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Abstract: The increasing use of social media platforms has introduced digital environments structured around reward-based
feedback such as likes, comments, shares, and notifications. These mechanisms create reward loops that encourage repeated
engagement and may influence psychological processes such as instant gratification and self-regulation. The present study aimed
to examine the relationship between social media reward loops, instant gratification, cognitive regulation, and emotional regulation
among young adults. A quantitative research design was adopted, and data were collected from 100 participants aged between 18
and 25 years using self-report questionnaires. Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation analysis were used to analyze the data.
The results revealed a significant relationship between reward loops and instant gratification. However, no significant relationship
was found between reward loops and cognitive or emotional regulation, nor between instant gratification and regulatory variables.
A significant relationship was observed between cognitive regulation and emotional regulation. The findings suggest that while
digital reward mechanisms may encourage tendencies toward instant gratification, they may not significantly impair cognitive or
emotional regulation among young adults.
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I. Introduction

Social media platforms have become an integral part of everyday life, particularly among young adults.
These platforms are designed with reward-based mechanisms that provide immediate feedback through likes,
comments, shares, and notifications. Such mechanisms create cycles of engagement known as reward loops,
which reinforce repeated usage through psychological reinforcement processes.

Digital environments stimulate dopamine pathways associated with reward sensitivity and behavioral
reinforcement. Continuous exposure to these reward systems may encourage individuals to seek immediate
rewards and develop tendencies toward instant gratification. Instant gratification refers to the preference for
immediate rewards over delayed benefits, which may influence motivation, attention, and self-control.

Cognitive regulation refers to the ability to manage attention, thoughts, and decision-making processes, while
emotional regulation refers to the ability to control emotional responses effectively. These regulatory abilities
are essential for maintaining psychological well-being and adaptive functioning.

Understanding how digital reward mechanisms influence these psychological processes is important in the
context of increasing social media use. Therefore, the present study examines the relationship between social
media reward loops, instant gratification, and cognitive and emotional regulation among young adults.
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I1. Review of Literature

Mischel (1974) conducted pioneering research on delay of gratification and found that individuals who
preferred immediate rewards often demonstrated lower self-control and weaker regulatory abilities. This work
laid the theoretical foundation for understanding instant gratification behavior.

Skinner (1953) explained that behavior is shaped through reinforcement schedules. Variable reinforcement,
where rewards occur unpredictably, strengthens behavioral repetition. This concept helps explain why social
media reward loops encourage repeated engagement.

Ophir, Nass, and Wagner (2009) examined media multitasking and found that heavy digital media users
showed weaker cognitive control and attentional regulation.

Wilmer and Chein (2016) investigated smartphone use and delay discounting and reported that individuals
who frequently used smartphones tended to prefer immediate rewards over delayed benefits.

Valkenburg, Meier, and Beyens (2021) studied emotional responses to social media feedback and found that
positive feedback temporarily improved mood, while lack of feedback produced negative emotional reactions.

These studies highlight the psychological influence of digital reward systems but show limited integration
of cognitive and emotional regulation variables. Therefore, the present study addresses this gap.

I11. METHODOLOGY

3.1 Research Objectives

To examine the relationship between social media reward loops, instant gratification, and cognitive and
emotional regulation.

3.2 Research Design

The study adopted a quantitative correlational research design to examine the relationships among the
variables. This design was considered appropriate as the primary aim of the study was to analyze the
association between social media reward loops, instant gratification, cognitive regulation, and emotional
regulation among young adults. Quantitative research allows the collection of numerical data that can be
statistically analyzed to identify patterns and relationships between variables. The correlational approach
helps in understanding the strength and direction of relationships without manipulating any variables.
Therefore, this design enabled the researcher to objectively examine the psychological impact of digital
reward mechanisms on regulatory processes.

3.3 Sample Design

The study employed a convenience sampling technique for selecting participants. Convenience sampling
was chosen because it allows the researcher to collect data from individuals who are easily accessible and
willing to participate in the study. The participants were recruited through online platforms and social
networks, ensuring that they were active users of social media. This method was considered suitable for the
present study due to time constraints and accessibility of participants within the target population.
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3.4 Sample Size

The sample consisted of 100 young adults aged between 18 and 25 years. This age group was selected
because young adults represent one of the most active user groups on social media platforms and are more
likely to experience the effects of digital reward mechanisms. Participants included both male and female
respondents who reported regular use of social media platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, and other
similar applications. The selected sample size was considered adequate for conducting descriptive and
correlational statistical analysis.

3.5 Inclusion Criteria

e Young adults aged 18-25 years
e Individuals using social media daily
e Participants able to understand English

e Participants who provided informed consent

3.6 Exclusion Criteria

e Individuals below 18 or above 25 years
e Individuals with severe psychological disorders
e Individuals who do not use social media

e Participants unwilling to participate

IV. ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1: Descriptive Statistic

Descriptive Statistics for Reward Loops, Instant Gratification, Cognitive Regulation, and Emotional
Regulation

Statistics Rewaed Loops | Instant Cognitive Emotional
Gratification Regulation Regulation

N 100 100 100 100

Mean 14.4 13.7 17.7 16.5

Standard 5.22 5.29 4.60 3.40

Deviation
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Table 2
Pearson Correlations Among Reward Loops, Instant Gratification, Cognitive Regulation, and Emotional
Regulation (N = 100)

Correlation matrix

Variables 1 2 3 4
Reward Loops - 526*** | -.045 -.063
Instant Gratifications | - - -0.017 -.176
Cognitive Regulations | - - - .348**
Emotional Regulation | - - - -

Note. Values represent Pearson correlation coefficients ().
p <.05% p <.01** p <.001***,

The findings of the study indicate that reward loops are significantly associated with instant gratification
tendencies. Social media platforms use reinforcement mechanisms such as likes and notifications that
encourage users to seek immediate rewards.

However, no significant relationships were found between reward loops and regulatory variables. This
suggests that although digital reward systems encourage quick behavioral responses, they may not necessarily
impair cognitive or emotional regulation.

The study also found a strong relationship between cognitive and emotional regulation, indicating that
individuals with strong cognitive control are more capable of managing emotional responses effectively.

V. CONCLUSION

The aim of this study was to explore the influence of digital dopamine and instant gratification on young
adults’ cognitive and emotional regulation in the context of social media use. Although young adults are aware
of the potential negative effects of excessive social media engagement, the rewarding features such as likes,
notifications, and instant feedback often encourage repeated usage and reinforce immediate gratification.
These reward loops can influence attention control, impulse regulation, and emotional responses, making it
challenging for individuals to maintain balanced digital habits. The findings highlight the need for greater
awareness regarding mindful social media use and the development of self-regulation strategies among young
adults. Promoting digital literacy, healthy technology habits, and psychological interventions may support
individuals in managing their online engagement effectively, thereby contributing to improved cognitive
functioning, emotional well-being, and overall psychological health in the digital era
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VI. LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER SCOPE OF THE STUDY

The findings of the present study cannot be generalized widely as the research has certain limitations. The
data was collected from a limited sample of young adults, which may restrict the applicability of the findings
to a broader population. The study mainly focused on young adults who actively use social media, thereby
excluding other age groups such as adolescents and older adults who may also experience the influence of
digital reward systems. In addition, the data was collected primarily from an urban population, which may
limit the generalization of the results to individuals from rural and semi-urban backgrounds as well as those
belonging to different socioeconomic groups. The study also relied on self-report measures, which may be
influenced by participants’ subjective perceptions and response biases.

Despite these limitations, the study provides valuable insight into how digital dopamine and instant
gratification associated with social media reward loops may influence young adults’ cognitive and emotional
regulation. The findings highlight the importance of promoting awareness about mindful social media usage
and strengthening self-regulation strategies in the digital environment. Furthermore, the study emphasizes the
need for psychological interventions, digital literacy programs, and educational initiatives that can help young
adults manage their online engagement more effectively. Overall, the study contributes to a better
understanding of the psychological impact of social media reward mechanisms in contemporary digital life
and offers implications for future research with larger sample sizes and more diverse populations.
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