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Does sound control us more than we realise and is there a boundary to what we should allow? 
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The aim of this research practice

Within this writing I will be sculpting my dissertation question around how music can affect us emotionally and the ethics in using music to subliminally alter the consumers thought process. This is something that is done daily in big supermarkets and chains, so customers will be more compliant to a certain style of behaviour. Maybe to alter how fast you’re in and out of the shop itself.  What I would like to find out Is if there may be a boundary? How much of an effect does it actually have? These are all questions I am going to be deciphering to find a focus point for my dissertation research next year.




Environmental sounds

Humans have used their hearing as a key fundamental sense to survive throughout time and with this comes a strong connection with reacting to what we hear.  [Reference] 
Using our ears is built into our DNA, we rarely think on as it happens automatically. A study shows that actively ‘we listen for about 45 percent of our waking hours ‘.  Added to this, in the very loud and noisy world we now live in due to major technological advancements we have been subject to, we are over exposed to noise from our day to day lives. With this over exposure we find that we end up listening to a lot of things subliminally and without our knowledge, and all of what we hear has a direct impact on what emotional state we are feeling. (cite) All that sound that we asses by processing it directly into emotion allows us to then form a reaction of that feeling. 

Noise pollution is an issue that can have massive negative effects on not only people’s moods, but how they feel physically. Sound is a vibration that you do physically feel, because of this, certain frequencies can cause major discomfort or unpleasantness and even physical pain, which in turn will become a key factor in how an individual makes decisions or may react during their day. 

As a society, we are very reactive to our surroundings, and companies are very aware of this. Studies have shown that the use of music within shops has been hand crafted to change the customers perception of their product and overall surroundings. An example of this, is the use of classical music to help increase the price of luxury items (like watches or designer clothes, amongst others), that the customer is expected to pay, due to connection that classical music has with sophistication and a higher class of life. Where as country music would increase a person’s spending range on something that may not be as aesthetically pleasing but has better performance. According to Adrian North, a psychological scientist from Curtin University “Several studies have indicated that the upmarket stereotype of classical music is associated with customers being prepared to pay more for the same products than when other musical styles or no music are played,”.
Another part of this study demonstrated how music from the environment can affect one’s decisions. They did this by playing music from three different countries and then had them chose a meal off the menu. The study found that the subjects chose meals relating to the origin of the music playing. 
This shows just how susceptible the human brain is to an outside subliminal influence. Just by hearing the sounds that are typical of that country, the target audience is sub-consciously swayed towards choosing the related dishes.

Whilst many people believe that music helps them focus whilst studying, there has been new research [Lancaster uni] that has challenged this. They conducted a test and compared how people performed whilst exposed to certain music and none at all, with the overall outcome being that people perform better without any music at all.  Another journal tells of a similar result were listening to a piece of music with large amounts of sound from the vocal frequency range (80hz-300hz), will be very distracting and harder for the user to concentrate. Although, the background noise on a whole, would cause no significant distraction at a stable state. {cite} 

A lot of this can be perceived through the method that analyses Pleasure, Arousal and Dominance (PAD). This method was introduced by Albert Mehrabian and James A. Russel.  This particular method suggests that the environment that surrounds us can be changed and affected to manipulate these states of emotion. This is therefore linked to auditory stimuli when associated to consumerism. We notice the patterns of behaviour that each individual is associated with is linked to their emotional state dependant on the type of musical environment they are surrounded by. 



Auditory Enhancement 

Among other uses music is mostly used for enhancement in day to day life. People use it to help them in a manner of situations, mostly for relaxation or inspiration. The use of music for enhancement with exercise is very common and certain parameters actually effect how much harder you will push yourself in a workout. It has been proven that whilst working out at 75% of your max heart rate, you will perform better and recover quicker listening to music in the background. [Cite]
 With this in mind it is apparent that there are some subliminal effects within our brain that are a consequence of sound itself. Since 1940 to the present day sound has been used in the medical realm with music therapy to help children with varying stages of autism and other mental illnesses.] cite] 
We can see the same pattern repeat how music and sound can have different impacts on different individuals. The fact that it can music can affect you emotionally means you are able to manipulate this emotion. This can be done easily and more often than not subconsciously. An individual who is in a sad mood might want to change this emotion and use music as a comfort. The mood of the individual will affect the choice of songs, he may want to be in a happier mood and therefore chose more upbeat or rhythmic sounds and frequencies. 
We notice that music is seen around us more often than we care to notice. When we go into lifts, restaurants, churches and other places alike, there is generally a background noise that is almost taken for granted, and therefore often blurred into the back of minds. This background music is generally what can shape the environment and overall ambiance of a place. When there is a quiet restaurant with minimal number of tables the music in the background is what makes the environment less awkward. Music is a break in the silence that can affect how people act. People in a quiet silent restaurant might be inclined to join in with the silence in fear of breaking it. This shows we can enhance the entire mood in the simplest of environments through the use of sound. 
From the consumers perspective we can take the same concept. The type of music used in particular types of shops can affect the mood of said shops as well as influencing the type of products you may buy. With this in mind we need to pose the question of whether it is ethically moral to subliminally manipulate the consumers through auditory means? As the tailored music is placed there intentionally to influence your emotions and decisions we can call this a manipulation as the consumers is not aware of the influence around them. In the long run this is something that can create a trend and even cause repetitive consumer habits because of the constant mass manipulation. Is this making us more susceptible the more we are exposed to it?  
We need to start considering why there hasn’t been more time and research dedicated into the use of music and sound for the purpose of enhancing one’s wellbeing. As opposed to using the power of music to emotionally influence consumers for the gains of others, enhancing one’s wellbeing through sound would be considered a personal gain. This can help with for example people with Alzheimer’s or Dementia who suffer from memory less. Music can be played to individuals suffering from this disease in order to trigger memories of places or people, depending where or with who they heard the song playing.

 
 


· Subliminal tactics within consumerism 
With music being so deeply embedded with our cognitive processes and emotions [cite] we have little control over our immediate reactions to certain tones and timbres. [cite Chinese EMG]. The consumer is more likely to buy something more abstract when listening to a low frequency, however they are more likely to buy a concrete product if exposed to higher frequencies.   
According to the Cambridge English Dictionary, consumerism is defined as “ the situation in which too much attention is given to buying and owning things”. Companies and organisations alike have use music as a tactic in order to influence societies consumerism habits. Through the use of jingles, rhythmic patterns and memorable melodies, brands have been able to gain a new type of recognition where a sound is directly associated to the brands image. 

Due to a massive increase in technological advancements over the past years, advertisers are able to reach a higher audience over a much greater radius via the television, radio, etc. This has caused a mass overexposure of sound throughout different types of media and consequently affected peoples overall attention span. These motifs are generally short pieces played at higher frequencies like a melody line in a song, in order to capture the consumers attention. Overall this leads to the consumer associating the sound to the product when heard from any type of media outlet. 
  
Companies use this to their advantage all the time. In shops where there may be small quick sale and you may find a lot of consumers; a faster tempo music will be playing in the background. This is usually quite upbeat and loud in order to keep people moving quicker by influencing them to make quicker decisions when it comes down to buying a product or not, in consequence this affects the amount of people that are entering and leaving the shop. 

On the other hand, in shops where the product is of a higher value or considered a luxury item, the use of mellow and soothing music, often without the use of lyrics is used to encourage the consumer into taking their time to consider the product and again make their overall decision about it. This soft and slow rhythms subliminally calm and relax the consumer which overall end up spending more time in the given place, allowing the consumer to look at more products in the same way shops are sometimes laid out as somewhat of a maze in order for you to end up walking past all their available products. Music can do this in the same way and subliminally make decisions for the individual, sometimes this can be as subtle as a change in mood, such as being relaxed. 

In the UK in 2008 a new measure was implemented into some shopfronts which consisted of a high frequency tone that could only be heard by people under the age of 25 in shops all across the country. This high frequency tone is irritating to those who hear it making it an unnatural and unpleasant sound. This was done in order to deter groups of children and youths from gathering in the shops and loitering the area. This measure was short lived and was quickly dismantled by 2010. I would like to add that I agree with the decision to take it down, as this does tone does not only effect those targeted but also any person passing by, like a mother and their child, teenagers walking by, anyone. We once again raise the issue as to how ethically moral this really is and whether this type of manipulation should be permitted at all. 

What I have learnt from this project.

Through the study and research of this particular domain, I have gained an insight into how sound is actually being used to manipulate the consumer generally for the purpose of capital gain. This caused me to gain a genuine interest in the matter and formulate my own thoughts and opinions which have lead me to acquire particular knowledge. Overall this has made me question whether the tactics being used are ethical or not and if we are abusing a moral boundary. This especially noticeable with the global reach of brands that companies have in society nowadays and the lack of studies or research that have been carried out on the long and short-term effects of these tactics.
With the technological advances we have, I believe we should be investing more time and effort into researching different avenues such as: musical therapy, meditation and binaural beats (the manipulation of alpha- zeta and gamma waves in music in order to stimulate the brain), in order to help improve the lives of individuals worldwide. Perusing these avenues could aid in the development in a wider range of sectors by implementing their methods for the wellbeing of society. 





If we are constantly exposed to soundwaves in our daily lives, at most times against our will, is it then ethical for companies to use auditory tactics to persuade you subliminally?
Is this doing any lasting damage to how we react and perceive to sound over time?  
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