


Yes, polarizing digital media often triggers acute negative affect, but network evidence is
mixed and context-dependent.

1. Introduction

Highly polarizing or outrage-inducing digital media content often provokes short-term negative emotion, but the evidence is stronger
for affect than for a specific, consistent neural signature. Experimental studies using discriminatory tweets, inflammatory partisan
videos, misinformation, negative feedback, and complaint posts repeatedly show immediate increases in anger, disgust, sadness,
rejection, or reduced positive emotion after exposure (Tashjian & Galván, 2020; Rahrig et al., 2025; Featherstone & Zhang, 2020;
Yusainy et al., 2023; Lee et al., 2020). By contrast, some large field experiments on partisan news exposure find little direct effect on
affect, even when exposure changes substantially, suggesting that real-world media effects can be small, short-lived, or dependent
on content intensity and user characteristics (Guess et al., 2021; Altay et al., 2025).

Neural evidence points toward prefrontal engagement during emotionally provocative digital content, especially in dorsolateral,
ventrolateral, and ventromedial prefrontal regions, but direct evidence for salience-network engagement during digital outrage is
sparse. Negative tweet exposure was linked to reduced left dlPFC activity alongside worsening affect (Tashjian & Galván, 2020).
Inflammatory partisan clips produced emotion-linked synchrony in vlPFC and vmPFC (Rahrig et al., 2025). Simulated online social
judgment reliably engaged anterior insula and dACC in healthy adolescents, key salience nodes, although not as a group-
differentiating effect (Perini et al., 2019). Across adjacent literatures, negative or threatening stimuli also recruit amygdala, insula,
ACC, and prefrontal control systems, supporting the plausibility of this mechanism without proving it specifically for outrage media
(Jenness et al., 2020; Schröder et al., 2019; Pan et al., 2023).

Does the consumption of highly polarizing or outrage-inducing digital media content reliably provoke acute negative affect
and engage prefrontal and salience networks?
Requires at least 5 papers that directly answer your question. Try adjusting your query to find more papers.

FIGURE 1  Consensus on affective and neural effects of polarizing media

2. Methods

The search ran over more than 170 million research papers in Consensus, drawing from Semantic Scholar, PubMed, and other
sources. The workflow identified 10,783 papers in the initial targeted search, expanded the corpus through six additional search
groups and citation crawling, and screened 240 papers after machine-learned relevance filtering. Of these, 167 unique papers passed
the relevance threshold, and the 50 most relevant controlled human studies were included for synthesis.

Search Strategy

2.3M

Retrieved

22 searches

1 citation graph use

All papers retrieved from 22 searches and 1
citation graph use.

2.3K

Eligible

Papers meeting relevance and quality criteria,
after deduplication

50

Included

Top papers selected to be included in the final
analysis

FIGURE 2  Deep search screening and inclusion flow

Searches combined direct neural-media terms with affective polarization, misinformation, digital stress, social comparison, and null-
effect queries.
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3. Results

3.1 Key Papers

Three papers anchor this literature because they directly test provocative digital content, measure acute outcomes, and include
either randomized exposure or neuroimaging. The strongest direct neural study is the discriminatory tweet fMRI experiment, while
the strongest ecological null-effect study is the partisan-news field experiment, and the newest naturalistic neuroimaging study
extends the case for prefrontal disruption after social media exposure (Tashjian & Galván, 2020; Guess et al., 2021; Aitken et al.,
2025).

Paper Summary

(Tashjian & Galván, 2020) Negative tweets worsened affect and reduced dlPFC activity (Tashjian & Galván, 2020)

(Featherstone & Zhang, 2020) Partisan news changed exposure with little affect effect (Guess et al., 2021)

(Lee et al., 2020) Social media exposure altered mPFC, dlPFC, and vlPFC activity (Aitken et al., 2025)

FIGURE 3  Key papers anchoring this literature

3.2 Acute Affective Effects

Across controlled experiments, provocative digital content usually increases negative emotion immediately after exposure. Negative
discriminatory tweets worsened affect relative to neutral tweets (Tashjian & Galván, 2020). Inflammatory partisan videos elicited
overwhelmingly negative emotions across participants (Rahrig et al., 2025). Vaccine misinformation shifted attitudes partly through
anger (Featherstone & Zhang, 2020), and complaint quotes on Instagram induced matched anger, disgust, and sadness in viewers
(Yusainy et al., 2023).

The same pattern appears beyond politics. Negative COVID news reduced positive emotion and resilience while increasing negative
emotion (Giri & Maurya, 2021). Receiving fewer likes than peers caused rejection feelings and more negative affect in adolescents
(Lee et al., 2020). Negative feedback in simulated social media reduced state self-esteem, especially in adolescents (Chen, 2025).

3.3 Neural Findings

Direct neural evidence supports prefrontal involvement more clearly than salience-network involvement.

Feature Result

Study type Randomized fMRI tweet exposure (Tashjian & Galván, 2020)

Stimulus Negative discriminatory versus neutral tweets (Tashjian & Galván, 2020)

Affective outcome Negative condition worsened affect (Tashjian & Galván, 2020)

Prefrontal finding Worsening affect tracked left dlPFC reductions (Tashjian & Galván, 2020)

Behavioral correlate Neural change predicted poorer reasoning performance (Tashjian & Galván, 2020)

Interpretation Emotional distraction reallocated control resources (Tashjian & Galván, 2020)

A related fNIRS study found that inflammatory partisan clips produced negative-emotion-associated synchrony in vlPFC and vmPFC
(Rahrig et al., 2025). A naturalistic social-media experiment found increased mPFC activation but decreased dlPFC and vlPFC
activation after brief use, consistent with greater performance monitoring and weaker executive control (Aitken et al., 2025).
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3.4 Boundary Conditions

The largest causal studies do not show uniform affective harm from all partisan media exposure. A nationally representative field
experiment increased exposure to left- or right-leaning news for 8 weeks yet found little direct impact on affect after multiple-
comparison adjustment (Guess et al., 2021). A two-week field experiment following news on Instagram and WhatsApp improved
knowledge and trust without changing affective polarization (Altay et al., 2025). Another experiment found average social media use
dampened both positive and negative affect rather than amplifying them (Tuck et al., 2023).

Effects also depend on population and context. Victimized adolescents were more vulnerable to low-like distress (Lee et al., 2020).
Participants skeptical about vaccines showed stronger negative emotions to narrative corrective texts, which reduced persuasion
(Jheng et al., 2025). Real-world negative comments in social media may provoke stronger responses than ethically moderated
laboratory stimuli (Nicolaou et al., 2025).

Results Timeline

Research has moved from general media-affect effects to ecologically valid digital neuroimaging.

FIGURE 4  Timeline of influential papers; larger markers indicate more citations

Early work established that negative media can acutely alter emotion and physiology, while later digital studies shifted toward social
feedback, misinformation, and partisan media. The newest studies add naturalistic fNIRS and field experiments, but direct salience-
network evidence for outrage media remains limited (Gross, 1998; Lee et al., 2020; Rahrig et al., 2025; Aitken et al., 2025).
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Type Name Papers

Journal Nature Human Behaviour [834063253c2f56ae991b9a8bc0af0792][01b5ac9ead665132a4068a772faaf6b1]

FIGURE 5  Authors and journals appearing most in included papers

4. Discussion

The evidence supports a moderate yes for acute negative affect and only a qualified yes for prefrontal and salience-network
engagement. The affect literature contains multiple randomized or quasi-experimental studies across different digital stimuli showing
immediate anger, disgust, sadness, rejection, or reduced positive mood (Tashjian & Galván, 2020; Yusainy et al., 2023; Giri & Maurya,
2021; Chen, 2025). These findings replicate across politics, misinformation, social comparison, and social evaluation, which argues
against a narrow task artifact (Featherstone & Zhang, 2020; Lee et al., 2020; Fardouly et al., 2015; Rüther et al., 2023).

Neural claims are less settled because only a small subset of studies directly image the brain during provocative digital-media
exposure. Those studies converge on prefrontal involvement: dlPFC reductions with negative tweets, vmPFC and vlPFC synchrony
with partisan videos, and altered mPFC/dlPFC/vlPFC activity after social media use (Tashjian & Galván, 2020; Rahrig et al., 2025;
Aitken et al., 2025). Salience-network evidence is more indirect. Simulated online judgment engages anterior insula and dACC in
healthy youth (Perini et al., 2019), and adjacent negative-stimulus literatures consistently implicate insula, ACC, amygdala, and
salience-control interactions (Schröder et al., 2019; Jenness et al., 2020; Pan et al., 2023).

The main limitation is ecological heterogeneity. “Polarizing media” ranges from elite partisan news to discriminatory tweets to low-
like feedback, and these likely recruit partly different mechanisms. Large field experiments with milder, routine partisan exposure
often find null or minimal affective effects (Guess et al., 2021; Altay et al., 2025), whereas sharper, more self-relevant, identity-
threatening, or socially evaluative stimuli more reliably elicit distress (Lee et al., 2020; Tashjian & Galván, 2020; Nicolaou et al., 2025).

The best interpretation is that emotionally provocative digital content often triggers acute negative affect, but reliable engagement of
both prefrontal and salience networks has not yet been demonstrated across content types, platforms, and populations. Current
evidence favors a model in which self-relevant negative digital stimuli tax prefrontal control systems and sometimes recruit salience
processing, especially when threat, rejection, or identity relevance is high (Tashjian & Galván, 2020; Schröder et al., 2019; Chen,
2025).

Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Provocative digital
content often causes
acute negative affect

Strong

Replicated across several
randomized digital-exposure
paradigms

Tweets, partisan clips, misinformation, likes
(Tashjian & Galván, 2020; Rahrig et al., 2025;
Featherstone & Zhang, 2020; Lee et al., 2020)

Such content engages
prefrontal systems

Moderate

Multiple neuroimaging studies
agree, but samples are small

dlPFC, vlPFC, vmPFC, mPFC findings (Tashjian
& Galván, 2020; Rahrig et al., 2025; Aitken et
al., 2025)

It reliably engages
salience networks

Moderate

Plausible and partly
supported, but direct digital
evidence is sparse

Mostly indirect or adjacent-task support (Perini
et al., 2019; Schröder et al., 2019; Jenness et al.,
2020)

Effects are strongest for
self-relevant social
threat

Moderate

Converges across rejection,
identity threat, and clinical
vulnerability studies

Likes, discriminatory tweets, NSSI feedback
(Lee et al., 2020; Tashjian & Galván, 2020;
Nicolaou et al., 2025)

Routine partisan
exposure has large
direct affective effects

Weak

Best field experiments often
find null or small short-term
effects

Large ecological trials do not show robust
affect change (Guess et al., 2021; Altay et al.,
2025)

FIGURE 6  Key claims and supporting evidence
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5. Conclusion

Taken together, the literature shows a clearer answer for emotion than for neural circuitry. Highly polarizing or outrage-inducing
digital content often produces short-term negative affect, especially when it is self-relevant, identity-threatening, or socially
evaluative. Evidence for prefrontal involvement is moderate, while evidence for reliable salience-network engagement remains
incomplete.

Research Gaps

The biggest gap is direct, well-powered neuroimaging of real-world outrage media that measures affect and network dynamics
simultaneously. Most salience-network claims still rely on adjacent paradigms rather than direct tests of polarizing digital content.

Topic/Outcome fMRI/fNIRS evidence Large RCTs Real-world platforms Longitudinal follow-up

Acute negative affect 12 10 9 4

Prefrontal engagement 5 1 3 1

Salience-network engagement 2 GAP 1 GAP

Developmental vulnerability 4 3 4 2

Platform or algorithm effects 1 5 6 2

FIGURE 7  Research coverage across key outcomes and methods

Open Research Questions

The next wave of studies should connect ecologically valid digital stimuli to within-person brain and affect responses.

Question Why

Do outrage-inducing posts directly co-activate salience and
prefrontal control networks within the same participants?

This is the core mechanistic claim, but few studies currently image
both networks during realistic digital exposure.

Which features matter most: identity threat, anger cues,
moral language, or algorithmic repetition?

Existing studies bundle these ingredients together, making it hard
to identify the true driver of distress and neural engagement.

Why do large field experiments often show weaker affective
effects than laboratory provocations?

Resolving this gap would clarify whether real-world habituation,
lower intensity, or selection effects explain the inconsistent
findings.

Highly polarizing or outrage-inducing digital media does appear to provoke acute negative affect, but reliable engagement of both
prefrontal and salience networks is not yet firmly established across the literature.

These search results were found and analyzed using Consensus, an AI-powered search engine for research. Try it at
https://consensus.app. © 2026 Consensus NLP, Inc. Personal, non-commercial use only; redistribution requires copyright holders’
consent.
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