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Abstract. Whether masked number priming involves a low-level sensorimotor route or an amodal semantic level of processing remains highly
debated. Several alternative interpretations have been put forward, proposing either that masked number priming is solely a byproduct of practice
with numbers, or that stimulus awareness was underestimated. In a series of four experiments, we studied whether repetition and congruity
priming for numbers reliably extend to novel (i.e., unpracticed) stimuli and whether priming transfers from a visual prime to an auditory target,
even when carefully controlling for stimulus awareness. While we consistently observed cross-modal priming, the generalization to novel stimuli
was weaker and reached signiﬁcance only when considering the whole set of experiments. We conclude that number priming does involve an
amodal, semantic level of processing, but is also modulated by task settings.
Keywords: subliminal, priming, cross-modal, numerosity

What is the depth of processing of subliminal stimuli? While
there is now little disagreement regarding the existence of
unconscious perceptual processes, the participation of higher
levels remains somewhat controversial (see Kouider &
Dehaene, 2007, for an extensive review). More speciﬁcally,
whether subliminal perception conveys semantic information has not yet been fully resolved. Although several neuroimaging studies have provided strong evidence for brain
events associated with semantic-level processing of masked
or blinked words (Gaillard et al., 2006; Kiefer, 2002; Luck,
Vogel, & Shapiro, 1996), behavioral studies using masked
priming have yielded debated results. Claims for semanticlevel processing (Naccache & Dehaene, 2001a, 2001b;
Reynvoet, Gevers, & Caessens, 2005) have been contested
on grounds of lower-level interpretations (e.g., sensorimotor
associations; Damian, 2001) or of partial prime awareness
(Abrams & Grinspan, 2007; Kouider & Dupoux, 2007).
In this study, we will address these aspects in the number
domain which, as we shall review below, has been more
promising than the domain of words in providing some evidence in favor of subliminal processing at higher levels of
processing. In particular, we will test, through a cross-modal
manipulation, whether subliminal number priming extends
beyond perceptual domains. Before presenting our study,
we review some of the key issues that have been outlined
as confounds in demonstrating subliminal semantic priming.
The very existence of subliminal perception has
remained controversial since the very ﬁrst days of experimental psychology (see Kouider & Dehaene, 2007). After
more than a century of research, full of replication failures,
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experimental artifacts, and awareness underestimation
issues, two independent studies provided several methodological improvements allowing for an unequivocal demonstration of subliminal inﬂuences (Dehaene et al., 1998;
Greenwald, Draine, & Abrams, 1996). Greenwald and
colleagues used an affective evaluation task where subjects
classiﬁed target words as pleasant (e.g., ‘‘happy’’) or
unpleasant (e.g., ‘‘vomit’’), and these words were preceded
either by a congruent prime (i.e., a word from the same
category, such as ‘‘love’’ preceding the target ‘‘happy’’) or
by an incongruent prime (‘‘vomit’’ preceding ‘‘happy’’).
Subjects were faster for congruent trials compared to incongruent trials, even under conditions where they could not
perform the affective evaluation on the prime, evidencing
a semantic congruity priming effect in the absence of awareness. Dehaene and colleagues provided a similar demonstration in the number domain. In their study, subjects were
asked to classify target numbers, presented as written word
forms or in Arabic notation, as either smaller or larger than
5. These visible numbers were preceded by masked number
primes that were also smaller or larger than 5 but that participants were unable to consciously detect. Subjects were faster when both the prime and the target belonged to the same
category than when they belonged to opposite categories. In
addition, using functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging
(fMRI) and Event Related Potentials (ERPs), they found that
subliminal stimuli can not only elicit a behavioral inﬂuence,
but also neural activity in the motor cortex due to response
competition. In addition, cross-notation (e.g., from Arabic
digit to number word) repetition suppression was also
 2009 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers
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observed in the bilateral intraparietal cortex, a region associated with semantic-level number processing (Naccache &
Dehaene, 2001a). Thus, by the end of the second millennium, the issue of the existence of unconscious perception
appeared to be resolved with a positive outcome.
Nevertheless, it did not take long before other studies
(Abrams & Greenwald, 2000; Damian, 2001) revealed that
congruity effects, although they appear to be genuinely subliminal, could be totally reframed and subsumed a nonsemantic interpretation. Because the two former studies by
Dehaene et al. (1998) and Greenwald et al. (1996) used a
restricted set of stimuli appearing several times both as
primes and as targets, response congruity effect could be as
well reﬂecting conﬂicting stimulus-response associations
(e.g., the prime 4 has been previously associated with the left
hand, while the prime 9 has been associated with the right
hand, resulting in a motor response conﬂict) rather than competition between semantic categories. Damian (2001) asked
subjects to classify words in terms of the physical size of
the object they represented in reference to a 20 · 20 cm
frame (e.g., ‘‘spider’’ was smaller while ‘‘house’’ was larger).
Damian found that subliminal congruity effects were
restricted to practiced primes, that is to prime stimuli that
have previously been mapped to a response during the experiment. Unpracticed primes did not give rise to any congruity
effect. Damian (2001) argued that the ﬁnding of Dehaene
et al. (1998) could be best interpreted in terms of the direct
motor speciﬁcation hypothesis (Neumann & Klotz, 1994)
according to which subliminal congruity effects do not need
to be mediated by the semantic level. Instead, they reﬂect the
unconscious triggering of a motor response that has been
associated, through learning, with a given stimulus. Abrams
and Greenwald (2000) showed that subliminal priming not
only does not generalize to novel words, as in Damian’s
study, but also that it results from a learned association
between fragments of the word primes and a response. For
instance, in an affective evaluation task where the target
words ‘‘smut’’ and ‘‘bile’’ were repeatedly classiﬁed as
unpleasant, subliminal presentation of the prime word
‘‘smile’’ (made of smut and bile) initiated an unpleasant
response (conversely for ‘‘tumor’’ which initiated a pleasant
response following practice with ‘‘tulip’’ and ‘‘humor’’).
Yet, recent studies have shown that the sensorimotor
interpretation cannot be the whole story. Indeed, Naccache
and Dehaene (2001a) found that subliminal number priming
occurred not only for practiced primes (the numbers 1, 4, 6,
and 9) but also by generalizing to unpracticed primes (2, 3,
7, and 8), although the latter led to a weaker effect. The fact
that priming can extend to prime stimuli that have never
been seen as targets suggests that number priming is mediated, at least in part, by semantic representations. Other studies (Greenwald, Abrams, Naccache, & Dehaene, 2003;
Reynvoet et al., 2005) have replicated this generalization
to unpracticed numbers, although here also not without triggering some controversies. Indeed, Greenwald et al. used
two-digit numbers to be compared to 55 and found that,
depending on instructions and task context, subjects at times
extracted the meaning of a two-digit number prime, and at
other times treated the digits independently, sometimes
resulting in paradoxical fragment-based effects. For
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instance, after practice with conscious trials in which the
digit 6 was seen when classifying 56 as greater than 55,
the masked prime 16 facilitated the greater-than-55
response. Reynvoet et al. have been criticized for not being
cautious enough regarding stimulus awareness (assessed in
participants that did not participate in the priming experiments), their ﬁnding being then interpreted as potentially
reﬂecting supraliminal rather than genuinely subliminal
number processing by other researchers (see Elsner, Kunde,
& Kiesel, 2008; Kunde, Kiesel, & Hoffmann, 2005). In
addition, Elsner et al. (2008) recently found number priming
for practiced primes but without generalization to unpracticed primes. Similar inconsistencies can be found in the
domain of words. Indeed, while the rule tends to be that
word priming is restricted to practiced primes, there also
exist a few exception studies showing that it can generalize
to unpracticed primes (Klauer, Eder, Greenwald, & Abrams,
2007; Van den Bussche & Reynvoet, 2007). As of today, it
remains unclear why some studies report a strong generalization to unpracticed primes while others only found
restricted effects.

The Present Study
The goal of the present study was twosome. First, we
wished to reassess whether one can obtain genuinely subliminal number priming without experimental confounds
that are either due to residual stimulus awareness or due
to practice with the number stimuli. Our objective was to
reevaluate the seminal study by one of us (Dehaene et al.,
1998) while following the rigorous methodological
approach to unconscious perception defended by the other
author (Kouider & Dupoux, 2001, 2004, 2007). Thus, we
decided to replicate the original ﬁnding while carefully
evaluating the generalization to novel primes, as well as
avoiding the possibility of any form of partial awareness.
A second objective was to establish whether the subliminal
analysis of masked number extends beyond the perceptual
domain by examining whether subliminal priming generalizes across modalities. To our knowledge, the possibility
of cross-modal transfer in number priming has not been
tested so far. As such, we included a cross-modal (visualto-auditory) priming manipulation similar to the one developed by Kouider and Dupoux (2001) for words. Since the
original study by Kouider and Dupoux (2001), very few
studies have addressed the modality-speciﬁc or amodal
nature of unconscious processing. Yet, masked cross-modal
priming can be considered as a good index of the involvement of higher-level representations. We return to these
aspects in the General Discussion section.
All of the present experiments use a method very similar
to that of Dehaene et al. (1998): Classiﬁcation of target numbers 1, 4, 6, or 9 as larger or smaller than 5, where each target
is preceded by a numerical prime. Like Naccache and
Dehaene (2001a, 2001b), we used primes that were also
either from the target set 1, 4, 6, 9, or from the novel set 2,
3, 6, 7. We also incorporated a visibility manipulation
(masked vs. unmasked trials) and, crucially, cross-modal
Experimental Psychology 2009; Vol. 56(6):418–433
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trials with a visual prime and an auditory target. Importantly,
we also included here as many repetition trials (e.g., 6 !
/six/) as congruent (e.g., 9 ! /six/) and incongruent trials
(e.g., 4 ! /six/), resulting in one third of each type of trial,
in order to evaluate independently the presence of repetition
and response congruity effects. To fully separate these two
effects, we compared the repeated trials with the nonrepeated
congruent trials (thus providing a pure measure of the repetition effect, uncontaminated by response congruity), and,
separately, the nonrepeated congruent with the nonrepeated
incongruent trials (thus providing a pure measure of the
response congruity effect uncontaminated by stimulus
repetition). The distinction between these two effects is particularly important for cross-modal trials. Finding a crossmodal response congruity effect for practiced primes might
still be attributed to direct sensorimotor pathways, separately
converging onto the same motor preparation system from
visual and from auditory input systems, without requiring
any cross-modal semantic transfer. Cross-modal repetition
priming, on the other hand, provides strong evidence for a
locus of subliminal processing that extends beyond the perceptual domain. Experiment 1 is very close to a replication
of Dehaene et al. (1998), with the addition of cross-modal trials. Experiment 2 introduces unpracticed primes, as well a
more rigorous method for assessing visibility. Experiment
3 uses only masked primes, in order to overcome potential
limitations related to the visibility of supraliminal unpracticed primes. Finally, Experiment 4 relies on a different
masking procedure for cross-modal trials, in order to avoid
any potential inﬂuence of visibility on cross-modal priming.

Experiment 1
Method
Participants
A total of 11 university students recruited in Paris took part
in this experiment. For this and all subsequent experiments,
all participants had normal or corrected-to-normal vision,
were aged between a minimum of 18 years and a maximum
of 35 years, were native speakers of French, and were naive
regarding the purposes of the experiment.
Stimuli and Apparatus
The stimuli were primarily constituted of numbers and
masking stimuli. The numbers were 1, 4, 6, and 9, and were
presented either as Arabic digits (e.g., 6), as French written
words in uppercase letters (e.g., SIX) or as French spoken
words by a male voice (e.g., /sis/). The masks were letter
strings that are illegal in French and were constructed by
randomly combining 6 upper- and lower-case consonant letters (e.g., mCzTrG). Visual events were presented in a white
ﬁxed-width font (i.e., Courier) against a black background
and covered up the central area of a CRT monitor (70 Hz
refresh rate) at a distance of about 60 cm from the
Experimental Psychology 2009; Vol. 56(6):418–433

participant. Auditory stimuli were recorded by a male
French native speaker, digitized on a PC computer using
an OROS-AU22-A/D board, and presented to participants
through headphones. The whole protocol was programmed
and run with the EXPE software package (Pallier, Dupoux,
& Jeannin, 1997).
Procedure and Design
On each trial, participants received a ﬁxation cross, a forward mask, a prime, a backward mask, and a target (see
Figure 1). The ﬁxation cross appeared for 200 ms. The
prime stimuli were presented only visually as Arabic or written word forms and for a 43 ms duration. The two masks
temporally surrounded the prime differently during the
masked and unmasked trials. For masked trials, the masks
were presented for a duration of 57 ms (four screen refresh
cycles). However, for unmasked trials, the prime was not
directly surrounded by the masks (see Figure 1). Instead,
it was surrounded by blank screens presented for 29 ms
(two cycles) which were themselves surrounded by masks
also presented for 29 ms. This procedure has the advantage
of making the primes highly visible in these unmasked trials,
as if they were popping out from the visual stream, while it
also allowed us to keep the prime duration and the primetarget interval identical for both types of trials. During each
trial, the backward and forward masks differed from each
other and were constructed online by the experimental program. Following the backward mask, the target stimuli
could appear in one of the three formats (as Arabic digit
such as ‘‘6’’, as a French written word such as ‘‘six’’, or
as a French auditory word /sis/). The prime was always a
visual stimulus appearing either as an Arabic digit or as a
written word. For trials with a visual target, the target duration was 200 ms. For auditory numbers, participants were
presented with the auditory target along with a third visual
mask consisting in a row of 6 hash marks (######) and presented for 200 ms. This third mask was used because the
preceding short backward mask on its own (i.e., without a
visual target) was not strong enough to prevent prime visibility in the masked cross-modal trials (see Kouider &
Dupoux, 2001). Thus, a trial could be masked or unmasked,
and it could be within-notation (e.g., 6 ! 6, SIX ! SIX),
cross-notation (e.g., 6 ! SIX, SIX ! 6), or cross-modal
(e.g., 6 ! /sis/, SIX ! /sis/).
The experiment consisted in four successive blocks of
216 trials separated by a short break. Each block comprised
either masked or unmasked trials. The order of the blocks
could be either masked ! unmasked ! unmasked !
masked, or it could be unmasked ! masked ! masked
! unmasked. Whether subjects received the former or the
latter block order was systematically alternated from one
participant to the other. In addition, a separate small block
of 12 training trials was performed prior to each block. In
previous experiments (e.g., Dehaene et al., 1998), the experimental list was usually based on the full combination of the
four primes and four targets, resulting in twice more incongruent trials than repetition or congruent (unrepeated) trials
taken separately. Here, because we were as interested in
 2009 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers
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Figure 1. Schematic description of the priming method trials as a function of format change (within-notation, crossnotation, and cross-modal, from left to right) and masking (masked and unmasked trials, from top to bottom).
repetition priming (especially in the cross-modal condition)
as in congruity priming, we equated the proportion of
repetition, congruent, and incongruent trials (i.e., one third
of the trials for each type of relation). We also ensured that
participants received the same proportion of within-notation,
cross-notation, and cross-modal trials, as well as the same
proportion of primes corresponding to an Arabic digit or
to a written word.
Participants were told that they would see or hear a target
number between 1 and 9 (excluding 5), and that they would
have to compare it to a ﬁxed standard of 5. They were
informed that prior to the target number, they would see
some illegal letter strings and, on some trials (i.e., unmasked
trials), a number ﬂashed very brieﬂy. They were instructed
to ignore these preceding stimuli and concentrate only on
the last event to perform the comparison task appropriately.
Participants were instructed to make this decision as quickly
and as accurately as possible. Performance was measured
from a two-button response box in which participants used
the left hand for numbers below 5 and the right hand for
numbers above 5. Participants were forced to respond within
1,500 ms after the target onset, following which the next
trial started with the ﬁxation cross. The whole protocol for
the main experiment lasted about 35 min.
Immediately after the main experiment, participants were
explained that a number (i.e., the prime) actually preceded
the target on each trial since the very beginning of the experiment. They were then instructed to perform the same task
as in the main experiment (i.e., comparison to 5) now on
 2009 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers

the prime and not on the target. Participants were instructed
that they should focus primarily on accuracy, not on speed,
and that they could now take as long as they wanted to
respond. In order to familiarize participants with the new
task, they ﬁrst received a series of training trials (N = 12)
where the prime was displayed for 200 ms under the same
procedure as for masked trials. Then, they received two
blocks of 64 trials randomly selected, both with the prime
duration set back to normal speed (i.e., 43 ms) but with
one block consisting of masked trials while the other was
constituted of unmasked trials. The block order (masked trials ﬁrst or unmasked trials ﬁrst) was alternated from one participant to the other. In addition, each of these two blocks
was preceded by another 12 training trials with the same
respective display parameters.

Results and Discussion
Priming
Incorrect responses (12.75%) and reaction times (RTs)
shorter than 100 ms (0.67%) or longer than 1,000 ms
(0.52%) were excluded from the RT analysis. We ﬁrst performed a 2 · 3 · 3 analysis of variance (ANOVA) on median RTs by subject and by condition with the factors
masking type (masked vs. unmasked), format change
(within-notation, cross-notation, and cross-modal), and relation (repetition, nonrepeated congruent, and incongruent).
Experimental Psychology 2009; Vol. 56(6):418–433
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Figure 2. Average RTs for repetition, congruent, and incongruent trials in Experiment 1 as a function of format change
and masking type. Error bars represent ±1 standard error to the mean.

In the analysis below, we refer to global priming (i.e., potentially merging both repetition and congruity effects) as the
difference between repetition and incongruent trials, repetition priming as the difference between repetition and nonrepeated congruent trials, and congruity priming as the
difference between nonrepeated congruent and incongruent
trials. The average median RTs are depicted in Figure 2.
Unless otherwise stated, all the results reported in the analysis below are signiﬁcant by having a p value below .05.
We ﬁrst looked at main effects and found one of relation,
F(2, 20) = 55.30, p < .0001, and one of format change,
F(2, 20) = 4.96, p < .05. The main effect of masking type
approached signiﬁcance, F(1, 10) = 4.63, p = .06, with a
12 ms slowing for unmasked compared to masked trials.
The relation factor interacted both with format change,
F(4, 40) = 4.74, p < .005, and with masking type,
F(2, 20) = 4.63, p < .05. None of the other interactions
reached signiﬁcance. We then performed planned comparisons by focusing primarily on the relation factor (collapsed
across format change and masking type). We observed a signiﬁcant effect for the three priming contrasts, that is not only
for global priming, F(1, 10) = 80.61, p < .0001, but also
when separately considering repetition priming, F(1, 10) =
24.72, p < .001, and congruity priming, F(1, 10) = 42.54,
p < .0001. Only global priming revealed an interaction with
masking type, F(1, 10) = 9.57, p < .05. Format change interacted with global priming too, F(2, 20) = 7.66, p < .005,
and, in addition, with congruity priming, F(2, 20) = 3.72,
p < .05. These interactions with format change resulted from
the fact that global priming for cross-modal trials was higher
than for both within-notation, F(1, 10) = 7.48, p < .05, and
cross-notation trials, F(1, 10) = 11.62, p < .01, and
from the fact that similarly congruity priming was also
signiﬁcantly higher for cross-modal trials compared to both
Experimental Psychology 2009; Vol. 56(6):418–433

within-notation, F(1, 10) = 5.87, p < .05, and cross-notation
trials, F(1, 10) = 7.00, p < .01.
We then split our analysis to separately study repetition
and congruity priming as a function of masking type. The
two types of priming were signiﬁcant both for unmasked trials (repetition priming: F(1, 10) = 13.55, p < .005 and congruity priming: F(1, 10) = 21.15, p < .001) and, crucially,
for masked trials (repetition priming: F(1, 10) = 27.29,
p < .0005 and congruity priming: F(1, 10) = 47.24,
p < .0001). Considered now separately as a function of
masking type, none of the interactions between priming
and format change described above reached signiﬁcance,
except for a greater masked congruity effect for cross-modal
trials compared to cross-notation trials, F(1, 10) = 5.62,
p < .05. Note also that unmasked repetition priming was
also marginally greater for cross-modal compared to crossnotation trials, F(1, 10) = 4.01, p = .07.
Finally, we further restricted our comparisons to priming
effects as a function of both format change and masking
type. This resulted in 12 contrasts that were all signiﬁcant,
except for one (unmasked cross-notation repetition priming)
which fell short of signiﬁcance (p = .07) (the detailed results
are the following: unmasked within-notation repetition priming, F(1, 10) = 8.06, p < .05; unmasked within-notation
congruity priming, F(1, 10) = 27.47, p < .0005; masked
within-notation repetition priming, F(1, 10) = 6.18,
p < .05; masked within-notation congruity priming,
F(1, 10) = 27.78, p < .0005; unmasked cross-notation repetition priming, F(1, 10) = 4.1365, p = .07; unmasked crossnotation congruity priming, F(1, 10) = 8.45, p < .01;
masked cross-notation repetition priming, F(1, 10) =
14.12, p < .005; masked cross-notation congruity priming,
F(1, 10) = 11.83, p < .01; unmasked cross-modal repetition
priming, F(1, 10) = 17.00, p < .005; unmasked cross-modal
 2009 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers
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Participants’ performances on the visibility measure were
77.1% for unmasked trials and 57.7% for masked trials. We
computed d0 values for each participant as a function of masking type and format change by treating primes larger than 5 as
signal and primes smaller than 5 as noise. For masked trials,
the mean d0 values across format change were 0.30, 0.43, and
0.86 for within-notation, cross-notation, and cross-modal trials, respectively, while for unmasked trials, these values were
1.61, 1.43, and 2.52, respectively. When considering visibility as a function of format change, planned comparisons on
unmasked trials revealed that the cross-modal trials led to signiﬁcantly higher d0 values compared both to cross-notation
trials, F(1, 10) = 18.15, p < .001, and to within-notation trials, F(1, 10) = 7.80, p < .05, suggesting that unmasked
cross-modal trials were more visible than the other format
changes. However, none of the format change comparisons
reached signiﬁcance when considering masked trials (all ps >
.2). Taken as a whole, the mean d0 values were signiﬁcantly
different from zero both for unmasked trials (d0 = 1.85;
t(10) = 6.71, p < .0001) and for masked trials (d0 = 0.53;
t(10) = 3.00, p < .05), respectively. The effect of masking
type was also signiﬁcant, F(1, 10) = 18.150, p < .001, evidencing that the primes were more visible in the unmasked
condition. Nevertheless, the fact that the d0 values for masked
trials were signiﬁcantly higher than zero means that the
primes in this situation were still somehow visible, at least
for some of the participants. To deal with this recurrent problem, Greenwald, Klinger, and Schuh (1995) introduced a
regression method that allows to investigate whether priming
is still reliable when extrapolated to null performance on the
prime visibility measure. Figure 3 shows the regression of the
global masked priming effect for each subject as a function of
prime visibility. This analysis revealed that, crucially, the
intercept was large and highly signiﬁcant (49 ms;
t(10) = 5.61, p < .0005), suggesting the presence of a genuinely subliminal locus for priming.
In sum, this ﬁrst experiment suggests that both repetition
and congruity priming occur not only for visible but also
for subliminal number stimuli, although masking appears to
reduce the magnitude of priming effects. In addition, we
observed masked priming not only when the prime and target
were in the same or in different notations within the visual
domain, which is consistent with previous ﬁndings, but we
also found both repetition and congruity priming when there
was a shift from the visual to the auditory modality. This latter
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congruity priming, F(1, 10) = 22.26, p < .001; masked
cross-modal repetition priming, F(1, 10) = 9.84, p < .01;
and lastly masked cross-modal congruity priming,
F(1, 10) = 19.61, p < .005).

423

0.0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

Prime visibility (d’)
Figure 3. Regression of masked priming on prime
visibility in Experiment 1. Each data point represents a
participant. The regression functions (dotted lines indicate
95% conﬁdence intervals) show the association between
the global priming effect found for masked stimuli and
their prime visibility. Priming is interpreted as subliminal
when the curve representing the lowest value in the
conﬁdence interval passes above the origin.
result provides evidence that masked number priming
involves amodal representations and extends its locus beyond
the perceptual domain. Experiment 2 will address the question
as to whether these amodal representations are of a semantic
nature rather than involving other (e.g., episodic) types of
information by introducing novel (i.e., unpracticed) number
stimuli. In addition, we relied on a new, more rigorous measure of prime visibility. Indeed, if participants’ responses during the priming experiment are progressively inﬂuenced by
partial (e.g., fragmentary) elements of the prime, through an
overlearnt stimulus-response mapping, then the numerical
comparison task on the prime, which requires full identiﬁcation of the prime stimulus, might actually underestimate prime
visibility (see Abrams & Grinspan, 2007; Kouider & Dupoux,
2007). Thus, we decided instead to rely on a two-alternative
forced-choice (hereafter 2-AFC) in which participants must
decide which one of two numbers displayed on the screen corresponded to the prime in the preceding priming sequence
(Kouider, Dehaene, Jobert, & Le Bihan, 2007). Here, if the
participant relies on the identiﬁcation of partial elements of
the primes, then these elements are redisplayed in one of the
two alternatives and they should, consequently, inﬂuence performance on the 2-AFC task.1

In addition, this new measure allowed to deal with a potential confound that might, conversely, overestimate prime visibility. Indeed, the
inclusion of an equal number of repetition trials leads to a higher proportion of congruent trials collapsed across repeated and nonrepeated
prime-target pairs. Thus, there were more trials in which response to the prime and response to the target were the same. As such, a
participant who does not see any of the primes, but who responds on the basis of the magnitude of the target, that participant would actually
be better than chance on the prime visibility measure used in Experiment 1. The new visibility measure performed in Experiment 2 allows
to avoid this confound since the identity of the target becomes irrelevant in the 2-AFC task.
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Experiment 2
Method
Participants
Fifteen students were recruited from Paris universities to
take part in this experiment. None of them participated in
the previous experiment.
Stimuli, Procedure, and Design
The same procedure and the same type of masking, and number stimuli were used in this experiment, except with the following three main aspects: First of all, the set of numbers from
the previous experiment (i.e., 1, 4, 6, and 9) was extended to
include 2, 3, 7, and 8 presented only as Arabic digit or written
words. The former set of numbers could be presented as
primes and as target, and then constituted the practiced set,
while the latter set constituted the unpracticed set presented
only in the prime position and thus never in the target position.
Consequently, the priming experiment consisted in four
blocks of 288 trials (instead of 216 trials in Experiment 1).
Each block included 96 ‘‘unpracticed’’ trials (i.e., trials with
an unpracticed prime) and 192 ‘‘practiced’’ trials. The whole
protocol for the main experiment now lasted about 50 min.
Secondly, the response deadline was extended from 1,500
to 2,000 ms, as it might have been too pressuring and
decrease performance considerably in the previous experiment. Thirdly, the procedure for the visibility measure following the priming experiment was modiﬁed to become a 2-AFC
task. The trial structure was exactly the same as in the priming
experiment, except that the target (or the third mask in case of
cross-modal trials) was immediately followed by the simultaneous presentation of a pair of choices, one on the left side and
the other on the right side of the screen. One alternative corresponded to the prime whereas the other alternative was a different and randomly chosen number between 1 and 9
(excluding 5). Both alternatives appeared in the same format
(i.e., both as Arabic digits or as written words). Participants
were instructed to choose which of the two alternatives corresponded to the prime within the preceding sequence of events.
They responded by pressing the left button if the correct alternative was on the left side and with the right button if it was on
the right side. They were told that only response accuracy, not
response speed, was important. The two alternatives remained
on the screen until a response was made. As in the previous
experiment, participants received training sessions with
200 ms primes and then at normal speed, and the same number of experimental trials (N = 64 for each masking type).

deadline improved performance. We ﬁrst ran a global
ANOVA, similarly to the previous experiment, with the factors masking type, format change, and relation (collapsed
across practiced and unpracticed primes). We observed main
effects of relation, F(2, 28) = 151.17, p < .0001, and format
change, F(2, 28) = 6.39, p < .01. The effect of relation interacted both with masking type, F(2, 28) = 19.36, p < .0001,
and with format change, F(4, 56) = 3.81, p < . 01. Further
analyses focused on the relation factor and were performed
separately for trials with practiced and unpracticed primes.
We started by focusing on priming for practiced primes
(see Figure 4) and separated unmasked and masked trials.
For unmasked trials (collapsed across format change),
we observed a signiﬁcant effect of priming for both repetition priming, F(1, 14) = 35.25, p < .0001, and congruity
priming, F(1, 14) = 32.74, p < .0001. Further restrictions to each format change revealed within-notation
repetition, F(1, 14) = 13.38, p < .005, and congruity
priming, F(1, 14) = 19.27, p < .001, cross-notation
repetition, F(1, 14) = 34.49, p < .0001, and congruity
priming, F(1, 14) = 21.60, p < .0005, and cross-modal repetition, F(1, 14) = 16.85, p < .005, and congruity priming,
F(1, 14) = 15.12, p < .005. We also observed that repetition
priming was signiﬁcantly larger for cross-modal trials compared to within-notation trials, F(1, 14) = 5.10, p < .05. For
masked trials there were signiﬁcant effects for both repetition priming, F(1, 14) = 7.028, p < .05, and congruity
priming, F(1, 14) = 26.15, p < .0005. When we further
restricted our comparisons to each format change, we found
for within-notation trials an effect of congruity priming,
F(1, 14) = 20.47, p < .0005, but surprisingly no signiﬁcant
effect for repetition priming. This was also true for crossnotation trials for which we only observed congruity priming, F(1, 14) = 10.30, p < .01. By contrast, cross-modal
trials led to both congruity priming, F(1, 14) = 12.49,
p < .005, and repetition priming, F(1, 14) = 8.10, p < .05.
Furthermore, we observed that the repetition priming advantage for cross-modal trials compared to both within-notation
and cross-notation trials felt short of signiﬁcance in both
cases (ps = < .10).
We then turned to congruity priming for unpracticed
primes (see Figure 5). For those trials, we observed a global
congruity priming effect, F(1, 14) = 23.95, p < .0005,
which interacted with masking type, F(1, 14) = 7.67,
p < .05. This interaction resulted from the fact that priming
was signiﬁcant for unmasked trials, F(1, 14) = 24.27,
p < .0005, but not for masked trials (p = .14). Further
restrictions revealed priming for unmasked within-notation,
F(1, 14) = 8.76, p < .05, and cross-notation trials,
F(1, 14) = 11.16, p < .005, and a marginally signiﬁcant
effect for cross-modal trials, F(1, 14) = 4.23, p = .06. For
masked trials, no effect of congruity priming reached significance when restricting our comparisons to any of the format
change.

Results and Discussion
Priming

Prime Visibility

The rate of incorrect responses was now 6.12% (vs. 12.75%
in Experiment 1), conﬁrming that extending the response

Participants’ performances on the visibility measure were
74.0% for unmasked trials and 58.7% for masked trials.

Experimental Psychology 2009; Vol. 56(6):418–433
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Figure 4. Average RTs for practiced trials (i.e., trials with a practiced prime) in Experiment 2.
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Figure 5. Average RTs for unpracticed trials (i.e., trials with a novel prime) in Experiment 2.
Values of d0 were computed by treating primes on the right
side as signal and primes on the left side as noise. For masked
trials, the mean d0 values across format change were 0.27,
0.51, and 0.69 for within-notation, cross-notation, and
cross-modal trials, respectively, and for unmasked trials,
1.30, 1.16, and 2.30, respectively. The mean d0 values were
signiﬁcantly different from zero both for unmasked trials,
d0 = 1.59; t(14) = 7.15, p < .0001, and for masked trials,
d0 = 0.49; t(14) = 5.56, p < .0001. In addition, there was a
main effect of masking type, F(1, 14) = 29.75, p < .0001,
a main effect of format change, F(1, 14) = 11.11,
p < .0005, and an interaction between these two factors,
F(1, 14) = 3.66, p < .05. Planned comparisons across for 2009 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers

mat changes revealed that, for masked trials, d0 values were
higher for cross-modal compared to within-notation trials,
F(1, 14) = 4.62, p < .05. For unmasked trials, d0 values for
cross-modal trials were higher compared to both withinnotation, F(1, 14) = 12.49, p < .005, and cross-notation
trials, F(1, 14) = 11.13, p < .005.
Because here, as in the previous experiment, d0 values
for masked trials were still signiﬁcantly different from zero,
we relied on the regression method to investigate the amount
of priming when performance on the prime visibility
measure is extrapolated to zero. Crucially, as can be seen
in Figure 6, the intercept of the regression was signiﬁcant
(32 ms; t(14) = 3.992, p < .005) when collapsing across
Experimental Psychology 2009; Vol. 56(6):418–433
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Figure 6. Regressions of masked priming on prime visibility in Experiment 2, for all trials (large left panel) or as a
function of practice with the prime stimuli (two small right panels).
trials with practiced and unpracticed primes. However, when
separating the two types of trials, this was clearly true for
practiced trials (57 ms; t(14) = 5.813, p < .0001) while it
only approached signiﬁcance for unpracticed trials (13 ms;
t(14) = 2.12, p = .054).
In sum, this second experiment replicated the masked congruity priming effect for practiced items found in Experiment
1. Yet, masked repetition priming vanished almost entirely in
this second experiment. Interestingly the global masked priming effect for practiced items (i.e., comparing incongruent vs.
repetition trials) had a similar magnitude in Experiments 1 and
2 (49 and 45 ms, respectively). Therefore, one possibility is
that congruity and repetition effect in masked priming are
modulated depending on individual task strategies (for
instance, by now relying less on perceptual identiﬁcation than
categorical classiﬁcation of motor or semantic attributes).
This is consistent with indications from the masked priming
literature that repetition priming vanishes in the presence of
strong congruity effects (Dell’Acqua & Grainger, 1999;
Fabre, Lemaire, & Grainger, 2007), although this issue
clearly needs to be further addressed and speciﬁed.
By contrast to practiced items, masked congruity priming for unpracticed items was weak and nonsigniﬁcant. This
result is at odds with the study by Naccache and Dehaene
(2001a) showing in two experiments that although congruity
priming for novel primes is smaller than for practiced
primes, it was still highly reliable. Yet, one main difference
in the present study was that participants received both subliminal and supraliminal trials. Thus, although the novel
primes were not practiced in the sense that they received a
response, here they were nevertheless seen during the course
of the experiment. One possibility is that participants inhibited these novel primes when perceiving them consciously,
Experimental Psychology 2009; Vol. 56(6):418–433

mainly because they are distracting and task-irrelevant.
For this reason, we decided to exclude unmasked trials in
the next experiment.

Experiment 3
Method
Participants
Fifteen students were recruited from Paris universities to
take part in this experiment. None of them participated in
any of the previous experiments.
Stimuli, Procedure, and Design
The stimuli, procedure, and design were exactly the same as
for Experiment 2 when excluding the two blocks with
unmasked trials. Thus, this experiment was about half the
duration of the previous one because it contained only
two blocks of stimuli with masked trials.

Results and Discussion
Priming
A ﬁrst global ANOVA (collapsing across practiced
and unpracticed primes) revealed a main effect of
relation, F(2, 28) = 37.15, p < .0001, and format change,
 2009 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers

Kouider & Dehaene: Subliminal Cross-Modal Priming for Numbers

427

520

500

480

460

440

420

400

380
Repetition
Congruent
Incongruent

Within-Notation

Cross-Notation

Cross-Modal

460
472
489

42 9
445
465

443
46 7
491
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Figure 8. Average RTs for unpracticed trials (i.e., trials with a novel prime) in Experiment 3.
F(2, 28) = 10.95, p < .0005. For practiced trials (see
Figure 7), we found a signiﬁcant repetition priming,
F(1, 14) = 23.15, p < .0005, that marginally interacted with
format change, F(2, 28) = 3.163, p = .06, as well as a congruity priming effect, F(1, 14) = 28.015, p < .0005. Repetition priming was signiﬁcant for within-notation, F(1, 14) =
4.65, p < .05, cross-notation, F(1, 14) = 14.50, p < .005,
and cross-modal trials, F(1, 14) = 29.24, p < .0001. It was
marginally greater for cross-modal compared to within-notation trials, F(1, 14) = 4.42, p = .05. Congruity priming was
also signiﬁcant for within-notation, F(1, 14) = 10.96,
p < .01, cross-notation, F(1, 14) = 11.54, p < .005, and
cross-modal trials, F(1, 14) = 6.83, p < .05. For unpracticed
 2009 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers

trials (Figure 8), there was no congruity priming either when
collapsing all the trials across format changes or when considering the different format changes separately (all ps > .25).
Prime Visibility
Performance on the visibility test was 58.85% and resulted in a
mean d0 value of 0.56. This value was signiﬁcantly different
from zero, t(14) = 4.61, p < .0005. When dissociating it as a
function of format change, we obtained d0 values of 0.43 for
within-notation trials, 0.47 for cross-notation trials, and 0.77
for cross-modal trials. Yet, the main effect of format change
Experimental Psychology 2009; Vol. 56(6):418–433
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Figure 9. Regressions of masked priming on prime visibility in Experiment 3.
was not signiﬁcant, nor were pairwise comparisons across
these values (all ps > .30). As in the previous experiment,
the Greenwald’s regression method (Figure 9) revealed that
priming extrapolated to null performance was signiﬁcant
as a whole (24 ms; t(14) = 3.632, p < .005) and when
restricted to practiced trials (31 ms; t(14) = 4.542,
p < .001) but not when restricted to unpracticed trials
(3 ms; t < 1).
In sum, the exclusion of unmasked trials in this third
experiment did not improve the observation of congruity
effects for novel primes. These were still absent, contrary
to congruity effect for practiced primes. Note also that, as
in Experiment 1 and contrary to Experiment 2, the contribution of repetition trials to masked priming was now highly
signiﬁcant. Interestingly, and in accordance with the explanation proposed in the discussion of Experiment 2, the
occurrence of repetition priming was accompanied with a
weaker congruity priming effect (for practiced primes) in
Experiment 3 compared to Experiment 2. The repeated
absence of congruity effects for novel primes, even if we
could sometimes observe small nonsigniﬁcant trends, is
problematic for semantic interpretations of subliminal number priming. Yet, the recurrent observation of a masked
cross-modal effect suggests that subliminal processing
extends beyond the perceptual level. Before discussing further the implication of these ﬁndings, we wanted to ensure
that the cross-modal effect did not result from residual prime
awareness. Indeed, masked cross-modal priming was consistently higher than within-notation and cross-notation priming in the previous experiment. However, d0 values were
also consistently higher for cross-modal trials, although this
difference was signiﬁcant only in Experiment 2. Therefore,
we decided to run a fourth experiment with a different backward masking procedure for cross-modal trials. Piloting
Experimental Psychology 2009; Vol. 56(6):418–433

work revealed that replacing the series of hash marks
(e.g., ######) serving as a ﬁnal backward mask (see
Figure 1) with another random letter string (e.g., FTfVkG)
considerably reduced prime visibility.

Experiment 4
Method
Participants
Twenty-three students were recruited from Paris universities
to take part in this experiment. None of them participated in
any of the previous experiments. One participant was
excluded because of extreme error rate and RTs.
Stimuli, Procedure, and Design
The stimuli, procedure, and design were exactly the same as
for Experiment 3 with one exception: the third mask during
cross-modal trials, rather than being a series of hash marks
(e.g., ######), was now another combination of 6 upperand lower-case consonant letters (e.g., FTfVkG) constructed
along the same principle as for the other masks.

Results and Discussion
Priming
The global ANOVA revealed a main effect of relation,
F(2, 42) = 37.51, p < .0001. For practiced primes
 2009 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers
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Figure 10. Average RTs for practiced trials (i.e., trials with a practiced prime) in Experiment 4.

(Figure 10), we observed both a signiﬁcant effect of repetition priming, F(1, 21) = 7.22, p < .05, and a signiﬁcant
effect of congruity priming, F(1, 21) = 8.69, p < .01.
Although none of the two forms of priming interacted with
format change, we performed restricted comparisons and
found that the six priming contrasts were signiﬁcant or marginally signiﬁcant (all ps < .10), except for the cross-modal
congruity effect (F = 1.02). For unpracticed primes
(Figure 11), priming felt short of signiﬁcance only when
considered as a whole regardless of format change,
F(1, 21) = 3.05, p < .10.

Prime Visibility
Performance on the visibility test was 55.5% resulting in a
mean d0 value of 0.25 that was signiﬁcantly different from
zero (t(21) = 2.88, p < .01). Considered as a function of format change, these values were 0.38 for within-notation trials, 0.42 for cross-notation trials, and 0.09 for cross-modal
trials. Greenwald’s regression method (Figure 12) showed
that priming extrapolated to null performance reached signiﬁcance as a whole (13 ms; t(21) = 4.56, p < .0005) and
also for practiced (17 ms; t(21) = 3.68, p < .005) but not
for unpracticed trials although there was a trend of 7 ms
(p = .11).

General Discussion
The present study was aimed at examining two markers of
the depth of subliminal number priming. One was the possibility of a subliminal transfer from the visual to the auditory
modality, suggesting that subliminal number priming extends
 2009 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers

beyond the perceptual level. The other was the robustness of
generalization to novel numbers, suggesting further that subliminal number priming necessarily involves semantic attributes. We performed four experiments in order to test these
two hypotheses. In regard to transfer across modalities, we
consistently found masked cross-modal priming across the
four experiments. In addition, the improved masking method
used in Experiment 4 showed that it genuinely reﬂected a
subliminal effect that cannot be explained as resulting from
a residual form of stimulus awareness. By contrast, the
results we found for novel primes were much weaker and
lead to an ambiguous interpretation. Indeed, on the one side,
none of the three experiments containing novel primes
(Experiments 2–4) showed a robust and signiﬁcant effect
of generalization. On the other side, we consistently observed
small trends in the expected direction. As such, it remains
difﬁcult to interpret these effects, and more fundamentally
their participation in subliminal priming.
In order to deal with this ambiguous outcome, we further
performed two global analyses, one collapsing all the
masked trials with practiced primes from the four experiments reported in this study, and the other one collapsing
all the masked trials with unpracticed primes (thus excluding
Experiment 1). For practiced trials, we observed a main
effect of repetition priming of 13 ms, F(1, 62) = 49.31,
p < .0001, and a main effect of congruity priming of
22 ms, F(1, 62) = 71.10, p < .0001. When considering
these two effects as a function of the three conditions of format change, we observed highly signiﬁcant effects in the six
resulting contrasts (all ps < .001). For unpracticed primes,
we observed a much smaller main effect of congruity of
6 ms which, nevertheless, was statistically signiﬁcant,
F(1, 51) = 6.91, p < .02. When considering this main effect
as a function of notation change, it reached signiﬁcance
for within-notation trials, F(1, 51) = 4.41 p < .05, but not
for cross-notation trials, F(1, 51) = 0.53 p = .46, or
Experimental Psychology 2009; Vol. 56(6):418–433

430

Kouider & Dehaene: Subliminal Cross-Modal Priming for Numbers

520

500

480

460

440

420

400

380

Within-Notation

Cross-Notation

Cross-Modal

495
506

468
466

480
491

Congruent
Incongruent

Figure 11. Average RTs for unpracticed trials (i.e., trials with a novel prime) in Experiment 4.

PRACTICED PRIMES

0
-20

40

0.0

0.5

1.0

80

UNPRACTICED PRIMES

-20

0

- 20

20

0

40

60

20

Priming (ms)

60

20

40

80

60

80

ALL PRIMES

0.0

0.5

1.0

0.0

0.5

1.0

Prime visibility (d’)
Figure 12. Regressions of masked priming on prime visibility in Experiment 4.

cross-modal trials, F(1, 51) = 2.10 p = .15. Importantly, as
depicted in Figure 13, regressions of the priming effect with
d0 measures of prime awareness revealed that the regression
intercept was signiﬁcantly different from zero not only for
practiced primes (31 ms; t(62) = 8.10, p < .0001), but also
for unpracticed primes (8 ms; t(51) = 2.60, p < .02), indicating that the effect could not be attributed to prime visibility. We therefore conclude, together with Naccache and
Dehaene (2001a), that subliminal number priming can
Experimental Psychology 2009; Vol. 56(6):418–433

extend to unpracticed stimuli, although this effect turns
out to be relatively small. These results provide evidence
that semantic information contributes to subliminal number
priming (Dehaene et al., 1998; Naccache & Dehaene,
2001a), although they also show that priming can, in a large
part, be affected by the deployment of stimulus-response
associations (Abrams & Greenwald, 2000; Damian, 2001).
Why are semantic effects so weak and unstable in
masked number priming? From a theoretical perspective,
 2009 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers
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Figure 13. Regressions of masked priming on prime visibility across all experiments, as a function of practice with the
prime stimuli.

in fact, masked priming is predicted to be weaker than for
supraliminal primes, since masked primes are assumed to
convey neural information only in a bottom-up fashion, preventing any contribution from reinforcing feedback loops
(Lamme, 2003). In addition, brain imaging and neurophysiological data have shown that masking also prevents the
efﬁcient propagation of bottom-up stimulus activation in
successive perceptual areas, leaving only a short pulse of
activity whose amplitude decreases at each synaptic step
(Dehaene et al., 2001; Del Cul, Baillet, & Dehaene, 2007;
Kovacs, Vogels, & Orban, 1995; Lamme, 2003; Thompson
& Schall, 1999). As such, we have recently proposed that
although behavioral priming effects can be detected when
they involve neural processing at a certain distance from
sensory systems, they are expected to decrease with synaptic
distance and become very small and sometimes undetectable
in distant semantic areas (Kouider & Dehaene, 2007). Additionally, as predicted by the neuronal workspace theory
(Dehaene & Naccache, 2001), the occurrence of subliminal
semantic priming should also be modulated by the reinforcement of semantically mediated pathways during task execution. That is, the more the task involves the extraction of
semantic information in a routine manner, the more this
semantic stream of processing will be automatized and operate in an unconscious fashion (see Nakamura, Dehaene,
Jobert, Le Bihan, & Kouider, 2007, for brain imaging evidence of how task context inﬂuences the neural circuitry
at the origin of subliminal priming). As such, it is possible
that the involvement of subliminal semantic processing in
the numerical comparison task depends on intrinsic
experimental features and participants’ response strategies,
stressing either numerical magnitude estimation or rather
sensorimotor mappings. Along the same lines, the fragility
of semantic effects when using behavioral priming methods
might also result from a problem of sensitivity. Indeed, the
single data point obtained in RTs only reﬂects a partial
read-out of the processing stream triggered by the stimulus.
As such it is possible that semantic processing occurs
 2009 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers

without being detected, because the decisional components
leading to priming are mainly driven by other (i.e., sensorimotor) stages of processing. Consistent with this idea,
it appears that neuroimaging methods, that can in principle
cover the locus of any processing stage, have been more
consistent than behavioral methods in observing subliminal
semantic inﬂuences (see Kouider & Dehaene, 2007).
Finally, another possible interpretation for the weakness
of subliminal number priming for novel stimuli can be found
in the theory of ‘‘action-triggers’’ (Elsner et al., 2008;
Kiesel, Kunde, & Hoffmann, 2007; Kunde, Kiesel, &
Hoffmann, 2003). Kunde, Kiesel, and colleagues suggested
that apparently inconsistent data patterns in subliminal priming might be explained by considering that subjects prepare
action triggers in order to quickly associate each possible
experimental stimulus with its appropriate response in minimal time. The setting of action triggers happens during the
instructions or practice phase and depends on the stimulus
set size, as it is efﬁcient only for narrow categories (e.g.,
Arabic numbers from 1 to 9). According to this account,
even novel primes (e.g., 2 and 3) may prime the appropriate
response not because the meaning of these primes has been
extracted, but rather because the adequate response to these
stimuli was consciously prepared in advance. Consequently,
according to this interpretation, the absence or presence of
priming for novel stimuli will depend on participants’ exact
interpretation of the instructions and on their expectations
that these novel stimuli will be presented during the experiment. In our study, it is possible that participants did not
prepare action triggers efﬁciently because they were faced
with three formats (Arabic, written words, and auditory
word), leading to a rather large set of possible triggers.
We suspect that these factors do contribute to the weaker
and somewhat variable priming effects observed with novel
primes, compared to the strong effects consistently observed
with practiced primes, although recent research clearly indicates that it cannot be the whole story as priming can be
observed with unpracticed primes even when very large
Experimental Psychology 2009; Vol. 56(6):418–433
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stimulus categories are used (e.g., Klauer et al., 2007; Van
den Bussche & Reynvoet, 2007). An alternative explanation
is that subliminal category congruity effects are obtained
with novel primes as a function semantic overlap, that is
as long as the prime and target share many semantic features
(e.g., Quinn & Kinoshita, 2008). Clearly, more research is
needed to characterize more precisely how priming does
generalize to novel primes.
The most convincing ﬁnding for unconscious processing
beyond the perceptual level is the subliminal cross-modal
priming effect we observed. Indeed, our study revealed that
subliminal priming involves amodal representations during
number processing, as we found both repetition and congruity priming for masked visual-to-auditory trials. This ﬁnding
is consistent with the triple-code theory (Dehaene, 1992)
which postulates that numerical cognition involves a lower
step of modality-speciﬁc analysis of number stimuli, and
then a higher processing stage where these representations
reach an abstract ‘‘number sense’’, that is an amodal numerical estimation module computing magnitude estimation and
contributing to mathematic performances. Neuropsychological investigations have found that these numerical representations imply cerebral activity in the intraparietal sulcus
(Dehaene & Cohen, 1995). This region is identically activated when processing target numbers in the visual and in
the auditory modality (e.g., Eger, Sterzer, Russ, Giraud, &
Kleinschmidt, 2003). Importantly, using fMRI, Naccache
and Dehaene (2001b) have observed masked numerical repetition suppression in this area across the Arabic and written
notations, although this study remained in the visual
domain. The extension of repetition priming to cross-modal
conditions in the present study is highly suggestive of the
involvement of this intraparietal magnitude representation,
and thus of some form of semantic processing, in subliminal
number priming.
It is important to note, ﬁnally, that the weakness of crossmodal congruity effects for novel stimuli does not allow for
an unequivocal semantic interpretation of subliminal crossmodal priming. It could therefore still be argued that subliminal cross-modal priming for repeated primes resulted from
the construction of amodal representations ‘‘on the ﬂy’’, as
a function of the speciﬁc experimental context in use. Under
this interpretation, participants would, through practice during the experiment, build episodic representations that are
shared between visual and auditory numbers, and use these
representations both for categorizing the incoming stimuli
(primes as well as targets) and for activating the relevant
motor codes. This episodic interpretation of priming might
explain why cross-modal subliminal priming itself is
not consistently observed in the literature.2
In sum, our experiments revealed that number priming
transfers across modalities, suggesting that it involves

2

higher-level representations beyond the perceptual stage
and possibly semantic attributes related to magnitude estimation. Nevertheless, the weakness of priming effects in
generalizing to novel stimuli suggests that semantic-level
activation is heavily reduced by masking and that priming
effects are often, though not always, dominated by lowerlevel perceptual effects.
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