(0.88) 

− 0.10 ¡0.23 1 − 0.08 

4. Misanthropy 2.69 
(0.91) 

2.68 
(0.71) 

0.21 0.33 ¡0.24 1 

Notes. M = mean; SD = standard deviation; correlation coefficients below the 
diagonal represent the Iranian sample, while coefficients above the diagonal 
represent the US sample; significant correlations are marked in bold (p < 0.01). 

Fig. 1. Structural regression model representing associations between 
doomscrolling, existential anxiety, belief in a just world, and misanthropy in the 
Iranian (n = 620) and US (n = 180) samples. 
Notes: Boldfaced values are significant at least at p < 0.01, while all other 
values are non-significant. 
Standardized β coefficients are reported on single-headed arrows, while cor
relation coefficients between latent variables are reported on double-headed 
arrows. The first value represents the coefficient calculated on the Iranian 
sample (n = 620), while the second value represents the coefficient for the US 
sample (n = 180). Gender (1 = women, 2 = men) and age were included in the 
model as control variables. Error covariances were added between the 5th and 
6th items and the 7th and 8th items of the Social Media Doomscrolling Scale, 
the 1st and 2nd items of the Misanthropy Scale, and the 1st and 2nd items of the 
Global Belief in a Just World Scale in both the Iranian and US models. 
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Partially supporting our expectation, doomscrolling emerged as a 
significant predictor of misanthropy in the Iranian sample, while further 
evidence would be needed to confirm this relationship in the US sample. 
Concerns about the world can increase misanthropy (Kidd, 2022). 
Negative news often raises concerns within the viewer (e.g., safety 
concerns). Furthermore, experiencing negative life events has been 
associated with misanthropy (Smith, 1997). Doomscrolling, as a form of 
secondary exposure to negative life events (media-induced PTSD; 
Abdalla et al., 2021), can possibly strengthen misanthropic beliefs. 
Doomscrolling can potentially cultivate thoughts about the unpredict
ability, harshness, and brutality of humans in individuals with a higher 
tendency for doomscrolling. Exposure to negative news, such as reli
gious decapitation, rape, and human trafficking, can exacerbate the 
perception that people are fundamentally, morally bad. Drawing on the 
shattered assumption theory (Janoff-Bulman, 1992), watching negative 
news can make individuals with a higher tendency for doomscrolling 
indirectly experience these traumatic events (media-induced PTSD; 
Abdalla et al., 2021), which, in turn, can negatively affect how they view 
themselves and humankind. Considering that misanthropy can reduce 
intention for investing in social capital (Melgar et al., 2013) and can be 
manifested in dangerous forms (e.g., criminal behaviors such as 
vandalism; McGraw, 2014), the potential of doomscrolling in fostering 
misanthropy warrants more scientific attention. Nevertheless, more 
evidence is needed to confirm this relationship in US participants. Larger 
samples would allow for a clearer picture regarding the association of 
doomscrolling with misanthropy in this culture. The present sample size 
was not appropriate to draw clear conclusions regarding the nature of 
this association. 

Contrary to our expectations, no significant association was found 
between doomscrolling and belief in the just world in either the Iranian 
or the US samples. Users’ perspectives toward justice in the world do not 
appear to be significantly affected by negative news. This lack of asso
ciation may be explained by considering the adaptive function of belief 
in a just world. Belief in a just world is an empowering resource that 
promotes adaptive functioning (see Bartholomaeus et al., 2023). 
Doomscrolling seems to have more potential to foster negative beliefs, 
such as existential concerns and misanthropy, rather than undermining 
adaptive beliefs, such as belief in a just world. Furthermore, the notion 
of belief in a just world extends beyond the individual and humans, and 
encompasses broader entities such as God, nature, and chance (see 
Stroebe et al., 2015). These facets may buffer the effects of negative 
news from challenging belief in a just world. Future investigations 
should explore the link between doomscrolling and belief in the just 
world in detail by deconstructing belief in the just world (God, nature, 
other people, self, chance; Stroebe et al., 2015), or focusing on its 
negative aspects, such as Belief in a Dangerous World (Altemeyer, 1988) 
and the Mean World Syndrome (a cognitive bias wherein a person 
perceives the world to be more dangerous than it actually is; Gerbner, 
1998). 

In line with the prevailing trend in doomscrolling research (Satici 
et al., 2023; Shabahang et al., 2022; Sharma et al., 2022), this study 
identified doomscrolling as a news consumption behavior associated 
with negative consequences. The broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 
2001) postulates that positive emotions (i.e., joy, interest, contentment, 
and love) expand individuals’ momentary thought-action repertoire 
(broadened mindsets). These positive feelings contribute to individuals’ 
resources (e.g., intellectual and social resources), which subsequently 
improve individuals’ coping and survival capabilities. Based on the 
broaden-and-build theory, doomscrolling can potentially make users 
vulnerable by cultivating negative emotions. Future studies should focus 
on the impact of negative emotions triggered by doomscrolling on users’ 
mindset and coping capability to determine whether a 
narrow-and-diminish hypothesis about doomscrolling is plausible. It can 
be assumed that doomscrolling, by fueling and cultivating negative 
emotions, has the capacity to deplete the psychological resources of 
users, leading to mental fatigue and thereby diminishing their 

functioning and coping capacity. 
Additionally, while studies propose that challenging situations can 

lead to positive psychological changes (i.e., post-traumatic growth; 
Tedeschi et al., 2018), doomscrolling, providing indirect exposure to 
stressful events, does not appear to serve as a catalyst for fostering 
positive psychological outcomes. Scrolling excessively through negative 
news feeds seems to be more closely associated with negative emotions 
and pessimism than contributing to any constructive shifts in one’s 
perspectives and behaviors. The association of doomscrolling with 
positive emotional or behavioral changes is surprisingly 
under-researched; therefore, exploring possible positive correlates may 
be worthwhile to obtain a complex picture on the negative and positive 
cognitive, affective, and behavioral correlates of doomscrolling. 

Our study has limitations. This study was based on cross-sectional 
data. Therefore, establishing causal relationships is impossible. Future 
research directions could confirm or disconfirm these paths using 
experimental designs. Despite proposing existential concerns and atti
tudes toward humans and justice as outcome variables, the nature of the 
data prevents us from confirming their respective roles as potential 
consequences of doomscrolling behavior. Another limitation is that the 
present study did not explore psychological clinical states, such as trait 
and state anxiety, or diagnoses of psychological disorders among par
ticipants. Therefore, future research could provide a more nuanced 
understanding on the negative existential outcomes of doomscrolling by 
examining and controlling for participants’ psychological clinical states. 
Moreover, the convenience samples of university students in Iran and 
the US may not accurately represent their respective populations, thus 
limiting the generalizability of our findings. Moreover, the US sample 
size was limited; therefore, examining the SEM model in this sample 
served only purposes to confirm or contrast the findings on the Iranian 
sample. As the US model is underpowered based on the commonly 
applied rule of thumb suggested by Hoe (2008) and Singh et al. (2016), 
more research is needed to confirm these findings using larger US 
samples. Additionally, there was a gender imbalance among re
spondents, with more women in the US dataset and more men in the Iran 
dataset. Future research should use samples with more equal gender 
distributions. 

Future investigations should explore more possible existential cor
relates of doomscrolling, including existential loneliness, existential 
empathy, and existential nihilism. Such studies would contribute to a 
more comprehensive understanding of the existential aspects of 
doomscrolling. Further examination of the impact of doomscrolling on 
users’ existential well-being is warranted. Additional theoretical 
frameworks, such as Terror Management Theory (TMT), can offer 
further insights into the existential implications of this phenomenon. 
TMT suggests that individuals confront death-related anxiety and 
manage it through the meaning provided by cultural worldview and the 
sense of personal values provided by self-esteem (see Greenberg & 
Arndt, 2012). For instance, TMT has been applied to explain the link 
between terrorist news and prejudice (Das et al., 2009). Furthermore, 
more advanced research designs in future studies can shed more light on 
this topic. For instance, longitudinal studies can provide valuable in
sights into the long-term existential impacts of doomscrolling. More
over, the positive existential outcomes of doomscrolling, such as 
post-traumatic growth, have not yet been explored. Future studies 
could also explore the mediating role of psychological characteristics 
and abilities, such as resilience and coping styles, in the association 
between doomscrolling and existential outcomes. Given the potential 
negative existential outcomes of doomscrolling, exploring the effec
tiveness of existential psychological interventions for doomscrollers 
could offer a novel avenue for research. 

Overall, this study aimed to address the question of whether 
compulsive consumption of negative news is associated with decreased 
faith in oneself, the society, and the world. According to the media- 
induced PTSD hypothesis (Abdalla et al., 2021), negative news can be 
considered a vicarious engagement with traumatic events that can 
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expose individuals to secondary traumatic stress. Drawing from the 
Shattered Assumption Theory (Janoff-Bulman, 1992), the distress 
cultivated by negative news consumption can reshape doomscrollers’ 
perceptions of themselves and humanity. Spending increased time 
doomscrolling may lead individuals to perceive themselves and humans 
as incompetent and vulnerable. 

This study offers novel insights into how doomscrolling may 
contribute to existential anxiety and misanthropy, drawing from data 
collected in two distinct cultures. It underscores the significance of 
examining doomscrolling—a tendency that has the potential to gradu
ally shape the existential attitudes of news consumers and lay the 
groundwork for an existential crisis. There appears to be a prevalent 
culture of addiction to negative news consumption in today’s world (see 
Shelby, 2016). Individuals are becoming increasingly obsessed with and 
reliant on news that is tinged with negativity. Inordinate engagement 
with negative news appears to be perceived as a so-called positive 
addiction (Glasser, 1976). This tendency may be rooted in users’ levels 
of perceived threat and uncertainty, as they view negative news as 
valuable cues and doomscrolling as a helpful way to stay alert to po
tential surrounding dangers and gain more control over their environ
ment. Future studies focusing on frameworks of risk perception can 
provide insightful findings about doomscrolling. 

Belief in oneself, the meaningfulness of life, and faith in humanity are 
crucial in navigating today’s complex and challenging world. Global 
challenges and conflicts—such as resource depletion, societal/civiliza
tional collapse, extremism, and terrorism—are on the rise. Expanding 
upon the findings of this study, exposure to negative news content ap
pears to be associated with existential concerns among those who 
engage in doomscrolling. This existential state has the potential to foster 
feelings of hopelessness and helplessness, characterized by a perceived 
lack of control. Such emotions can increase vulnerability to stress, lead 
to depression, and incite impulsive reactions (see, e.g., Li et al., 2020; 
Mascaro, 2006; Pellens et al., 2022). Distress-related behaviors (e.g., 
panic shopping) may serve as protective responses aimed at gaining a 
sense of control over chaotic and unpredictable situations (see, e.g., 
Shabahang, Aruguete, et al., 2021). Accordingly, exploring the exis
tential aspects of doomscrolling and subsequent reactionary behaviors 
warrants attention. 

Social media users need to enhance their awareness of sensations, 
thoughts, and feelings during social media consumption (mindful use of 
social media; Shabahang et al., 2024), and both news media and news 
consumers must prioritize news which also highlights positive outcomes 
of negative events (e.g., personal growth; see McIntyre & Gibson, 2016). 
This study emphasizes the importance of paying attention to the exis
tential and misanthropic aspects of doomscrolling. Doomscrolling is 
growing considerably in today’s world saturated with negative news, 
and is becoming normalized online behavior among users. While not 
following positive news does not induce a sense of missing out, users 
seem to believe that being unaware of bad news makes them feel 
oblivious. Such a trend (i.e., excessively following negative news), can 
possibly lead to serious existential outcomes, such as existential anxiety 
and misanthropy. 
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