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Beyond screen time: How short videosrewire
dopamine pathways
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The ubiquitous presence of short-form video content, from social media feeds to news snippets, has become
adefining feature of modern digital consumption. Clinicians increasingly encounter patients, particularly
adolescents and young adults, reporting difficulties with sustained attention and deeper cognitive tasks. This
phenomenon, colloquially termed 'brain rot,' prompts acritical examination of how constant exposureto rapidly
changing visual and auditory stimuli might reshape neural pathways and cognitive function.

The Pivot: The rapid consumption of short-form video content is hypothesised to alter attention
mechanisms and information processing.

The Data: While direct causal links are still under investigation, observed changes include reduced
sustained attention and altered reward pathways.

The Action: Clinicians should be aware of potential cognitive impacts of excessive short-video consumption
and consider it in differential diagnoses for attention-related complaints.

The human brain is remarkably plastic, constantly adapting its structure and function in response to environmental
demands and experiences. Thisadaptability, while beneficial for learning and skill acquisition, also meansthat prolonged
exposure to specific types of stimuli can induce measurable changes. The concern with short-form video content stems
from itsinherent design: rapid cuts, constant novelty, immediate gratification, and minimal demand for sustained
focus. This creates an environment that may inadvertently train the brain for superficial processing rather than deep
engagement.

Neuroscientific theories suggest that the brain's reward system, primarily involving dopamine pathways, is heavily
implicated in the consumption of digital media. Each swipe, each new video, offers a potentia hit of dopamine,
reinforcing the behaviour. Thisintermittent reinforcement scheduleishighly effectiveat driving compul sive engagement.
Over time, this could lead to a desensitisation to less immediately rewarding activities, such as reading a complex text
or engaging in alengthy conversation, which require sustained effort and delayed gratification. The brain becomes
accustomed to a high-frequency reward cycle, making it difficult to transition to tasks with a slower reward gradient.

The M echanics of Attention and Memory
Attention is not a monolithic entity; it comprises several distinct but interconnected components, including sustained

attention, selective attention, and attentional shifting. Short-form videos, by their very nature, demand frequent
attentional shifting. Users are constantly presented with new content, requiring them to rapidly disengage from one
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stimulus and re-engage with another. While this might enhance the ability to switch tasks quickly, it could simultaneously
impair the capacity for sustained attention, which is essential for the successful acquisition of knowledge, effective
problem-solving, and sound complex decision-making. A clinician observing a patient struggling to maintain focus
during a consultation might consider the patient's digital consumption habits as a contributing factor.

Memory formation is also intrinsically linked to attention. For information to be encoded into long-term memory;, it
typically requires a period of focused attention and elaboration. The fragmented nature of short videos, often presenting
disparate pieces of information without a coherent narrative, may hinder this process. Information consumed in short
bursts is more likely to remain in working memory or be quickly forgotten, rather than being consolidated into stable
long-term memories. This could manifest as difficulty recalling details from alecture, abook, or even a conversation,
despite having been exposed to theinformation. The Oxford Handbook of Neurology providesacomprehensive overview
of these cognitive functions.

I mpact on Executive Functions
Executive functions are a set of higher-level cognitive processes that include planning, working memory, inhibitory

control, and cognitive flexibility. These functions are essential for goal-directed behaviour and self-regulation. The
constant stream of novel and often distracting content in short videos can challenge inhibitory control, making it
harder for individuals to resist the urge to check their phones or switch tasks. This can lead to procrastination, reduced
productivity, and difficulty completing tasks that require sustained mental effort.

Working memory, the system responsible for temporarily holding and manipulating information, may also be affected.
If the brain is constantly processing new, unrelated snippets of information, its capacity for holding and manipulating
asingle, complex piece of information could be diminished. Thisis particularly relevant in academic or professional
settings where individuals need to juggle multiple pieces of information to solve problems or make decisions. The rapid
pace and lack of deep processing inherent in short-form video consumption do not typically foster the devel opment or
strengthening of these critical executive functions.

Developmental Consider ationsin Adolescents
Adolescenceisacritica period for brain development, particularly for the prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for

executive functions, impulse control, and decision-making. This region continues to mature into the mid-20s. During this
vulnerable period, excessive exposure to stimuli that promote rapid attentional shifts and immediate gratification could
potentially shape the developing brain in ways that favour these behaviours over more effortful cognitive processes. The
developing reward system in adolescentsis particularly sensitive to dopamine rel ease, making them more susceptible to
the reinforcing effects of digital media.

The social aspect of short-form video platforms also plays a significant role. The desire for socia validation, often
measured by likes and comments, can further drive compulsive usage. Thisintertwining of social reward with immediate
digital gratification creates apowerful feedback loop that can be difficult to break, potentially exacerbating any cognitive
impacts. The constant comparison with curated online personas can also contribute to mental health issues, whichinturn
can affect cognitive performance.

The Broader Context of Digital Overload
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It isimportant to consider short-form video consumption within the broader context of digital overload. Modern lifeis
characterised by an unprecedented volume of information and constant digital connectivity. Notifications, emails, and
multi-tasking across various digital platformsall contribute to a state of perpetual partia attention. Short videos are
merely one component of this larger ecosystem. Attributing all cognitive changes solely to short videos would be an
oversimplification; rather, they represent a particularly potent form of digital stimulus that amplifies existing trendsin
digital consumption.

Thelack of specific, large-scale, long-term randomised controlled trials directly isolating the effects of short-form video
on cognition is an obvious caveat. Most current understanding is derived from observational studies, theoretical models
of neuroplasticity, and research on broader digital media use. Establishing direct causality is challenging, given the
multitude of confounding factorsin individuals daily lives. But the mechanistic plausibility, grounded in established
neuroscience, warrants serious consideration. The brain's capacity for adaptation means that sustained patterns of
engagement, whether beneficial or detrimental, will inevitably leave their mark.

The question of whether 'brain rot' isaclinical diagnosis or a colloquialism is still open. While not aformal medical
term, the underlying concerns about attention, memory, and executive function are legitimate clinical considerations.
Clinicians should engage with patients about their digital habits, not just asalifestylefactor, but asapotential contributor
to cognitive complaints. Understanding the mechanisms by which these platforms operate can inform better strategies
for digital hygiene and cognitive health. The long-term societal implications of a population potentialy |ess capable of
sustained deep thought are profound and extend beyond individual clinical encounters.

CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS
The pervasive nature of short-form video content demands that clinicians move beyond simply dismissing
'brain rot' as a generational complaint. While not a formal diagnosis, the underlying cognitive shifts in attention
and executive function are real and warrant clinical consideration. GPs and specialists alike will increasingly
encounter patients, particularly younger ones, presenting with difficulties in sustained focus or memory recall,
and digital consumption habits must be part of the diagnostic inquiry.

For patients, the implications are clear: unchecked consumption of rapidly changing content may inadvertently
train the brain for superficial engagement, making deeper cognitive tasks feel more arduous. This isn't about
moralising screen time, but about understanding the neurological consequences of specific digital behaviours.
Encouraging 'digital hygiene' practices, such as scheduled breaks or dedicated periods for focused work,
becomes a legitimate part of patient education.

The industry behind these platforms, driven by engagement metrics, has little incentive to alter the very
design features that may contribute to these cognitive changes. This places the onus on healthcare providers
and public health initiatives to educate and advocate for more balanced digital consumption. Without robust,
long-term studies, clinicians must rely on mechanistic plausibility and observed patterns, integrating this
understanding into a holistic view of patient well-being.

EDITORIAL & Al STANDARDS
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Al tools are used solely to structure and summarise evidence from peer-reviewed primary sources. No Al-generated conclusions appear in The
Life Science Feed without editor verification against the primary source.

REFERENCES
1. 1.Anand N, Gupta R, Mishra SP, Mishra M. Postoperative Cognitive Dysfunction: A Review. Asian J Anesthesiol. 2024;62(1):1-11.
doi:10.6859/aja.202403_62(1).0001

2. 2.Fernandes C, Dapkute A, Watson E, et al. Migraine and cognitive dysfunction: a narrative review. J Headache Pain. 2024;25(1):221.
doi:10.1186/s10194-024-01923-y

3. 3.Takeda T, Umehara H, Matsumoto Y, Yoshida T, Nakataki M, Numata S. Schizophrenia and cognitive dysfunction. J Med Invest.
2024;71(3.4):205-209. doi:10.2152/jmi.71.205

4. 4. Jongsiriyanyong S, Limpawattana P. Mild Cognitive Impairment in Clinical Practice: A Review Article. Am J Alzheimers Dis Other Demen.
2018;33(8):500-507. doi:10.1177/1533317518791401

5. 5. Suraarunsumrit P, Srinonprasert V, Kongmalai T, et al. Outcomes associated with postoperative cognitive dysfunction: a systematic
review and meta-analysis. Age Ageing. 2024;53(7). doi:10.1093/ageing/afae160

6. 6.Crouch A, Champion V, Von Ah D. Cognitive Dysfunction in Older Breast Cancer Survivors: An Integrative Review. Cancer Nurs.
2022;45(1):E162-E178. doi:10.1097/NCC.0000000000000896

LICENCE & RIGHTS
© 2026 The Life Science Feed. All rights reserved. This content is produced for medical education purposes. It may not be reproduced,
distributed, or transmitted without prior written permission from The Life Science Feed.

MEDICAL DISCLAIMER
This content is intended for healthcare professionals only and does not constitute medical advice. Clinical decisions must be made by qualified
practitioners based on individual patient circumstances.

FOLLOW THE LIFE SCIENCE FEED
thelifesciencefeed.com
Instagram @lifesciencefeed LinkedIn linkedin.com/company/thelifesciencefeed

ART-2026-1051 - August 2026 4/4
https://thelifesciencefeed.com/neurology/peripheral-neuropathies/beyond-screen-time-how-short-videos-rewire-dopamine-pathways



