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Can watching people whispering and brushing their 
hair make you calm and happy? Tara Ali explores the 

world of Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response 

The WEIRD 
YouTube trend 

that helps  
you sleep

Wellbeing

I
n the small hours of the night, 
thousands of people are watching 
videos of people doing seemingly 
random things, such as slowly  
turning the pages of a book, folding 

laundry or pretending to perform medical 
examinations. The videos are posted to set 
off something called Autonomous Sensory 
Meridian Response (ASMR), described by 
viewers as an incredibly relaxing physical 

sensation that’s associated with a tingling 
feeling around the head and back, which 
helps them to nod off.  

ASMR for beginners
There are dozens of ASMR channels on 
YouTube, with hundreds of videos featuring 
everything from people quietly making  
a green smoothie to softly scrunching a 
beanbag. The content creators have names, 
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such as CalmingEscape, SilentCitadel and 
Heather Feather. Emma Smith is an ASMR 
artist who posts videos under the name 
WhispersRed, some of which have had 
more than three million views. “The main 
reason people come to my videos is for 
sleep,” she says. “Then it’s for anxiety, 
depression, comfort, friendship, community 
and much more. Some people play ASMR 
videos in the background while they study.” 

Smith came across ASMR after a car 
accident left her struggling to sleep. She 
then decided to make her own videos. “I’ve 
experienced ASMR my whole life,” she 
says. “Tingles have always been a part of 
my physical sensations but it took me until 
2012 to discover the feeling had a name and 
that so many others experienced it, too.” 

She describes the sensation as a tingling  
that begins at the crown of the head and 
spreads through the head, back and limbs.

It’s not known exactly how many people 
experience ASMR, and scientists are only 
just beginning to research it. Dr Nick Davis 
is a neuroscientist who collaborated with 
graduate student Emma Barratt to publish 
the first study on the phenomenon at 
Swansea University in the UK, last year. 

“I’d guess that everyone has felt an 
ASMR-like sensation at some point but they 
don’t know there’s a word for it,” he says. 

Those who do experience it say it often 
starts in childhood, and many add they felt 
it when first getting a haircut, or when they 
were given close and gentle attention from 

their mum as a kid.  
It’s difficult to pin  
down exactly what 
ASMR is, unless you 
have it. Those who do 
stress that it isn’t a 
sexual thing – only  
5 per cent of people in 
the study reported using 
ASMR media for sexual 
stimulation. It seems to have its roots  
in relaxation, and possibly meditative 
states, but more research is needed. 

“We were surprised to see the extent  
to which ASMR improved people’s mood,” 
Davis says. “People had a strong and 
immediate lasting improvement in mood 
from using it, and this was particularly 
strong in people who had a lower mood to 
begin with. Others reported using ASMR to 
help with chronic pain and other disorders.”   

The comfort factor
One thing that’s known is that the ASMR 
response needs to be set off by a ‘trigger’ 
and these are quite individual. For one 
person it could be particular sounds, such 
as the scratch of a fountain pen or pages 
turning. Others feel it through empathy. 

Some of the most popular items on 
YouTube are role-play videos in which  
the creator is softly talking in very close 
proximity to the camera, so it seems as if 
they’re next to you doing things, such as 
giving you a dental check-up or an ear 

examination. It sounds pretty creepy, but 
people who experience ASMR relate it back 
to therapeutic childhood feelings of being 
cared for and comforted. 

“ASMR people tend to be more on the 
sensitive side, and this makes for a lovely 

community atmosphere as we have lots  
of sweet empathetic people from all over 
the world,” Smith says. 

There’s also a collaboration between 
ASMR content creators who understand 
each other’s unique work. This is due to  
the fact that a lot of ASMR media relies on 
sound and using sensitive microphones,  
so it’s often filmed late at night, when plane 
and traffic sounds are reduced. 

If you’re reading this and nodding your 
head, then you’re one of the lucky ones  
who experience ASMR. But is there any 
value in watching a video of someone 
combing their hair for 50 minutes if you 
don’t get the physical sensations? 

Smith says yes: “We can all learn from 
stillness and we can all feel connection with 
another. I receive emails regularly from 
people who say they don’t experience 
tingles but they still gain a lot from the 
videos, including calmness, relief from 
anxiety and a deeper sleep.” 
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     Top ASMR triggers 
According to the Swansea University survey of 475 people

The sound of a 
make-up brush 
on skin and 
fingers stroking 
styrofoam balls 
are both ASMR 
triggers.

 75% Whispering  69% Personal attention
 64% Crisp sounds (metallic foil, tapping fingernails)

 53% Slow movements 
 36% Repetitive movements (brushing hair)
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