


The Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘subliminal’ as “below the threshold of sensation or consciousness; perceived by or affecting someone’s mind without their being aware of it” (OED, 2020) This definition invites a number of questions. First, what is the threshold of consciousness? How can this be measured? Indeed, can it be measured at all?
Vokey (2005) notes that “few current perceptual or cognitive theories hold to the idea of an absolute sensory or information threshold dividing those events we are aware of from those we are not.” This means that there is no singular or objective way of defining what is perceptible to any one individual, let alone what is subconsciously perceptible and what is consciously perceptible. These boundaries are varied, indistinct, undefined and fluid. This makes the defining of ‘subliminal perception’ somewhat problematic. Furthermore, the distinction between subliminal and supraliminal messaging is blurred by this lack of universality or empirical definition.
The so-called threshold is not, in fact, one line, but rather two separate milestones – the objective threshold and the subjective threshold (Vokey, 2005). The objective threshold is the point below which an individual is unable to detect a stimulus at all. Above the objective threshold but below the subjective threshold is the range within which stimuli can be detected subconsciously, but cannot be consciously perceived (even when an individual is directed towards them). This is where subliminal perception lies.
However, as mentioned above, there is no universal threshold of perception. This means that determining what is subliminal and what is supraliminal messaging, and the effectiveness of any messaging of either kind, is quite difficult. There are a number of examples of the use of subliminal messaging for advertisement purposes, and the question remains in almost all of these cases whether the methods used actually had any impact.
For example, in 1957, James Vicary claimed to have successfully use subliminal messaging in films shown at cinemas to increase sales of popcorn and Coca Cola (Moore, 1982). He claimed that imposing messages such as “Hungry? Eat popcorn” onto individual frames of films, he had successfully boosted sales of popcorn and Coca Cola in cinemas. However, as Moore notes, he produced no empirical evidence to suggest that this was the case. And given that individuals’ thresholds of conscious perception vary and are not empirically measurable, there is very little, in fact, to uphold Vicary’s claim of success. The claim is now broadly accepted as a hoax (Business Insider, 2011), likely owing to the fact that messages displayed so briefly are unlikely to be perceived at all, let alone have enough of an impact to influence a group of individuals in such a way. Despite this, the case remains highly significant due to the fact that it created something of a hysteria within the media and indeed the public immediately after Vicary made his dubious claims. Whilst the subliminal messaging was not in itself effective in encouraging the audience to think about or to subconsciously desire popcorn or Coca Cola, the wider impact of its use was extremely significant.
Moore (1982) also mentions a case in which police used subliminal messaging in an attempt to catch a murderer. In 1978, a TV station in Kansas broadcast a news report about the so-called ‘BTK killer’, which included images of a pair of glasses (a reference to one of the killer’s victims) and the words “now call the chief” shown for single frames at a time. The police hoped to encourage the killer, through subliminal messaging, to hand himself in, inciting feelings of guilt associated with his crimes. The experiment was, however, unsuccessful, and the killer, Denis Rader, was not caught until over a decade later.
Smarandescu and Shimp (2015) further explore the workings of subliminal perception. They conducted a study which demonstrated that subliminal messaging does not influence an individual to the extent of doing something they did not wish to do, but only goes as far as guiding them into a specific choice. In their study, individuals were encouraged through subliminal messages to drink Powerade. The subliminal message was effective in that it encouraged participants to choose Powerade over other drinks, but this applied only to participants who were already thirsty. The subliminal messaging was shown to have no impact on those participants who were not already thirsty. Ergo the messaging only had the effect of making people choose one option over another; the fact that they made this choice in the first place was not the result of subliminal messaging.
The aim of their study was to investigate the effects of subliminal ‘priming’ – how subtle subliminal messages or signals can be used to influence people’s behaviour or choices. In this particular case, they used a neutral prime (a subliminal message which does not actually mean anything; is not intended to invoke a stimulus response) and a prime which encouraged participants to think of Powerade. The neutral prime provided a ‘norm’ against which to measure the impact of the actual subliminal prime.
Furthermore, Karremans et al. (2006) conducted a similar experiment, under lab conditions, to test the effectiveness of subliminal advertising. Their research suggested that the effects of subliminal advertising were extremely limited; it only works with products that the audience already know. In addition, the effect that subliminal advertising was shown to have is more or less to simply make a particular product accessible to the conscious mind of an individual.
In conclusion, the effectiveness of subliminal messaging is extremely limited and subject to a number of factors pertaining to individuals’ thresholds of consciousness and ability to perceive and consciously or subconsciously recognize a stimulus. Various studies have shown that subliminal advertising techniques are ineffective and cannot actually reap any significant results. Those techniques which are effective are often, in fact, supraliminal (meaning they can be detected consciously, just with some difficulty and perhaps a need for guidance towards them). Attempts at subliminal advertising very often miss the range of effective subliminal messaging and instead fall either above the subjective threshold or below the objective threshold. However, it is of course impossible to comment on the efficacy of such techniques for individual individuals as individuals’ individual thresholds vary from individual to individual.
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