
AWE-some: 
How Music Can 
Make Us Well

Indre Viskontas, MM, PhD
University of San Francisco









Music isn’t music 
until your brain 
makes it so. 
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1. Wellbeing, Awe and Social Connection Surveys: 
~1300 Before the Festival
~1500 During the Festival
~2000 After the Festival 
Aged 11-89

2. Physiological Measure: Heart Rate Tracking
~35 performers
~35 viewers

2024 Dainu Šventė Study Design



Core 
Features 
of Awe:

Vastness - Encountering something that transcends ordinary 
experience in size, scope, complexity, or significance

Need for accommodation - A cognitive challenge where existing 
mental frameworks must expand to process the experience

Diminished sense of self - Feeling small or insignificant in relation to 
something greater

Sense of connection - Feeling more connected to others, nature, or 
the universe

Time distortion - Perception that time has slowed down or expanded

Physical sensations - Often includes goosebumps, shivers, or a 
feeling of being moved

Transcendence - A sense of going beyond ordinary experience or 
consciousness



Music that 
Induces Chills





95% of our respondents 
reported experiencing 
some ‘chills’, with most 
feeling them very 
strongly.

Is getting the ‘chills’ from music limited to ‘special’ brains? 



Feeling the ‘chills’ is 
related to feeling 
connected. 

R2=0.173, p<.001



Music Synchronizes Brain and Body Rhythms



Tracking Heart Rate Synchrony
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Synchronized Heart Rhythms During the Song Festival

Performers Audience

Control condition = time misaligned HR signals (expected HR synchrony from two heart rate signals)

Peformer-Audience

Ivana Konvalinka & Hanlu He
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Wellbeing Improved For Participants







In Medicine, music can

• Reduce side effects of both cancer and other illnesses and their treatment

• Cut illness-related pain and anxiety

• Improve mood and induce relaxation

• Reduce the amount of sedative needed during surgery

• Improve surgical outcomes

• Relieve chemotherapy-induced nausea and vomiting

• Reduce stress and increase an overall sense of well-being

• Lower heart rate, blood pressure, and breathing rates

• Reduce insomnia and depression

• Reduce agitation and aggressive behaviors in patients with dementia

• Improve acute cardiovascular function through singing







Parkinson’s Disease

Dopamine levels



We don’t see the rhythm: 
we feel the beat. 









Arcuate Fasciculus







PMHU envisions a world where music is 
utilized as a fully integrated tool for restoring 
dignity and humanity within isolated spaces.





Thank you. 

www.indreviskontas.com
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