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Proposal for Dissertation


For my proposal for my dissertation, I will be exploring 3 keywords that reflect my interests and passions within my practice (graphic design). I will be researching Personal Branding, Album Covers and Subliminal Messages. These three words will be supported by a minimum of three images in synthesis with three philosophers/ thinkers. I will be exploring the theories from Erving Goffman (Personal Branding), John Berger (Album Covers) and James Vicary & Faten Atrees (Subliminal Messages) and supporting them with necessary images. 






























Personal branding

Personal branding is a marketing concept that is associated with the marketing strategies that a person uses to promote their traits in their market (Zarkada, 2012). This procedure is carried out in three phases to be successful (Khedher, 2014). The first step is to create a brand identity, a person looking to create a brand for themselves needs to stand out and distinguish themselves from the competition while also satisfying the desires and expectations of their targeted market (Khedher, 2014). The second step is to expand the brand's position by creating active communication, which is achieved through self-representation, symbolism, verbal encounters, and social media (Khedher, 2014). Finally, the third step consists of assessing a brand’s image and using it to fulfil both personal and professional objectives, therefore personal branding can help individuals stand out in a competitive job market (Khedher, 2014). People build their human capital through personal branding by investing in continued education. They increase their social capital by developing their visibility and notoriety, and therefore gain access to financial success and become economically profitable. (Khedher, 2014). 
Many worldwide famous companies such as “Coke, Volvo and Microsoft” have a “brand essence” that translates to something unique, rather than focusing on what they are as a brand, they scope in on what is expected of them and their products, and how they are perceived (Montoya and Vandehey, 2002). An example of a company that disposed of the rational way of branding itself as “Nike”. During its first years “Nike” was a shoe brand however once the ad agency “Weiden and Kenny” proposed the “Just do it” tagline it transformed the brand from a quality shoe company to ‘do whatever it takes, no matter what’  (Montoya and Vandehey, 2002).
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 Fig.1 (Nike: Hoop it up)				Fig.2 (Colin Kaepernick and 'Just Do It', 2018)




Celebrities, politicians, and people who look for  uniqueness, social variation and support all use personal branding to establish themselves. The audience/consumers assess these people by their actions and differences however, behind closed doors their actions aren’t the same as they seem in the public eye.
Sociologist Erving Goffman wrote a book titled “The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life” in 1949, to illustrate the nuances and significance of face-to-face social interaction using imagery from the theatre. He presented a theory of social interaction, which he referred to as the dramaturgical model of social life (Crossman, 2019). Goffman believes social interaction resembles a theatre, and people in everyday life are like actors on a stage, playing different parts. Role-players are observed by other individuals who react to the performances. The actors have a 'front stage' experience in social interaction, as in theatrical performances when they are on stage in front of an audience. The actors are aware of this audience and the roles they are expected to play, and this influences their behaviour (Crossman, 2019). The back region of performance, or 'backstage,' is also a place where an individual can relax, be themselves, and play the role or identity they play when in public (Crossman, 2019). Finally, the individual actors meet audiences separately from the team performance on stage in the ‘offstage area’. When the audience is segmented in this manner, specific performances can be given (Crossman, 2019). Goffman believes that when an individual appears before others, he or she will have several motives for trying to influence how others perceive them and the situation (Goffman, 1949).


Album Covers
Music's pervasiveness in modern culture is both overwhelming and unmistakable. Furthermore, it has reached the stage where music is virtually inevitable. Coffee shops, supermarkets, and in many cases even churches are filled with music. Some events revolve specifically and exclusively on music and the importance of music in several social events such as weddings and parties (Dalrymple, 2009). Music has been utilised for a variety of purposes, including entertainment, propaganda, and even therapeutic needs. Added to this, music's significance has been demonstrated throughout history in a variety of cultures and among individuals of practically all races, ages, and socioeconomic situations. 
There is more to music than just the music itself. Although listening is the most important element, one must not ignore cover art's role in creating a successful album (Petrovski and Gentile, 2016). A variety of methods are available to represent music albums other than directly using the musical content, such as extracting entities and relations from unstructured text sources or using user interaction information (Petrovski and Gentile, 2016).
‘Ways of Seeing’ by John Berger is a very influential text on art criticism that was published in 1972 and is based on a BBC television programme of the same name. Although the book and show make the same point, they do differ so in slightly different ways. Berger begins by attempting to explain the connection between words and what we observe. He emphasises that seeing and being recognised come before words. We establish our place in the world through sight, but we explain it through words. Regardless, he contends that there is always a distinction between what we see and what we know. He uses the example of us seeing the sun revolving around the earth but knowing the opposite. Furthermore, he used the image created by Magritte which displayed the clear gap between words and seeing in a painting which is called ‘The Key Of Dreams’.
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Fig.3 (Magritte, 1935, The Key Of Dreams, Brussels.)


Berger goes on to say that what we know and believe influences our way of looking at things. This creates a dynamic relationship. It can start with seeing and recognizing, but our experiences and knowledge evolve into a system that changes our way of looking at things. For example, today's fire is seen differently from the medieval people who believed in the physical reality of hell.

Berger states that “An image is a sight which has been recreated or reproduced which has been detached from the place and time in which it first made its appearance”. This distance can be large or small however, every image and photo contains the perspective of the person who created the image. It depends on the viewer's point of view whether they understand someone else’s picture or not (Berger, 1972). Album covers relate to this as they use semiotic codes which create expressions of class, gender, performance, race, sexuality, and social belonging (Belton, 2015). This is a predictable and stable process that is sufficient to simulate with computer vision to identify the genre of music (Belton, 2015).

[image: 21 (Adele album) - Wikipedia]
Fig.4 Adele 2011, Album cover ‘21’

Adele’s ‘21’ album cover is an example of the use of semiotic codes to create an atmosphere and genre identity. In the foreground, the artist is the key element with her eyes shut and this is the key code of soul music with the artist being the focus with no effects and a plain background. The artist looks deep in thought or upset which connotes what the music will be about, added to this the colours used are monochrome creating sadness which represents the soul genre.



Subliminal Messages
Subliminal perception occurs when one is unaware of the stimulus, subliminal means below an absolute threshold (Atrees, 2015). However, many subliminal messages are supraliminal, which means they fall above the absolute threshold, but the recipient consciously suppresses them. Essentially, consumers do not consciously engage with these messages; they process them subconsciously (Atrees, 2015). Researcher (Atrees, 2015) believes that there are three types of subliminal messages. The first is ‘Visual subliminal Message’ which is structured to be undetected by the conscious mind, although still being able to recognize by the subconscious mind. These types of subliminal messages are not consciously recognized because the messages are camouflaged or on the other hand, displayed at such a fast rate that the human mind can't process the information in time. They are used to bypass the conscious mind and transmit messages directly to the subconscious mind. Positive changes are introduced to a person's subconscious mind as a result of their influence (Atrees, 2015). Subliminal advertising became infamous in 1957 due to the impact of James Vicary who was a private market researcher, he had a crucial impact on the sales of coca-cola and popcorn in the cinemas by incorporating a subliminal flashing message “Drink Coca Cola and Eat Popcorn” (Karremans, Stroebe, Clause, 2006). 
[image: 10) 1/3,000th of a Second — Marc Reid, PhD]
Fig.5 A reproduction of the apparent subliminal message flashed on-screen during runs of Picnic.

Using this type of subliminal message bypasses the conscious mind and sends messages directly to the subconscious mind. They impact a person's subconscious mind and induce positive change in their beliefs and behaviour just as in James Vicary's advert converted the thought of eating popcorn while watching a movie.
Moving on, the next type of subliminal messages are Auditory subliminal messages, they are disguised or hidden by music for example; once the other sounds are removed, they will be clear and easy to hear. According to (Atrees, 2015), there are five ways to incorporate worded messages into music. The first is by adding in messages in music that are below the auditory threshold and are therefore hidden by the music. The second way is to use words that are played backwards and are placed above the threshold of perceptual awareness. The third way is using backmasking which are words that make no sense when played normally but in reverse make a clear message. Fourth is the highpass filtered messages containing a frequency above 15kHz however, they can be used as silent subliminal messages. The final way is by using the time shrunk messages which contain being played back with a higher speed than recorded to decipher a message in a song (Atrees, 2015). An example of the use of auditory subliminal messages can be heard in Kendrick Lamar's 2015 To Pimp A Butterfly album, in which he unveils a poem at the end of every song at the end “ I remember you was conflicted, misusing your influence. Sometimes I did the same,” he repeats after every track. “Abusing my power, full of resentment. Resentment that turned into a deep depression” (Barnes, 2015). As the album ends, it presents the album's central question: What are artists' responsibilities to their listeners? The lyrical message of Lamar's 16-track journey ends in the resurrection of Tupac as his influence on his community was exceptional. Artists have an immense responsibility to their communities and ignore it and that was Lamar’s feeling on the album (Barnes, 2015).
Finally, the last type of subliminal message is the combination of both visual and audio subliminal messages. These subliminal messages influence and have greater effectiveness because they address the subconsciousness through two senses rather than one.
The overall effectiveness of subliminal messages for artists and fans is great as the artist can get creative with the messages that they want to put across to create meaning and brand for themselves and fans get invested in decoding the messages creating a bond between the two. Subliminal messages can also have a major impact on branding as they enhance a brand's overall aesthetic and value by making it look more innovative and smarter (Atrees, 2015).  An example of the quality use of subliminal messages in branding can be found in the Amazon logo. Amazon is a trusted and worldwide known brand and their logo is both smart and effective as the orange arrow pointing from A to Z represents that they offer a wide variety of products literally from A to Z and the shape of the arrow creates a smile which creates a positive aesthetic feel too.
[image: Amazon worker says retailer should close on Thanksgiving | Worcester  Business Journal]
Amazon logo, 2000.




Conclusion
To conclude my dissertation proposal, I have explained and deconstructed the three keywords by translating their effects and impacts. Furthermore, I’ve linked the three words to my area of practice ‘graphic design’ and their role within it. The reason for choosing to look into personal branding is because I have always been interested in how it affects the person that you are designing for, the image that it gives the client and how it presents them and as Goffman stated that a person looking to brand themselves will need to be presented a certain way to appeal to the attracting audience. Similarly, my fascination with album cover art started when I liked seeing the cover first before listening to the songs as it sparked an idea of what the album would be about. As Berger states that for the consumer to be attracted to the music the artist's cover needs to be designed in a way to attract the consumer into that genre using specific design components. Finally, subliminal messages have always been a curiosity about how they are used and their purpose however, after researching deeper into the topic it came to my attention how creative and connecting they are between the artist and consumer to create loyalty and bond, again creating a specific image for the artist to become notorious. 

The working research question of ‘How do music artists use subliminal messages to brand themselves and create a loyal fanbase?’ is the current working question proposed for the Dissertation, however, it might only be a starting point in the future. From this research, a variety of sub-questions can be generated to help me in the future such as ‘The crucial role of graphic design in music artist's brand’ ‘Do album covers influence the bond between the artist and fans?’ ‘Can subliminal messages be used as a part of a brand?’ ‘The importance of originality in branding to stay relevant in music?’ and ‘Use of subliminal messages in album covers to create excitement?’. The concepts of ‘originality, relevance, mystery, deciphering, the bond between fans and artists and symbolism have been considered for further exploration for my dissertation next year.
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