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Foreword

For as long as I can remember I’ve experienced a warm tingling sensation that starts in the top of my head, spreads like a wave down my spine and lulls me into an almost trance-like state of relaxation. This feeling would emerge at different moments during childhood: when I was getting my feet measured for school shoes, having a teacher explain things carefully, watching my mum brush her hair, and during soft-spoken conversations with friends during sleepovers. I’d always assumed that this feeling was an unusual personal quirk. I’d asked my sister if she felt the same thing. She didn’t and so I kept it to myself. Then, in 2013, I discovered I wasn’t the only one.

I’m a psychologist and I was at a conference. After listening to a softly spoken talk (I can’t even remember what the topic was!), I told a colleague that the speaker’s voice made me feel tingly and relaxed. She said that what I described sounded similar to something she’d seen in the media about a fascination with towel-folding tutorials. When I got home, I immediately searched online. I soon discovered the wonderful world of ASMR and the online community. After I’d spent a few hours watching ASMR videos, I started hunting for research on the topic. Surely if this feeling had a name and was something that others also experienced then there must be research on it?

All I could find was one sentence in an article describing a case study of an individual with a specific type of synesthesia (a crossing of the senses where she would taste words). As far as I could tell there hadn’t been any research studies on ASMR. This is an immensely unique situation because even unusual and very rare experiences typically have some literature behind them. I began talking to colleagues and friends about ASMR: did they experience it too and why had no one done any research on it? I realized that there was a heavy dose of scepticism among people who didn’t experience ASMR—the feeling wasn’t familiar and showing YouTube videos often resulted in disbelief—“You’re telling me that you find this relaxing?!”—and sometimes judgement.

What would it take to convince those who do not experience ASMR that it is a genuine experience? Along with my colleagues, Drs. Emma Blakey, Tom Hostler and Theresa Veltri, I conducted a series of studies in 2014, which were published in our 2018 paper: “More than a Feeling: Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response (ASMR) is characterised by reliable changes in affect and physiology,” which you can read freely online.1 We wanted to scientifically test the idea that ASMR is a relaxing experience rather than relying on anecdotal reports. To design our studies, we took inspiration from the better-researched phenomenon of music-induced chills (the shivers down the spine and goosebumps that some people experience in response to music). Our research consistently shows that for ASMR-sensitive individuals the state of ASMR increases feelings of relaxation, calm and social connectedness. Importantly, we discovered that ASMR videos significantly lowers the heart rate in all those viewing it, and in ASMR-sensitive individuals more so than those who are not ASMR-sensitive. Our studies now provide scientific evidence in support of the idea that ASMR is relaxing—it isn’t just people telling us that ASMR makes them feel relaxed, their physiology is telling us the same thing too.

What’s notable is that the reductions in heart rate we observed in ASMR-sensitive individuals were comparable to stress reduction techniques such as mindfulness and listening to music. Anecdotally, people who experience ASMR use videos to help with stress, insomnia, depression, anxiety and loneliness. Although we don’t have the data to back up their effectiveness for clinical conditions, our research does provide preliminary evidence that ASMR imparts physiological and emotional benefits to experiencers.

Our group is not the only one to research ASMR. I’ve been thrilled to see increasing numbers of ASMR research papers following the first ASMR study published by Emma Barratt and Nick Davis in 2015. A small but growing body of studies has started to: characterise and measure the ASMR experience (Natalie Roberts and colleagues), describe how and what people use it for (Barratt and Davis), catalogue common triggers and highlight patterns of brain activation when individuals experience ASMR (areas related to reward and emotional arousal—Bryson Lochte and colleagues).

Other research suggests that ASMR-sensitive individuals differ from ASMR-insensitive individuals in terms of their personality, empathy and resting state brain activity (Beverley Fredborg and colleagues; Janik McErlean and Michael Banissy; Stephen Smith and colleagues). For example, those who experience ASMR are thought to be more open to experience, have more empathetic concern for others, and may be less able to inhibit their sensory–emotional responses.

ASMR research is in its infancy and, of course, much more research needs to be conducted to develop a mature science of ASMR. Nevertheless, we are at an immensely exciting period for this emerging field. What makes ASMR research particularly special is the involvement, interest and insight from the ASMR community (those who experience and/or practice ASMR). I’m always touched when people take the time to contact me about their experience, share insights and offer to take part in research.

Above all, I’m incredibly grateful to ASMRtists like Emma, who is truly an expert in her field. ASMRtists not only dedicate significant amounts of time and energy to their videos for the benefit of hundreds and thousands of viewers, but they have also unwittingly provided research materials (through videos, viewer comments and personal insights). Emma in particular has championed ASMR research and spread awareness of our findings in a way that we could never have achieved through academic publications alone. My hope is that researchers, members of the ASMR community and others will come together to drive a collaborative research agenda that examines the positive contribution that ASMR makes to our lives. I know that Emma’s insights here will encourage and guide others to discover the potential benefits and power of ASMR.

Dr. Giulia Poerio, PhD, MSc

Department of Psychology, University of Essex, UK




Preface

My memory is of a beautiful summer day in our little English village. My friend and I are at the local swing park, chatting away as we go up and down on the seesaw, bikes lying on the ground beside us. We can’t have been more than ten years old. “Do you get that thing where you’re not really here, but you are? And a sort of crinkly and fuzzy feeling in your head?” I ask. It is the first time I mention my special thing to anyone else.

I see a confused look appear on her face, “I think so . . . Maybe . . . Er . . . No, not really, I don’t think.” The subject quickly changes to something way more interesting, like who got to sneak a look at the Just Seventeen problem pages or how many penny sweets we can buy ourselves today. I still remember that moment vividly.

Growing up as a sensitive and quiet child was for me, let’s say, quite tricky. When your inner world is rich but your confidence to be outwardly expressive is poor, many things are difficult to explain. Maybe my friend did experience what I was asking about, but how do you talk about a feeling that doesn’t have a name? Thankfully now we do have a name for the glorious feeling I was trying to describe as a child, and now I—and the millions of people who share this experience with me—are more able to express it. It’s called ASMR—Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response—and in this book I will explain what it is and how you can experience and benefit from it yourself.

My name is Emma Smith. I work full time as an ASMRtist creating content for my three YouTube channels: WhispersRed ASMR, WhispersRed Sleepy Children and My Purple Life. I have been an ASMRtist for the last six years and I film my videos in a mostly soundproof studio at the end of my garden. It’s called “The Tingle Shed.” I am also a qualified sound healing practitioner with the College of Sound Healing in England and reiki practitioner with the Reiki Academy London, which all came about after my discovery of ASMR.

Over the years I seem to have become a sort of “Internet Mother” to many, which I lovingly and gratefully accept. It’s very much an honour as this special ASMR “feeling” really has become a life mission for me and, you could say, my child. I’m a very protective “mum” and we’ve been through a lot together. I never felt like a “YouTuber” in the way I assume most people think of it. The culture of “likes,” “subscribers,” “tags” and views often feels a little odd, though I am very grateful for the platform as a way to reach and connect with so many like-minded people. I feel that the internet should be used wherever possible as a tool for positive connection and for bringing people together, so I work a lot outside of my YouTube channels and see them as a way to build a community, a base from which to explore other possibilities and expand awareness of ASMR in other realms of society.

In 2015 I organised and hosted the first live ASMR event and have since established live ASMR as an accepted concept in several different formats in London, Berlin, San Francisco and New York—from ASMR sessions in a theatre with wireless headsets to an immersive “ASMR Spa,” and even an interactive ASMR exhibition in conjunction with a brand.

I am happy to talk about and represent ASMR as much as I can with the press, so have spoken with many news outlets around the world, and by the time you read this I will hopefully be on my way to releasing an ASMR music album. I’m also presenting an ASMR podcast for the first time, which is a lot of fun. It is really great to get out there and bring awareness of ASMR to groups of people who may not have come across it otherwise. I like to have the chance to explain it in a way that can be understood and hopefully help someone who may need it.

I aim to support ASMR as a legitimate therapeutic experience for all living beings (yes, animals experience it too) and will continue these activities for as long as I can. My absolute dream is for ASMR to become a recognised complementary therapy available to all, to teach people everywhere and to open an ASMR retreat centre. If you can, please cross all your fingers and toes on my behalf; I’d be very grateful. I am crossing all of mine for you to manifest your dreams too.

Now feels like the right time to write a book about this topic and to discuss it on a heart-led level. I do this very humbly with the hope that I can positively support and represent ASMR with all its complexities, not only for the existing community around the world but also for those discovering it for the first time. Perhaps you know what I was trying to explain to my friend when I was little? You may have had similar conversations growing up. Maybe you have already heard about ASMR through a friend, in a news article or hopping around YouTube? Hopefully you’re in for a treat and are about to discover a whole new world.

In Unwind your Mind: The Life-Changing Power of ASMR, I explain what ASMR is from my own experiences, its history and how it arrived into popular culture. How you can learn to embrace this sensation to ease stress and anxiety, to improve sleep and how to explore its simple calming effects to support physical and mental wellbeing. Through practical information, tips and simple guided exercises, I will guide you to find your own personal ASMR sensitivity and understand how we can use it to promote self-awareness and self-development. You will also hear my personal story of how I found the ASMR community, how ASMR became a therapy for me, how it completely changed my life and how it changed the way I live and love now. It’s been a journey for sure.

The videos I make are with the intention to create a calm and quiet haven for the viewer and a sanctuary. It isn’t always the right place for me to discuss the full range of subjects I am interested in surrounding ASMR, my personal thoughts, theories about it and things I have learned so far in depth. My channel is an intuitive place and I try to keep it free of too much thinking. For this reason I am grateful for an opportunity to write at length about a subject that has been close to me my whole life and that I have studied every day for the last six years.

I would also like this book to serve as some assistance for current new ASMRtists and those wishing to take the leap to become one. Either as a step towards their own healing, for that of others or both. To perhaps give them some inspiration from my experiences and thoughts on what our purpose is as facilitators for healing.

The wonderful thing about ASMR is that it’s totally universal; it transcends everything and brings people together. I am aware that I speak to people of all ages, location, experience, knowledge and background. Some of this information will be preaching to the converted so to speak, to some it will be completely new. I hope there is something in here for everyone.
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More Than a Feeling




Chapter 1

What Is ASMR?

ASMR is primarily the name for a physical sensation. It is sometimes described by experiencers as “tingles” or “sparkles.” This tingly sensation usually begins on the scalp and often then travels down the back and through the limbs. However, there are many varying accounts as to how it occurs for different people. At times I have noticed it begin in random areas of the body and either travel from that point or simultaneously happen in lots of places. In the head it can sometimes begin in a little spot that we might unknowingly mistake for an itch. Once we scratch, it could then either intensify or disappear. At other times it might quickly rush all over the whole head. Similarly, in the body we can feel it all over or in just a single place. Again, it can be slow and creeping or there can be an intense rush everywhere. I have even known people say they surprisingly only felt it in their left elbow, a knee or one foot. Overall the general consensus among those who discuss it is that it’s a tingly sensation and it can be experienced in many different ways.

To me it feels wonderful. Many people use the word “euphoria” when they talk about it, which to me is a more emotional and “elating” description. I find myself always coming back to the word “sparkles” in my attempt to describe the physical sensation. If I had to use a sound to explain the initial feeling, it would be like crinkling plastic, popping candy or crackling rice cereal. Or if you put some bicarbonate of soda onto the palm of your hand and then added a drop or two of water and felt it bubble against your skin. Now imagine that feeling beneath your skin and inside your body and you’re close—it’s like pins and needles, but a really pleasant version. What follows soon after the sparkles is a total stillness, a heavy and grounded feeling in the body, almost as if all the tensions in the body are released and the sparkles take over. The mind tends to empty, or at least becomes clearer, and we arrive into a beautiful relaxed state or daydream.

Variety in response

We all experience life from our own perspective, our own “window” according to what has led us to the point we are at now. The same goes for ASMR. There seem to be lots of factors involved in how intensely we feel it and what we respond to—factors such as where we are when it happens to us, how comfortable or relaxed we are, or how we are feeling in other ways at the time and if we are even open to experiencing it in the first place.

Some people feel it, note it, but don’t think of it as anything important and ignore it. Over time this can result in them not experiencing it fully again, as if they have trained themselves out of it. I have heard that medication numbs it for some. Even the temperature in the room can have an effect on the intensity. Many people say that when they discover particular ASMR videos on YouTube they feel it more intensely everywhere and in places they have never felt it before.

Anecdotal evidence seems to show that there are two different types of ASMR experience: the first, Type A, is when we can decide ourselves to feel it, usually through visualisation and memory. And secondly, Type B, when we require an external source in order to experience it—such as a “whispering video;” watching someone perform an intricate, methodical task; or close-up personal attention. We’re going to look at all types of experiences in this book, and particularly at how we can learn to prompt ourselves to feel the “tingles” or the deep state of relaxation that comes along with it, and then to develop and deepen the sensation. Many people have only known or seen ASMR through YouTube videos, but there is a huge world of ASMR sensation out there that is open to those who can explore their sensitivity and learn how to harness it.

Not everyone experiences this specific feeling. For example, my husband and daughter don’t feel it but my son and I do. I have spoken to so many people in my adult life since learning its name. I’ve become pretty good at explaining it by now and I can tell a whole room full of people about it. Not everyone will recognise what I’m talking about, but what is wonderful is that the people who feel it understand in just a sentence or two. Their eyes immediately light up and they say, “Yes, I get that!” It’s always followed by, “There’s a name for it?” It’s so special to witness that realisation in other people and to be able to tell them something about themselves they might not have previously understood, something that they can also now share with others.

Sensitives

We are just starting to explore the science behind this, but my experience is that it’s usually more sensitive people who feel it, those veering towards the “HSP” (Highly Sensitive Person) personality type. People who don’t experience it, or are not attracted to it, tend to be less bothered by loud sounds, bright lights or a picture out of place on a wall, for instance. They can generally sleep for a longer period and not be woken by sounds around them or annoyed by a ticking clock; they’re maybe not so much of a “details” person. Perhaps they even find comfort in loud sounds, so living on a busy road would be fine for them as they like a lot of activity and bustle. Sensitive people with a heightened awareness of everything happening around them often struggle with these things, or at least feel and notice them more. Coping with them
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