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ABSTRACT 

In today’s digital age, the pervasive use of electronic devices has significantly altered the way 

individuals interact with their environment, yet this constant screen exposure may be contributing 

to a rise in stress and anxiety levels. This review examines the complex relationship between 

screen time and mental health, focusing particularly on the psychological impact of prolonged 

digital device usage. The article explores the neurological mechanisms behind screen time’s 

effect on stress, such as the disruption of the brain's reward system and the release of cortisol, the 

stress hormone. It highlights how excessive screen time, particularly through social media, can 

lead to negative mental health outcomes, including anxiety, depression, and diminished self-
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esteem due to social comparison and cyberbullying. Additionally, the review addresses the role of 

information overload and decision fatigue, noting how constant notifications and the pressure of 

digital engagement contribute to mental strain. The disruption of sleep patterns, especially due to 

blue light exposure, is also identified as a key factor that exacerbates stress and anxiety. 

Furthermore, the article discusses the potential benefits of screen time management, suggesting 

that reducing digital exposure and practicing digital detoxes can promote mental well-being. The 

review emphasizes the importance of mindful screen use, especially for vulnerable populations 

such as children, adolescents, and professionals in high-stress careers. Overall, this review 

underscores the growing body of evidence linking excessive screen time to elevated stress levels 

and calls for a more balanced approach to technology use in order to mitigate its negative 

psychological effects. 

Keywords: Screen time, Stress, Anxiety, Mental health, Digital addiction, Sleep deprivation 
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INTRODUCTION 

The rapid advancement of digital technology in recent years has drastically transformed how 

individuals interact with the world. In particular, the widespread use of smartphones, tablets, and 

computers has integrated screen time into nearly every facet of daily life. The rise of social media 

platforms, streaming services, and the expansion of e-commerce have all contributed to the 

normalization of prolonged screen use, creating a culture where digital devices are often seen as 

indispensable tools for communication, entertainment, and work. Moreover, the global shift toward 

remote work and online learning—accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic—has further entrenched 

screen time in the everyday routines of millions, blurring the boundaries between personal and 

professional life. As people increasingly rely on digital devices to stay connected with family, friends, 

colleagues, and communities, screen time has moved from being a recreational activity to an essential 

component of modern existence. However, this exponential growth in screen use has raised concerns 

regarding its potential impact on mental health, particularly in terms of stress and anxiety. 

The purpose of this review is to delve into the complex relationship between screen time and mental 

health, exploring how excessive digital engagement may contribute to rising levels of stress and 

anxiety. While technology undoubtedly offers numerous benefits, including access to information and 

virtual connectivity, there is growing evidence suggesting that overuse of screens may have 

unintended psychological consequences. This review aims to examine the various mechanisms 

through which screen time can increase stress levels, from the neurobiological effects of constant 

digital engagement to the emotional toll of social media comparison. Additionally, the review will 

address the ways in which the digital age exacerbates stress by influencing sleep patterns, creating 

information overload, and heightening feelings of isolation. Ultimately, the goal is to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of how screen time intersects with mental well-being and to suggest 

potential strategies for mitigating its adverse effects. The relationship between excessive screen time 

and its effects on mental well-being is an emerging area of concern, especially as studies suggest that 

prolonged digital device use may contribute to heightened stress and anxiety. While the internet offers 

vast opportunities for connectivity, information sharing, and entertainment, the overuse of screens may 

lead to negative psychological outcomes. The pressure to remain constantly connected through social 

media, the impact of constant notifications, and the consequences of disrupted sleep patterns are just a 

few factors contributing to rising levels of stress. Furthermore, the phenomenon of social comparison, 

particularly on platforms that showcase idealized versions of life, can exacerbate feelings of 

inadequacy, anxiety, and isolation. This review seeks to explore the intricate relationship between 

screen time and mental health, with a specific focus on how prolonged exposure to digital devices may 

contribute to stress and anxiety. By examining the underlying psychological and physiological 
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mechanisms at play, the review aims to provide a deeper understanding of the ways in which 

technology, despite its many benefits, may pose significant challenges to mental well-being. 

 

UNDERSTANDING STRESS AND ANXIETY 

Stress and anxiety, though often used interchangeably, are distinct psychological and physiological 

responses to perceived challenges or threats. Stress refers to the body’s reaction to external demands 

or pressures, which can be either acute or chronic. Physiologically, stress activates the body’s "fight-

or-flight" response, triggering the release of hormones such as adrenaline and cortisol. These 

hormones prepare the body to respond to perceived threats by increasing heart rate, boosting energy 

levels, and sharpening focus. While stress can be a helpful, adaptive response in short bursts—helping 

individuals stay alert and perform well in high-pressure situations—chronic stress, when prolonged or 

unresolved, can have harmful effects on both physical and mental health. It has been linked to various 

health issues such as cardiovascular diseases, digestive problems, weakened immune function, and 

mental health disorders. 

Anxiety, on the other hand, refers to a persistent sense of worry, unease, or fear, often without a clear 

or immediate threat. Unlike stress, which is typically triggered by external events or demands, anxiety 

is often characterized by an internal sense of dread or apprehension, which can be disproportionate to 

the situation at hand. Anxiety can manifest in physical symptoms such as increased heart rate, 

shortness of breath, sweating, and muscle tension, as well as cognitive symptoms like constant worry, 

racing thoughts, or difficulty concentrating. When anxiety becomes excessive, uncontrollable, or 

chronic, it can lead to anxiety disorders, which include generalized anxiety disorder (GAD), panic 

disorder, and social anxiety disorder, among others. 

Both stress and anxiety have significant physiological and psychological components. Stress activates 

the body’s autonomic nervous system, influencing physiological processes like heart rate, blood 

pressure, and respiratory rate. Anxiety involves a heightened state of arousal, often leading to feelings 

of fear, apprehension, and unease. Psychologically, both conditions can result in a diminished sense of 

control, negative thought patterns, and a heightened focus on perceived dangers, whether real or 

imagined. 

To assess and measure stress and anxiety, mental health professionals often rely on standardized tools 

and scales. One common method for measuring stress is the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS), which 

gauges how unpredictable, uncontrollable, and overloaded individuals feel in their daily lives. This 

scale helps quantify subjective stress levels, providing insight into how individuals appraise and cope 

with stressors. For anxiety, the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI) is frequently used, distinguishing 

between temporary, situation-specific anxiety (state anxiety) and long-term, personality-based anxiety 
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tendencies (trait anxiety). Other tools include the Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI), which assesses the 

severity of anxiety symptoms, and the Generalized Anxiety Disorder 7 (GAD-7), a screening tool used 

to identify individuals with generalized anxiety disorder. These assessments provide valuable data to 

both clinicians and researchers, enabling the measurement of symptoms and the evaluation of 

interventions to help individuals manage stress and anxiety more effectively. 

 

THE SCIENCE BEHIND SCREEN TIME'S EFFECT ON MENTAL HEALTH 

Neurological Impact of Excessive Screen Time 

Prolonged exposure to screens has profound effects on the brain’s stress response system, largely due 

to the way digital interactions trigger neurobiological processes. One of the key neurotransmitters 

involved is dopamine, the brain’s “reward chemical.” Engaging with digital devices, especially on 

social media or through gaming, creates a cycle of intermittent rewards that can lead to dopamine 

surges. These bursts reinforce behaviors such as checking notifications or scrolling through feeds, 

which, while initially pleasurable, can lead to an overstimulation of the brain's reward system. This 

constant reinforcement can develop into a habit or even addiction, leading to individuals seeking 

frequent gratification from their screens. Over time, this cycle of short-term pleasure and constant 

seeking of rewards can overwhelm the brain’s capacity to regulate dopamine production, which in turn 

affects mood stability and contributes to feelings of stress and anxiety when the expected rewards are 

not met. 

The chronic activation of the brain's reward system can also elevate cortisol levels, the primary 

hormone associated with stress. Cortisol is released in response to perceived threats or challenges and 

is part of the body's natural fight-or-flight response. When screens are used excessively, especially in 

environments with constant notifications or during high-stress activities like work or social media 

interactions, cortisol levels remain elevated, triggering feelings of anxiety and agitation. The 

overstimulation of the brain’s stress response system can make it more difficult for individuals to relax 

or return to a state of calm. Additionally, the cumulative impact of elevated cortisol can lead to long-

term health problems, such as weakened immune function, cardiovascular issues, and chronic anxiety. 

Essentially, excessive screen time can create a neurochemical imbalance, keeping the brain in a 

heightened state of alertness, which hampers emotional regulation and increases stress levels. 

Sleep Disruption and Its Link to Anxiety 

Another significant way that excessive screen time affects mental health is through its impact on sleep 

quality, particularly due to the interference of blue light emitted by digital screens. Blue light has a 

specific wavelength that is particularly effective at suppressing the production of melatonin, the 

hormone responsible for regulating sleep cycles. When individuals use screens—whether phones, 
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tablets, or computers—especially in the evening, the blue light exposure tricks the brain into thinking 

it’s still daylight, disrupting the natural circadian rhythm. This disruption can delay the onset of sleep, 

reduce overall sleep quality, and alter the sleep cycle by shortening the duration of deep, restorative 

sleep stages. Poor sleep, in turn, is closely linked to increased levels of anxiety and stress. When sleep 

is insufficient or disrupted, the brain is less capable of regulating emotions, which can exacerbate 

feelings of stress and make it more difficult for individuals to cope with daily challenges. 

The connection between sleep deprivation and anxiety is particularly concerning. Studies have shown 

that inadequate sleep can lead to heightened emotional reactivity, cognitive dysfunction, and difficulty 

concentrating—factors that all contribute to a higher likelihood of experiencing anxiety. Furthermore, 

individuals who suffer from poor sleep due to screen time may become trapped in a cycle: increased 

screen use leads to disrupted sleep, which in turn fuels anxiety, leading to even more screen time as 

individuals attempt to alleviate their stress or distract themselves from anxiety. This cycle can be 

especially pronounced in adolescents and young adults, who are often more susceptible to the sleep-

altering effects of blue light. As such, the combination of overstimulated neural responses and 

disrupted sleep patterns underscores the complex ways in which excessive screen exposure can 

contribute to rising levels of anxiety and stress. 

 

SOCIAL MEDIA AND ITS ROLE IN INCREASING STRESS 

Social media, while offering unprecedented opportunities for connectivity and communication, has 

also become a significant contributor to rising stress and anxiety levels. One of the primary ways 

social media increases stress is through the phenomenon of social comparison. Platforms like 

Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter often present highly curated and idealized versions of people’s lives, 

showcasing achievements, physical appearance, and social success. This selective sharing creates an 

environment where users constantly compare their own lives to the seemingly perfect lives of others, 

leading to feelings of inadequacy, self-doubt, and low self-esteem. These comparisons are often 

magnified by the fact that social media content is typically filtered, edited, or enhanced, presenting an 

unrealistic portrayal of reality. For many individuals, especially adolescents and young adults, this can 

lead to heightened stress and anxiety as they strive to meet these unattainable standards or feel that 

they are falling short. 

In addition to social comparison, the pressure to maintain a certain online persona or presence can also 

contribute to stress. The constant need for validation in the form of likes, comments, and shares creates 

a feedback loop that reinforces the desire for social approval. This can lead individuals to feel anxious 

when their posts or online interactions don’t receive the expected amount of engagement, fostering 

feelings of rejection or unworthiness. The fear of missing out (FOMO) is another common stressor 
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associated with social media. Seeing friends or acquaintances attending events or achieving milestones 

can trigger feelings of isolation or exclusion, as individuals may perceive themselves as being left out 

or not living up to the experiences that others are sharing online. 

Social media platforms can expose users to negative interactions such as cyberbullying, trolling, and 

online harassment, which significantly contribute to mental distress. Studies have shown that 

individuals, particularly teenagers, who experience cyberbullying or negative online interactions are at 

a higher risk of developing anxiety, depression, and other mental health issues. The constant exposure 

to distressing news or divisive content on social media can also amplify feelings of stress, particularly 

in the context of political unrest, global crises, or personal tragedies, making it difficult to disengage 

from these sources of anxiety. 

Finally, the addictive nature of social media platforms, fueled by algorithms designed to maximize 

user engagement, can result in prolonged screen time, further exacerbating the psychological strain. 

The constant barrage of notifications, updates, and messages leads to a state of heightened alertness, 

making it difficult for users to relax or disconnect. This heightened state of arousal not only increases 

stress levels but also contributes to sleep disturbances, as many individuals continue to engage with 

their devices late into the night, delaying their ability to unwind and affecting the quality of their sleep. 

In summary, while social media can provide a sense of connection and belonging, its constant 

demands for attention, the pressure to perform, and its potential for negative interactions play a 

significant role in amplifying stress and anxiety, highlighting the need for a more mindful and 

balanced approach to digital engagement. 

 

INFORMATION OVERLOAD AND DECISION FATIGUE 

Constant Notifications and Mental Strain 

In the digital age, one of the most pervasive sources of stress is the constant barrage of notifications 

from emails, messages, and apps. These notifications, whether from work, social media, or news 

outlets, create a steady stream of incoming information that demands immediate attention and action. 

Each ping or alert serves as a mini disruption, pulling individuals away from their current tasks and 

triggering a heightened state of alertness. Over time, the cumulative effect of these interruptions leads 

to cognitive overload, as the brain struggles to process and prioritize the overwhelming volume of 

information. This constant shifting of focus not only increases mental strain but also significantly 

reduces productivity. Instead of engaging in deep, focused work, individuals find themselves in a 

perpetual state of task-switching, which is both mentally exhausting and inefficient. The pressure to 

stay on top of messages, notifications, and tasks can lead to feelings of anxiety and inadequacy, as 

individuals feel they are unable to keep up or maintain control over their digital environments. The 
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more time people spend reacting to incoming notifications, the less time they have to engage in 

meaningful, uninterrupted work or leisure, leaving them feeling drained, distracted, and stressed. 

Choice Overload in the Digital Age 

The sheer volume of choices available online is another significant contributor to stress and anxiety in 

the digital age. With the advent of e-commerce, streaming services, social media platforms, and search 

engines, individuals are presented with an overwhelming number of options in nearly every aspect of 

their lives. Whether it’s selecting a product to purchase, deciding which movie to watch, or navigating 

an endless array of content on social media, the abundance of choices can create a sense of paralysis. 

This is known as choice overload, a psychological phenomenon where having too many options leads 

to difficulty in making decisions. Rather than feeling empowered by the availability of choice, 

individuals may become anxious about making the "wrong" decision, leading to second-guessing, 

stress, and even avoidance of decision-making altogether. This can manifest in everyday scenarios, 

such as spending excessive time browsing online stores or feeling paralyzed by the sheer number of 

entertainment options available on streaming platforms. 

 

THE ROLE OF DIGITAL DETOX AND SCREEN TIME MANAGEMENT 

Benefits of Reducing Screen Time 

Reducing screen time has shown to have significant positive effects on mental health, with numerous 

studies supporting the benefits of limiting digital device usage. One of the most widely recognized 

benefits is improved focus and cognitive performance. Research indicates that constantly switching 

between tasks—such as checking emails, social media, or notifications—distracts the brain and 

reduces the ability to concentrate on important tasks. By cutting down on screen time, individuals can 

reduce cognitive overload, enabling better attention span and deeper engagement with both work and 

personal activities. Additionally, reducing screen time has been shown to help alleviate anxiety. The 

constant exposure to social media, work emails, and the influx of news can create a persistent sense of 

pressure and worry. By taking regular breaks from screens or engaging in a digital detox, people can 

give their minds a chance to recharge, reducing the chronic stress and anxiety associated with being 

"always on." Another significant benefit of reducing screen time is better sleep quality. As mentioned 

earlier, exposure to blue light from screens interferes with melatonin production, leading to disrupted 

sleep. By minimizing screen use, especially before bedtime, individuals can help restore their natural 

sleep-wake cycles, resulting in deeper and more restful sleep. These improvements in sleep quality, 

along with reduced anxiety and enhanced focus, contribute to a general sense of well-being and 

improved mental health. 

Strategies for Managing Screen Time 
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Effectively managing screen time requires conscious effort and the implementation of practical 

strategies that foster a healthier relationship with technology. One of the most effective methods is 

setting clear boundaries around screen use. For instance, designating specific times for checking 

emails or social media can help avoid constant interruptions and promote more focused, intentional 

engagement with digital devices. Establishing "screen-free" zones in the home—such as the dining 

table or bedroom—encourages healthier habits and fosters better family or personal time. Another 

helpful strategy is to use apps that track and monitor screen time, allowing individuals to see how 

much time they are spending on various apps or websites. Apps like Screen Time (for iPhone) or 

Digital Wellbeing (for Android) provide data on daily usage and allow users to set limits on certain 

apps or categories, helping to raise awareness of time spent online and encouraging more mindful 

behavior. Taking regular breaks is also crucial in managing screen time. The 20-20-20 rule—taking a 

20-second break every 20 minutes by looking at something 20 feet away—helps reduce eye strain and 

mental fatigue. Furthermore, incorporating offline activities into daily routines can significantly 

counterbalance excessive screen use. Engaging in physical exercise, spending time outdoors, reading 

books, or participating in creative hobbies can provide valuable mental rest and refreshment, offering a 

break from the overstimulation of screens. Finally, practicing mindfulness and meditation can help 

individuals stay grounded and reduce the mental strain caused by excessive digital engagement. By 

incorporating these strategies, individuals can create a more balanced, healthy approach to screen time, 

which promotes both mental and physical well-being. 

 

SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR VULNERABLE POPULATIONS 

Impact on Children and Adolescents 

Excessive screen time can have particularly detrimental effects on the mental health of children and 

adolescents, who are in critical stages of brain development. During childhood and adolescence, the 

brain is still forming important cognitive and emotional structures, making it more susceptible to the 

negative effects of prolonged digital exposure. One of the primary concerns is the impact on social 

skills and emotional regulation. When children spend significant amounts of time on screens—whether 

through video games, social media, or streaming services—they may miss out on essential face-to-face 

interactions, which are crucial for developing empathy, communication skills, and emotional 

intelligence. These missed opportunities for social interaction can hinder their ability to navigate 

complex social dynamics, both in real-life scenarios and online environments. Moreover, the addictive 

nature of screens, particularly with the engaging and rewarding features of social media, can interfere 

with time spent on other important developmental activities, such as physical play, sleep, and 

academic engagement. 
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Excessive screen time has also been linked to increased levels of anxiety and depression among 

adolescents. The pressure to maintain a curated online persona and the prevalence of cyberbullying are 

contributing factors. Studies have shown that adolescents who spend more time on social media 

experience higher levels of social comparison, body dissatisfaction, and feelings of inadequacy, which 

can lead to anxiety and depression. Furthermore, the overstimulation caused by constant screen use 

can interfere with sleep patterns, exacerbating emotional instability and contributing to heightened 

stress. As their brains and coping mechanisms are still developing, children and adolescents are 

particularly vulnerable to these effects, making it crucial to establish healthy screen time habits early 

in life. 

Impact on Adults in High-Stress Professions 

Adults working in high-stress professions—such as healthcare, teaching, and technology—face unique 

challenges when it comes to managing screen time and mental health. In fields like healthcare, where 

workers are regularly exposed to high-pressure environments, emotional distress, and long hours, 

excessive screen use can exacerbate feelings of burnout and stress. Healthcare professionals, including 

doctors, nurses, and mental health practitioners, spend significant amounts of time on electronic health 

records (EHRs), telemedicine platforms, and communication tools, which increases their screen time 

even outside of traditional work hours. The constant exposure to work-related emails, messages, and 

patient data can blur the lines between personal and professional life, leading to work-life imbalance 

and chronic stress. The emotional toll of witnessing patient suffering and making life-altering 

decisions can also heighten the negative impact of excessive digital engagement, leading to 

exhaustion, anxiety, and compassion fatigue. 

Similarly, teachers, who are responsible for managing classrooms, creating lesson plans, and engaging 

with students both in-person and online, face significant stress related to the demands of technology. 

With the rise of online learning and digital teaching tools, educators often find themselves spending 

extended hours in front of screens, not only during class but also while preparing materials, grading 

assignments, and attending meetings. This constant connectivity can lead to decision fatigue, reduced 

cognitive function, and emotional burnout. Moreover, the challenge of engaging students virtually, 

navigating digital distractions, and managing the anxiety of ensuring educational outcomes amid 

changing circumstances can add to their stress levels. 

In the technology sector, workers are also at risk of burnout due to the high demands of screen-based 

work. Software developers, IT professionals, and engineers often work long hours in front of computer 

screens, solving complex problems and managing systems under tight deadlines. The constant pressure 

to meet goals, combined with the isolating nature of digital work environments, can lead to mental 

exhaustion, stress, and diminished job satisfaction. Over time, this mental strain can accumulate, 
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contributing to burnout, depression, and anxiety. 

For adults in these high-stress professions, managing screen time is not just about limiting recreational 

use; it involves addressing the systemic pressures that require prolonged digital engagement. Solutions 

may include better work-life boundaries, regular breaks, screen-free time, and mindfulness practices. 

As these professionals navigate the challenges of their demanding careers, taking proactive steps to 

manage screen time can help mitigate the risks of burnout and improve overall mental well-being. 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the pervasive use of digital devices and the increasing amount of screen time in modern 

society are undeniably linked to rising levels of stress and anxiety. While technology offers numerous 

benefits, such as enhanced connectivity and access to information, the constant exposure to screens 

has significant psychological and physiological consequences. Prolonged screen time can disrupt the 

brain's stress response system, leading to elevated cortisol levels and chronic anxiety. The addictive 

nature of digital devices, especially through social media, exacerbates feelings of inadequacy, self-

doubt, and fear of missing out, further contributing to mental strain. Moreover, the impact of blue light 

on sleep patterns, along with the cognitive overload from constant notifications and the overwhelming 

number of choices online, intensifies stress and disrupts overall well-being. The effects are especially 

pronounced for vulnerable populations, such as children and adolescents, who are still developing key 

cognitive and emotional skills, and adults in high-stress professions, who already face significant 

mental demands. However, the potential for reducing these negative effects is also clear. Studies 

suggest that mindful management of screen time—such as setting boundaries, engaging in digital 

detoxes, and incorporating offline activities—can improve focus, reduce anxiety, and enhance sleep 

quality. A balanced approach to screen use is essential for promoting mental health, particularly in an 

era where technology is deeply ingrained in daily life. By fostering healthier digital habits and taking 

active steps to disconnect, individuals can better manage the psychological challenges posed by 

excessive screen time, ultimately safeguarding their well-being in an increasingly digital world. 
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