Auditory Subliminal Messaging: Is it effective in music?
Can you hear what you can’t hear? Well, no, according to the evidence. There is no question regarding the impact that music can have on our psyche (North, 2012). A horror movie without music becomes little more than a series of people jumping out at one another. The same can be said for the spoken word, as any advertising campaign shows. Again, when it comes to visual subliminal messaging there is significant evidence for its efficacy dating right back to (add in date of popcorn one). With the powerful effect of all of these, surely mixing them would result in an effective method of influencing behaviour. 

Auditory vs visual?
The obvious answer is the sense that they are perceived with. Visual subliminal messaging relies on being processed by sight, while auditory subliminal messaging relies on being processed through hearing. This seemingly obvious distinction has implications that are less obvious. 
	The brain recognised stimuli that it can process. Vision creates an image of something, no matter how briefly this image is seen. This allows for the image to be processed and understood by the brain. With auditory subliminal messaging however, the methods used to create the message itself is either too soft or too unrecognisable to be detected, and therefore the stimuli would not be able to be sent to the brain to be processed.
	Visual subliminal messaging has a clear and proven effect on human behaviour, so much so that in an empirical study conducted on Indian consumers, those in charge of the study called for restrictions to be placed on its use in Indian advertising media (Sofi, et al., 2018). 

Cases and Concepts
The most prominent case of backwards masking is and always will be the Judas Priest case. In late 1985, two young men, James Vance and Raymond Belknap used a shot gun to shoot themselves in the face. Raymond Belknap was killed instantly, but James Vance was severely disfigured, loosing most of the lower half of his face, and survived (Drean Deceivers: The story behind James Vance vs Priest Court Case 1992, 1992). 
	Three months after his unsuccessful suicide attempt and the successful attempt of his friend, Vance sent a letter to Belknap’s mother stating that he believed he and his friend were ‘mesmerized’ by the music they had listened to that night and that had been the cause of their suicide attempt that night (markster, 1990). This case was brought to civil court by Belknap’s mother, leading to a drawn out trial that was resolved in favour of Judas priest.
	The trial was filled with inconsistencies and incorrect data on the part of the prosecution, but the most egregious example is that of the testimony from the prosecution expert, Bill Nickloff, who claimed to identify words like ‘kill’ and ‘blood’, as well as darker phrases such as ‘suicide is in’ and ‘fuck the Lord, fuck all of you’. This claim was not only given by an unqualified witness, it was also rapidly shown as a farcical argument when the defence demonstrated how anything could be heard with the right prior suggestion.
	Sadly, despite the evidence that came from this case, there has been a steady stream of accusations against a variety of bands including Eminem, The Eagles and Led Zepplin (Demain, 2011), no matter how many times they are proven to be wrong.
Bonanza of Evidence
But of course, assertions without proof are at best useless, and at worst misleading and damaging. This is what occurred in the case of Judas Priest, with the band experiencing a drop in sales. As the band already had a loyal fan base, they were able to survive the bad publicity (Judas Priest v. SECOND JUDICIAL COURT, 1988), but they have since stated that it was a very difficult time for them, and could have destroyed smaller bands (markster, 1990).
	The time of the trial saw a great influx in the research of the suggested theory. The most comprehensive contemporary paper by Phillip Merikle (1988), in which he discussed the popularity of cassette tapes being marketed as having subliminal messaging which could influence behaviour and learning in a positive way. His study occurred 2 years before the trial of Judas Priest came to fruition, however it was in the very centre of the frenzy that surrounded the trial, and a time when the concentration of research was at its peak (Merikle, 1988).
	A more recent comprehensive study was published in 2006. Egermann, Kopiez and Reuter identified 5 potential methods of concealing subliminal messages in music (Egermann, et al., 2006). One of the first, and most commonly thought of messages in the insertion of words or phrases in music that are below the auditory threshold, which are then hidden by the music.
	The second and third common methods, and the key part of the case against Judas Priest, is backwards masking. Backwards masking is the act of reversing a word or phrase and inserting it into music. This message is thus hidden in the music, and more usually in the lyrics. Supposedly, the brain will pick up these reversed messages without the listener being consciously aware. This can either be done above or below the perception threshold (Egermann, et al., 2006) (Demain, 2011).
	The fourth involves very high frequency (15 kHz) being used to hide the messages. This is known as silent-subliminal, as they are imperceptible to human hearing (Egermann, et al., 2006).
	Lastly, messages played back twice as fast as they were originally recorded, called time-shrunk messages, are hidden within music.
	Egermann, Kopiez and Reuter conducted a survey of results into a number of previous studies into audio subliminal messaging between 1975 and 2001 (see table below). The overwhelming result of this survey is that there was either no result, or a placebo effect. The surveyed results fall completely in line with those in Merikle’s study, and with those that they found in their own experiment (Egermann, et al., 2006) (Merikle, 1988). 
	Their experiment was reminiscent of many into auditory subliminal testing, in that it attempted to influence a choice using these messages (Egermann, et al., 2006) (Sofi, et al., 2018) (Sharma, 2015). The test conditions were inclusive of word choice and drink choice, as well as the effect on children compared to adults. As with all other experiments there was no statistically relevant difference found.
	


Table taken from (Egermann, et al., 2006)










Even in cases where the participants were aware that they were being subjected to subliminal messaging, such as Harris, Salus, Rerecich and Larson’s 1996 study, the participants did not achieve a greater result than that which would have resulted from chance (Harris, et al., 1996).
	Due in large part to the damning expert testimony in the Judas Priest trial (Animadvert', 2009), there has not been a regular flow of research into auditory subliminal messages as can be found with other phenomenon of this nature. What has come out is consistent insofar as the results the studies produced. The claims about auditory subliminal messaging are unfounded. So why does the myth persist? There are a number of reasons possible for this.

Falsely positive
In cases of backwards masking, the incidents of the placebo effect are pronounced. Returning to the James V Judas Priest Trial, the assertions of the prosecution that the phrase ‘do it’ was repeatedly included in the songs ‘Heroes End’ and ‘Beyond The Realms of Death’ by Judas Priest (Drean Deceivers: The story behind James Vance vs Priest Court Case 1992, 1992). However, the defence argued that anything could be identified when the words were played backwards. In order to demonstrate this, they suggested a phrase to the judge, in this case ‘I asked for a peppermint’ on the song Exciter, and upon playing the reversed song the judge and others in the court could clearly hear the suggested words (Animadvert', 2009) (markster, 1990).
	A decade later, in a lecture on the satanic panic, activist Seth Andrews demonstrated the placebo effect by playing a song condemned in the frenzy. Just as in the Judas Priest trial, he presented a phrase through reversing the audio of a song and suggested a sinister message. The audience heard the suggested message upon listening to this (Andrews, 2017). He then replayed it with a second, meaningless suggestion, which resulted in the audience hearing this too.
	A seminar room packed with people had this effect demonstrated to them, despite the previous part of the lecture that had explained the issue to them, and heard both the so called messages that were suggested to them (Andrews, 2017). Being told that they would be hearing a subliminal message, and what they would be hearing, appeared to be a key influencer.
	This was not, however, any form of controlled experiment, and thus the resultant astonishment is anecdotal at best. However, others have theorised the placebo effect to be in place within their own experiments, within both visual and auditory subliminal messaging (Egermann, et al., 2006) (Merikle, 1988).
	This was covered by Merikle in his paper, although he was investigating the potential positive effects of auditory subliminal messaging. He found that the thought of the help they were potentially receiving from the self help tapes had an effect of participants believing they were benefitting from what they were hearing (Merikle, 1988). As such, even the thought of a message is enough to have an effect.

Conclusion
There is little more that can be said regarding the efficacy of auditory subliminal messages. They have been proven time and again to lie somewhere between a hoax and a con, and to be ineffective in marketing. Despite the pervasive fearmongering of those with an agenda, the fallacies are becoming a more widely understood concept and, in time, the myth of subliminal auditory messages having any influence on a listener will surely die out. Referring to Merikle a final time: ‘Based on these results, the only reasonable conclusion is that these audio cassettes do not contain any embedded subliminal messages that could conceivably influence behaviour.’ (Merikle, 1988)
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