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FOREWORD


My ASMR journey started in childhood. I remember feeling the tingles from the most random stimuli, like watching my teacher draw or getting a haircut. In my early teens, I constantly watched online videos that stimulated my ASMR. Then, I never really talked about my obsession because I did not know how to. In fact, I felt rather embarrassed about it.

I only learned about ASMR by chance, via a YouTube comment during one of my video-watching sessions. Suddenly, this thing had a name. I was not alone. ASMR is real and it is celebrated; as self-care, relief, relaxation, and pleasure.

Today, I have found myself at the forefront of the practice of ASMR. I am the cocreator of Whisperlodge, a live ASMR immersive experience that has toured New York, San Francisco, and Los Angeles. I am also the practitioner behind Whispers On Demand, a customizable live ASMR service. Trained as an artist, I started exploring live ASMR as an art project. Nobody had tried it at the time, so my friends and I did!

After over two years of performing live ASMR with people across America, I have learned that there is an innate joy when someone in your presence pays attention—to a thing, to a person, or to a specific sound or texture. Whether you wish to stimulate ASMR in another individual, or wish to simply receive it, the intention to be quiet and present in the moment is powerful enough to elicit a positive effect.

Craig’s deep understanding of ASMR has allowed him to jump ahead of many lessons that I had to learn through trial and error. ASMR is a complicated and beautiful phenomenon, typically experienced individually. Practicing ASMR in person, however, takes it to a different level with new challenges. Live ASMR is relational and spatial, requiring considerations for consent, physical interaction, personal preferences, and visual aesthetics.

This book succeeds in distilling these challenges into a simple guide. Craig has spent years studying ASMR. His website, ASMRUniversity.com, is a valuable resource to the ASMR community, containing articles, research studies, and interviews, which have helped to articulate and legitimize ASMR. I found lots of Craig’s recommendations to be congruent with my own practice, and I believe this book will be helpful to anyone interested in trying ASMR, whether it is for the camera, for friends, for clients, or for yourself.

ASMR is but one of the infinite number of sensations that we experience as humans. In many ways, this is about language. When we can name something, we are then able to share it and form community around it. The possibility for more of these idiosyncratic sensations to be named and explored is fascinating. I encourage you to experience life through your whole body, to be aware of how you uniquely perceive your world, and to maybe, give ASMR a shot!

—Melinda Lauw
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INTRODUCTION


Do you get relaxed when someone plays with your hair? Does listening to someone whisper make you feel all calm and sleepy? Do you get tingles if someone lightly draws letters on your back with their finger?

These are all examples of Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response (ASMR), or, more informally, “brain tingles.” This enjoyable, relaxing sensation can be a way to calm down, de-stress, and improve your mood. ASMR has recently become more well known because of its powerful ability to bring mindful relaxation to our busy modern world. Online ASMR videos with millions of views, ASMR-inspired commercials, celebrity ASMR videos, and even appearances in popular films like 2017’s Battle of the Sexes have all helped put ASMR in the limelight.

Many people first experience ASMR by accident. Hairdressers, along with soothing teachers, reassuring clinicians, and your grandmother, aren’t trying to induce brain tingles—it just happens through their caring, gentle mannerisms. If you’ve enjoyed the brain tingles you felt unintentionally, it’s natural to want to seek them out. Luckily, there is a real treasure trove of ASMR triggering videos carefully and purposely created by ASMR artists for YouTube. There are also online videos that unintentionally trigger ASMR in many viewers, like the popular TV show featuring Bob Ross painting.

But one of the most powerful ways to experience ASMR may be to have another person in your presence stimulate it. If you want to learn the art of stimulating ASMR on another person, you’ve come to the right place—this book will give you valuable insight on how to perform person-to-person ASMR. What you learn in this book could help you to soothe a distraught child, help a partner fall asleep more quickly, relax a friend after a stressful day, lift the mood of a family member, or perhaps add a new relaxation technique to your spa, wellness center, or counseling sessions.

The first part of the book will give you a concise but comprehensive understanding of ASMR. You’ll learn what ASMR feels like, the general triggers for ASMR, the history of ASMR, why ASMR may exist, and most importantly, the potential physical and mental benefits of ASMR. Then we’ll move on to selecting a comfortable partner, choosing and creating an ideal location, getting into a relaxing mind-set, and tailoring the ASMR session to best suit the other person.

The second part focuses on the main types of ASMR triggers, like gentle voices, light touches, soothing sounds, treasured objects, and focused activities. Each chapter will explain why that trigger type is relaxing and provide optimal techniques for you to use with that trigger type, along with a long list of tools and tips so you can create a deeply relaxing, enjoyable, and tingly ASMR experience for the other person. The third part of the book explains how to bring everything you’ve learned so far about ASMR and ASMR triggers to produce creative, immersive, and deeply relaxing role-plays.

Think of this book as a cookbook filled with the ingredients, recipes, and instructions for creating delightful ASMR. You’ll learn some wonderful basic recipes, but over time you will develop your own style and techniques that won’t be found in this or any other book. Evolve your style by being creative and requesting feedback from the other person. Good communication will enhance your ASMR techniques and sessions even further.

ASMR triggers may involve whispering, light touches, precise hand movements, and gentle sounds, but ASMR is mostly about genuinely caring for another person. If you bring that to every ASMR session, then you have the most important ingredient for bringing relaxation and comfort to those around you.
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PART 1


UNDERSTANDING ASMR

Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response might sound complex, but the pleasant, refreshing sensations it provides may actually be one of the most basic human experiences. In this section, you’ll discover exactly what brain tingles are, what triggers them, why they feel good, and some of the physical and mental benefits of experiencing them. After that, you’ll learn background information about how to perform successful partner ASMR.


    

CHAPTER 1


WHAT IS ASMR?




ASMR DEFINED


ASMR stands for “Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response.” That’s a fancy term to describe that enjoyable and relaxing tingly feeling some people experience on their scalps, heads, and rest of their bodies from time to time. Although not everyone experiences it, many people across the globe—men and women of all ages and ethnicities—feel it. As word spreads online about ASMR, it’s becoming a more and more popular way to relax.

In order to experience ASMR, something has to “trigger” the sensation. Some popular triggers for ASMR include having someone whisper softly to you, play gently with your hair, or open a package slowly in front of you. Triggers are a very personal preference—people are as picky, sensitive, and particular about their ASMR triggers as they are about their food or music preferences. Most people agree about the pleasant sensations that ASMR provides, which is why they turn to it for stress relief.


WHAT DOES ASMR FEEL LIKE?


You can feel ASMR in both physical and psychological ways, and diff erent people experience the sensations diff erently.


PHYSICAL SENSATIONS OF ASMR


The most common physical manifestation of ASMR is the brain tingles. The tingling sensations are usually felt in the head, brain, or scalp but may be felt throughout other parts of the body too. Sometimes these sensations are described as sparkly or staticky.

Pause Point


Have you ever gotten the chills during a specific part of a song? It may happen when the music swells or when the vocalist sings something in a particular way. That special feeling is called frisson. Its physical manifestation is often called “the chills” or “goose-bumps.” There is also a psychological or emotional aspect that is enjoyable but more difficult to describe. ASMR is similar to frisson because it also has a physical aspect and a psychological aspect, but the sensations during ASMR are somewhat different from those felt during frisson.



PSYCHOLOGICAL SENSATIONS OF ASMR

Brain tingles seem to be the most common signature of ASMR, but they may not be the most important. The deep enjoyment that ASMR brings people is probably actually more tied to the psychological and emotional sensations—most importantly, relaxation. In fact, ASMR can be so relaxing that many people utilize it to help them fall asleep. Several research studies have confirmed that relaxation is the most common psychological feeling during an ASMR experience, and it is the most common reason people watch ASMR videos. People also describe ASMR as calming, soothing, comforting, and enjoyable. These pleasant sensations are the root of ASMR’s increasing popularity.


WHAT TRIGGERS ASMR?


“ASMR triggers” is the term for the interesting variety of things that can stimulate ASMR. These triggers can take the form of a voice, a sound, a touch, observing another person, or receiving attention from someone. A combination of several of these trigger types, weaved into a real or fictional situation, can be referred to as a scenario or role-play.

AUDIO TRIGGERS

The human voice works wonderfully as an audio trigger. Whispering has been reported by several research studies to be the most popular of all the ASMR triggers, but just talking in a relaxing voice is also one. Interestingly, it is how you speak that makes it a trigger, not what you actually say.

A huge variety of other sounds can also be audio triggers for ASMR:

• Crinkling paper or plastic

• Tapping different objects

• Scratching materials

• Squishing wet items

• Making sticky sounds with your fingers

• Creating mechanical sounds with devices like keyboards or scissors

• Chewing or drinking

• Performing actions like turning papers, opening jars, and playing with beads

We’ll talk more about auditory triggers in Chapters 3 and 4.

TOUCH TRIGGERS

Touch-mediated ASMR is usually done in a light, gentle, and careful way. Many people like to have their skin traced—the lines in their palm, small marks on their skin, or the vessels on the surface of their arms. Hair and scalp touching or stroking, which can include braiding, weaving, twirling, brushing, or just gentle hair play, is also very popular. Soft makeup brushes used on the face, arms, or back can create exhilarating tingles as well. Touch triggers will be the focus of Chapters 5 and 6.

OBSERVATION TRIGGERS

Observation-based triggers are called this because they involve watching another person who is focused on an item or activity. Examples include the following:

• Watching someone sort through a collection of items, such as coins, stickers, CDs, cassettes, baseball cards, buttons, spools, pens, and even paper clips.

• Watching someone open a package, like a box received in the mail; unwrapping a product from its packaging; showing a purchase from a local store; and opening a gift.

• Watching someone perform a specific activity or task, like drawing, coloring, solving a jigsaw puzzle, applying makeup, having his or her hair brushed, using a calculator, demonstrating a device, or teaching a task or skill like how to play chess.

Pause Point


Perhaps the most famous observational trigger is Bob Ross, known for his relaxing style of landscape oil painting showcased on his TV series, The Joy of Painting. You can visit his official YouTube channel at www.youtube.com/channel/UCxcnsr1R5Ge_fbTu5ajt8DQ to watch episodes or clips.



Chapters 7 and 8 will go into a lot more depth about observation-based triggers.

SCENARIO TRIGGERS

Scenario-based triggers involve receiving attention, usually as a simulated situation called a role-play. Examples include pretending to get a haircut, getting an eye exam, or getting assistance from a teacher. These triggers can stimulate strong ASMR because the scenario fully immerses the person in a variety of triggers, including personal attention from someone with a caring disposition.

Some popular scenarios include the following:

• Touch-based scenarios, such as cranial nerve exams, haircuts, and makeup applications.

• Hands-off scenarios, such as eye exams with an eye chart; a pharmacist consultation; interviewing for a job or loan; taking a survey; and being sketched, drawn, or painted.

Chapters 9 and 10 will offer tips, techniques, and lots of ideas for role-plays.


A BRIEF HISTORY OF ASMR


The discovery of ASMR is not a single moment; it is more of a journey of awareness and understanding. This journey is still in progress and far from complete. It is probably safe to say that right now there are more unknowns about ASMR than knowns.

THE SEED: AN ONLINE FORUM

On October 29, 2007, someone with the username okay-whatever51838 started a forum thread at SteadyHealth.com. The title of the thread was “Weird sensation feels good.” Okaywhatever51838’s first post described pleasurable sensations he or she received when he or she was read to or someone drew on the palm of his or her hand. The first reply was from someone who mentioned that when people talked slowly to him or her, he or she felt a tingling in his or her head and a feeling like a head orgasm.

Pause Point


You can still visit this original forum thread to read the responses at www.steadyhealth.com/topics/weird-sensation-feels-good. This forum thread was probably the first place people shared links to individual videos for the stimulation of ASMR.



The forum thread kept getting more replies. Each reply was basically “Me too!” with a list of personal triggers and more questions. The thread grew to have hundreds of replies over the years. Several of the early participants in this forum thread went on to create the first ASMR discussion sites on Facebook, a community-focused ASMR blog (The Unnamed Feeling at http://theunnam3df33ling.blogspot.com/), and the first ASMR research website (the currently inactive www.asmr-research.org).


FIRST ASMR YOUTUBE CHANNEL


In early 2009, there were some “whisper videos” loosely scattered throughout YouTube. These videos were not created and posted with the intention of relaxing and soothing viewers; people were just whispering because they did not want to be heard by other people nearby, e.g., they were in a library, near a sleeping person, or conspiring on a reality TV show. Yet these whisper videos appealed greatly to a growing niche audience who deeply enjoyed and were relaxed by listening to videos of people whispering.

Those whispering videos inspired a young woman in Nottingham, England, to create a channel on YouTube. On March 26, 2009, she started posting videos of herself whispering and called her YouTube channel WhisperingLife (www.youtube.com/watch?v=IHtgPbfTgKc&t=1s). Over the following years, she uploaded more than 150 videos that were mostly whisper videos but also included some trigger sounds of keyboards, doodling, and magazines.

She is considered the first ASMR artist because she was the first person to create a YouTube channel that only contained videos of whispering or trigger sounds for the relaxation and enjoyment of the viewers. (She was not called an ASMR artist in 2009, though, because that term wasn’t coined until 2010.)

BIRTH OF THE TERM “ASMR”

Jennifer Allen, a healthcare manager, was one of the early participants in the forum thread started by okaywhatever51838 in 2007. She then went on to make several important contributions to the ASMR community. She founded the ASMR Face-book group, the ASMR Facebook page, and the ASMR research website. She also made one other major contribution: she coined the term “Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response.” Each word helps encapsulate the physical and psychological effects:

• The word autonomous acknowledges that these stimuli can be different for different people, including the ability of some people to stimulate ASMR in themselves.

• The word sensory refers to the input of stimuli like sights, sounds, and touches that can initiate ASMR.

• The word meridian, in this case meaning “greatest prosperity” or “splendor,” is an acknowledgment that the response is deeply relaxing and enjoyable.

• The word response indicates that these stimuli initiate a specific effect.

Pause Point


Allen knew that ASMR, or “brain orgasms” as it was commonly called back then, was very difficult to describe and that people who felt it might feel awkward or confused talking about it. She thought about both these challenges while coming up with a name. As she explained in a 2016 interview with ASMRUniversity.com, “I knew with something as difficult to describe and as sensitive for people to open up about as ASMR that we would need something that objectively and definitively named the sensation. Using a ‘clinical’ word was the best option to improve how the burgeoning community would feel about using and telling others about the word.”



ASMR’S RISE IN POPULARITY

The early online ASMR forums, Facebook groups, and You-Tube channels united a previously scattered community of people who enjoyed practicing and sharing their experiences about brain tingles. From there, the relaxing power of ASMR began getting wider attention from mainstream media. A memorable radio moment happened for ASMR in March 2013, when NPR broadcast a story about ASMR titled “A Tribe Called Rest” for the This American Life audio program (you can hear the program at www.thisamericanlife.org/491/tribes). The following year ASMR had a memorable TV moment when actress Molly Shannon spoke excitedly about ASMR as a guest on Conan in May 2014 (you can watch the clip at www.youtube.com/watch?v=VjHIfei0WZE).

Since then, ASMR has continued to spread into many different facets of culture. For example, you can find it in varied types of musical outlets, from rap songs to operas. Recent movies, live comedy, and performance art have included scenes meant to stimulate ASMR. Check out a list of ASMR-inspired art here: https://asmruniversity.com/art-of-asmr-description-examples/. Many well-known celebrities have professed their interest in ASMR, and some have even tried their hands at creating ASMR triggers:

• Actor Ashton Kutcher said this about ASMR on his Face-book page: “Mind blown (insert sound effect of mind exploding . . . In a good way)”: www.facebook.com/Ashton/posts/10152797394077820

• Actress Gal Gadot, who starred in the Wonder Woman movie, appears in a short ASMR video that includes whispering, opening up a snack bag, eating chocolate, and writing with a pencil: www.youtube.com/watch?v=HOfsCvdfyzk

• Actress Kate Hudson created some intentional ASMR triggers in a video by whispering, twirling water in a mug, rustling fabrics, scratching on a belt, and creating scissor sounds: www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vgs-h53tg8U

• Actresses Sadie Sink, Dakota Fanning, Elle Fanning, Julia Garner, and Chloë Sevigny created a short and mysterious holiday video filled with ASMR triggering whispers: www.youtube.com/watch?v=boRH4Xgpe4s

Companies have also incorporated the happy and relaxed feelings that ASMR creates in their commercials and marketing messages. Dove, Pepsi, KFC, Ritz, IKEA, Toyota, Sony, and Glen-morangie whiskey have all created ASMR-inspired commercials. IKEA’s advertisement was more than twenty-five minutes long and can be found on YouTube with the title, “ ‘Oddly IKEA’: IKEA ASMR”: www.youtube.com/watch?v=uLFaj3Z_tWw.

Clearly, ASMR appeals to a lot of people—and those numbers are growing every day. But why exactly do these brain tingles feel so good? Turns out, there might be an evolutionary reason rooted in our brain chemicals.


BIOLOGICAL ORIGINS OF ASMR


ASMR has been widely reported by individuals all across the globe. This strongly suggests it is a biological response. Almost all our biological functions and reactions, no matter how peculiar, somehow benefit us. The benefit usually is related to helping us prevent or recover from an illness or other unhealthy state. Being able to soothe and relax a crying infant or anyone we care for will reduce their stress hormones and therefore boost their health.

“I remember ASMR from a very early age— from my mum stroking my hair so I could sleep on the train, to my nana’s soft voice.”

—Imperfect ASMR, YouTube artist, UK

Perhaps the most important trait of all ASMR triggers is that they make you feel relaxed. Imagine the disposition of your favorite ASMR artist or any individuals who give you tingles. Chances are they speak gently, have a caring tone to their voices, and have genuine and sincere personalities. Their behavior and character make you feel safe.

If that person is creating ASMR trigger sounds, even the sounds seem safe. Trigger sounds tend to be repetitive, methodical, gentle, at a steady pace, and at low and/or steady volume. If the person started creating sounds that were loud, frenetic, and unpredictable, then you would find the sounds and the person creating those sounds disturbing, threatening, and not relaxing.

If we are experiencing gentle sounds, touches, and behaviors around us, our brains convert those signals into chemicals that make us feel relaxed and safe.

THE ROLE OF OXYTOCIN IN ASMR

A single brain chemical, oxytocin, has been dubbed “the trust hormone” or “the love hormone” because it is produced when people trust and care for each other. This brain chemical has been shown to increase when children and parents interact, when romantic partners cuddle, when friends spend time together, and even when dog owners pet their dogs. Many ASMR triggers are directly related to these same caring interactions. From birth to adulthood, humans tend to bond with individuals (including parents, family members, best friends, and romantic partners) who perform these actions because their behaviors seem trustworthy.

“I think ASMR helps people bond with others. I tend to feel close to or gravitate toward people who trigger ASMR in me. I also find myself looking forward to situations where I think it will happen, such as haircuts, eye exams, or interactive theater.”

—Juliet, 32, female, USA


OXYTOCIN AND GIVING CARE


Many moments that trigger ASMR are quite similar to a parent watching over a focused child. ASMR is often triggered by watching someone color, draw, use a device, handle a bunch of items, or open a package. Observing these activities may increase the release of oxytocin, along with the feelings of being focused, relaxed, and perhaps even sleepy.

To understand this connection, it helps to know a little more about the role of oxytocin in parental care. Parents, especially mothers, produce high levels of oxytocin while caring for their children. The oxytocin actually stimulates the parents to show more interest and focused care toward their children while also producing feelings of relaxation. The relaxing feelings induced by the oxytocin may be because the child is safe and occupied so the parent doesn’t need to be on high alert. In fact, an engaged child might have evolved as a stimulus to induce relaxation and perhaps even sleepiness because it might be a safer time for a parent to fall asleep than when the child requires direct care.

Pause Point


Studies have shown that oxytocin release makes people feel calmer and happier while decreasing their levels of fear and stress. Because of its role in relaxation and happiness, oxytocin has even been proposed as a medical treatment for anxiety, depression, and other disorders.



OXYTOCIN AND RECEIVING CARE

On the flip side, many ASMR triggers are similar to receiving personal attention from parents, family members, friends, partners, therapists, and clinicians. Examples of these triggers include someone speaking to you gently, looking at you in a caring way, touching you lightly, reading to you, sharing a story with you, tracing your palm, brushing your hair, and giving you a cranial nerve exam.

Pause Point


What about people who don’t experience ASMR? They probably actually are experiencing it, but their feelings of relaxation are subtler. This may be related to how their bodies produce or react to oxytocin. Perhaps ASMR-sensitive individuals produce higher than average amounts of oxytocin in response to triggers. Another possibility is that they produce average amounts of oxytocin but their receptors to it are more sensitive or numerous than those in other people.



Being the recipient of these specific behaviors may stimulate the release of oxytocin and therefore the feeling of relaxation. This is the key to how oxytocin bonds parents and infants. Picking up a fussy baby is soothing to the parent and to the infant. The tricky part is that infants need to be born with some built-in system that allows them to figure out if the creature who just approached them is going to be helpful or harmful. It is likely that they will relax if the other person is speaking softly or whispering, using a loving tone, gazing at them in a caring way, touching them lightly on their hands or skin, playing with their hair, slowly moving his or her hands in front of them, and perhaps even repeating specific words or sounds.


Pause Point



Parental care–type behaviors don’t just soothe infants; they also soothe children and adults. In terms of human survival, the behaviors are simply communicating that the other person is nonthreatening and that he or she cares about you. Though you’re not a cave person whose life is being threatened, there are times in modern life when you need to trust certain strangers in situations in which you are vulnerable. Examples include a visit with a masseuse, a therapist, a clinician, or a scissor-wielding hairdresser. Their expertise, professionalism, caring natures, and gentle personalities seem to be the core traits of an ASMR-stimulating disposition.



OTHER BRAIN CHEMICALS

Could other brain chemicals be responsible for the sensations and potential benefits of ASMR? Yes. Research has shown that when parents soothe infants, a teacher comforts a sad child, or lovers cuddle on the couch, a brain cocktail of several chemicals is released:

• Endorphins are known for inducing relaxation, sleepiness, and pleasure and reducing pain.

• Dopamine provides a powerful stimulus for desire and focus.

• Serotonin is known for increasing contentment, satisfaction, and happiness.

• GABA is a strong stimulator of relaxation and sleepiness.

• Melatonin plays an important role in the initiation and quality of sleep.

It is likely that all these chemicals work together to contribute to the effects of ASMR.


BENEFITS OF ASMR


The real magic of ASMR is the wonderful feelings it can produce. People report that ASMR helps them feel relaxed, deal with stress, fall asleep more easily, and feel happier. Because the ASMR phenomenon is in its infancy, not a lot of clinical research studies have been devoted to how and why it works and its potential benefits. As a result, most information available on ASMR benefits comes from ASMR participants who have completed surveys about their experiences. If you’ve enjoyed ASMR triggers before, you’ve likely felt some of these benefits. If you’re new to ASMR, the following are some of the physical and psychological benefits you might experience.
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