How much power does the subliminal have over us? How much of our decision making is influenced by ideas that we had no idea that we had been exposed to? These questions have been the basis for intense debate in many fields, from psychology to anthropology, and media to law. Subliminal perception is a capacity for our subconscious to observe and categorize stimuli below the threshold of our normal conscious levels of perception (Smarandescu and Shimp, 2014). The term is most commonly associated with the practice of subliminal messaging or subliminal persuasion. This is where subliminal stimuli are used to attempt to impart messages or feelings without individual seeing the message being aware that it is there. One of the areas of study most interested in the field of subliminal messaging are the fields of advertising and consumer psychology. A large amount of research was done across the late 20th century to examine the possible uses of subliminal stimuli as advertising. Perhaps the most famous example of subliminal persuasion is James Vicary’s claims that the use of subliminal messages within cinema showings saying “DRINK COKE, EAT POPCORN” caused an increase in sales for those items. Vicary’s methods were not particularly scientific, and his results are questionable at best, but his work did lead to an increase in interest into the subliminal. Other researchers have used Vicary’s ideas as basis for their own research. One group of researchers performed research to test if the use of thirst related subliminal primes increased the consumption of drinks (Strahan, Spencer and Zanna, 2002). Two groups were presented media with subliminal triggers contained within. One group was shown the word “Thirst” while the second group was given the word “Dry”. A third control group was given neutral subliminal triggers like “Pirate”. The first group drank far more throughout the experiment than the other two groups. Groups 2 and 3 drank at about the same rate. The same group of researchers repeated the same experiment, but in this trial, they gave the groups choices of two sports drinks. One of the drinks was a drink called PowerPro, while the other was called SuperQuencher. The test was to see if the groups would choose the drink more associated with the concept of thirstiness if they had been exposed to the thirst based subliminal primers. The group exposed to the thirst primers did drink more than those exposed to the neutral primers, but the researcher began to realize something. If a subject was already thirsty, the primers would have a huge effect on them, leading to increased drinking among most subjects. However, if the subject was not already thirsty then they would have no increase in thirst. A similar study conducted in 2006 used subliminal priming to attempt to manipulate drinks purchases in a test (Karremans, Stroebe and Claus, 2006). Again, different groups were shown material that included subliminal priming. In this test the subliminal primers included the name “Lipton Ice” as well as a nonsense anagram for the brand name. The subjects were then given a choice between bottles of Lipton Iced tea and a bottled water brand. However, in this test, a number of the subjects were given very salty snacks before being exposed to the subliminal content. The salty snacks made the subjects thirsty, and these people were the most likely to choose the Lipton branded drinks. This made one thing apparent, if you were already thirsty then you became more suggestible to the subliminal persuasion being used on you. The primers couldn’t make you thirsty if you weren’t but if you already were then they could more easily persuade you without you realizing. However, these studies are not perfect, and should not be seen as gospel. One issue was that there was no accounting or the impact of time on the induction of subliminal force.  within a clinical environment, once the subjects had been exposed to the subliminal primers, they were immediately given the test to see if they had absorbed the primers. They were immediately asked to choose a drink or immediately given water to sate thirst, but this adds in a complication related to memory. When these tests were carried out, the groups were show the material containing the triggers, and the triggers would still be in the short-term memory of the subject. It is possible that these subliminal persuasions made only fully appear in the immediate aftermath of the exposure. If the groups had waited a few hours or even a number of days before being tested, then the subliminally primed behaviors may not have appeared. These studies did not account for the primers decaying over time in a person's memory. There is also an issue in the salt and Lipton study where the final choice is between plain water and a flavored iced tea. It is perhaps likely that given the choice between those two choices, even without the subliminal primers, that a majority of people would choose the flavored drink. If the choice had been water, Lipton iced, and another drink like Coca-cola for example, then the test would be fairer as the subjects would not be so pushed towards a choice3 that the researcher already wanted. 
So far, the subliminal primers seem to work if the person being messaged was already likely to do the thing anyway. They can make a chance into a definitive decision, but they don’t seem to be able to change a definitive no into a definitive yes, or even a definitive maybe.  Subliminal persuasion seems primed to work under certain exact conditions. But could it work under other conditions outside the sphere of the laboratory. There are other elements that subliminal need more testing against before any real certainty can be had over subliminal use and/or danger as an advertising tool.  Marketing specialists still have to test these kinds of subliminal messages in active marketplace conditions where many choices exist. For example, if the Lipton study was carried out again, perhaps the results could be gathered by presenting an entire shelve full of tens of different drink options rather than the two that had been presented in the original study. There is also yet to be many repetitions of these experiments, or if there have been then the repeats of the process have returned negative results. For example, Del Hawkins (Hawkins, 1970) tested groups by showing them a subliminal primer of the word “COKE” for 2.7 milliseconds. In 1970 he reported a rise in thirst and interest in Coke when given a choice of beverage. However, this experiment was repeated by Hawkins and Sharon Beatty in 1989 (Beatty and Hawkins, 1989). When they repeated the 1970 experiment, they added in a new control group who were shown a subliminal primer of a random selection of letters (“NYTP”). In this repeat there was no difference in thirst and coke consumption between the first group and the neutral control.  They concluded that the 1970 experiment’s results had been a statistical error and noted that 2.7 milliseconds are now largely believed to be too short to cause any kind of subliminal persuasion. More research needs to be done testing these studies under new scrutiny, with greater care when administering the final testing phases to avoid bias. These studies may also be suited to be redesigned to test these forms of stimuli under more realistic market conditions before subliminal can really be said to actually be affecting the way that people will shop or make choices. 
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