Do Subliminal Self-Help Tapes Work?
PID: _____________________________

The Situation
You saw a newspaper ad seeking volunteers for a study of subliminal tapes, and you could not resist.  No money is offered for participating, but you’ve heard about the power of subliminal (outside of conscious awareness) messages, so you sign up.  During your first session, an experimenter hands you a cassette tape made by a company that specializes in subliminal materials.  He asks you to listen to the tape once a day, every day, for five weeks.  But first, you fill out some questionnaires, including some self-esteem scales and memory tests.  When you’ve finished, you are handed a cassette tape labeled either ‘Subliminal Building Self-Esteem’ or ‘Subliminal Memory Improvement’.

With tape in hand, you go home and try it.  All you can hear is classical music, but you know that the tape contains faint messages you cannot consciously detect, such as ‘I have high self-worth’ or ‘My ability to remember is increasing daily’.  The tape is now part of your daily routine, and after five weeks, you return to the lab for testing.  As before, you fill out some self-esteem scales and memory tests.  Then depending on the group you’re in, the experimenter asks, ‘Do you feel that the tape has improved your self-esteem (memory)?’

The procedure in this study is simple.  Participants are exposed to positive subliminal messages concerning their self-esteem or memory.  After five weeks, the experimenter measures both actual improvement on objective tests and self-rated improvement.  There’s just one hitch.  Although half the participants receive tapes that are correctly labeled, the other half have tapes with the labels reversed (the self-esteem tapes have the memory label, and vice versa).

What’s Your Prediction?
So what do you think happens?  Let’s focus on the potential for improvement in memory.  To some extent, objective-test scores should increase across the board simply because participants had practice taking such tests in the first session.  But what about the added benefit to those who listened to the tape?  In the first row of the table below, put an X in those conditions in which you think the tape produced an actual increase in memory-test scores.  Then in the second row, put an X where you think the participants perceived an improvement in their memory.
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