Infographic Review – Lucy Smith
Infographics are used as a way to effectively portray data in an easy to understand format. For my infographic I chose to focus on four key psychological studies and create a general overview on the subject of subliminal suggestion. I have also included a conclusion as part of my infographic that discusses the controversy surrounding the truth of the studies. I chose to include the summary for the reason that many of the results of the experiments investigating subliminal perception are considered to have been probably faked, or the results have been twisted as most of the research was completed by those in advertising and marketing, not psychologists, who therefore have a vested interest in results and not the scientific processes.
When choosing the visual design for my infographic, I decided to subliminal messages. I did this by choosing a yellow and orange theme, which demonstrates a form of subliminal perception as the colours are associated with enthusiasm and happiness. The subliminal messages behind colours are a common marketing trick that many companies use to their advantage, so that a person can easily associate a specific colour with a particular product. For example, red is mostly associated with Coco Cola and has the subliminal message of energy (Dinehart, 2012). This method of advertising is known as subliminal priming, it also works using words and shapes, as well as colours to achieve its maximum effect (Cooper and Cooper, 2002). Although many of the experiments investigating subliminal priming have been unsuccessful often showing little or no effect, it is still a very common marketing trick (Hawkins, 1970). Despite the proof that there is actually little effect, many companies still rely on the created placebo effect of colours; you are told blue is a calming colour therefore you will believe that blue has a calming effect. 
The first key study I focused on was Sidis’ ‘The Psychology of Suggestion: A Research into the Subconscious Nature of Man and Society’ study completed in 1898. Sidis’ early study is considered to be the first scientific study into subliminal perception and its effects, although the experiment has plenty of faults; it does not have any definitive conclusion or any numerical results therefore it did not cover the full scientific process. One major problem with Sidis’ study is the fact that he had subjectively defined his own meanings for conscious, unconsciousness and semi-conscious with the latter defined as a person under hypnotic suggestion. One other problem is the fact that participants knew they were trying to read what was on a card, so they knew beforehand that they had to read therefore the participants would be more likely to be looking for what the experimenter wants. All the participants would have also been male and educated, the experiment would not be able to work for anyone who could not read the alphabet. It is also apparent that Sidis performed the experiment on his friends, as throughout his book he refers to people he knows (Sidis, 1898). As there is no data for Sidis’ results, the study cannot be replicated and compared against its 1898 data set. Many studies investing subliminal perception have been replicated, often with results that are much different to that of the original study.
The next key study I chose to look at was Kunst-Wilson and Zajonc’s study ‘Affective discrimination of stimuli that cannot be recognized’ (1980) which looks at subliminal perception of octagons. The study focusses on how a repeated stimulus that is subconsciously perceived will make a person choose a preference after being subliminally suggested. For this study the participants were told that they would be shown flashes of shapes that they would not necessarily be able to see so the participants were trying their hardest to focus on what they were being shown. The second part involved participants being shown an octagon that they have already seen and a new one, both were projected at the same time, and the participant had to say which one they preferred the look of. Just over 60% of participants chose the octagon they had already seen. Interestingly only 20% of the participants recognised the fact that one of the octagons was one they have been shown previously. This study is also one of the few experiments on subliminal perception that uses shapes, and not words or colours.
Another key study I chose for my infographic was Bargh, Chen, and Burrows’ study Behavioural Effects of Activating the Elderly Stereotype (1996) which looks at the physical effect of subliminal perception of words. The study involved a scrambled sentence task, where participants had to unscramble a series of words to create a coherent sentence. The speed at which participants left the experiments location was being measured as the physical effect. There was the test group and the control group, the latter did not have any subliminal messages hidden in their words. Each sentence contained words associated with stereotypes of elderly people e.g. slow, grumpy or grey. Those who were given the elderly associated words left the room at a walking pace roughly 1 second slower than the control group (Bargh, Chen, Burrows, 1996). This experiment also shows the effect that preconceived stereotypes have on the unconscious mind. 
The final study I looked at was Vicary’s Eat Popcorn/Drink Coke fiasco; it was not actually a scientific study at all but rather a marketing scam. Vicary’s study created a placebo effect for subliminal perception; if it was said that it worked so well, people would believe that it really worked with brilliant results. His original study was conducted during the Cold War and just after the Korean War, both of which has created a fear about mind control. Despite the fact that this particular study was faked, some real similar studies have created results. One in particular used Lipton iced tea which was flashed up briefly during a film, when offered drinks 85% of the audience chose that particular drink when offered an array of drinks. The Lipton study also had a group of participants who were not shown any subliminal messages as a control group, only 20% of this group chose the Lipton iced tea when offered a drink (Mlodinow, 2012).  Almost all subsequent research done into subliminal perception in adverting has been done using drinks, and not a variety of products such as food. This is interesting as Vicary’s ‘’results’’ suggested that the effect would work considerably better for a branded drinks product than for unbranded food. Eventually Vicary himself admitted that the study was nothing more than a hoax.
Subliminal perception can also have an effect on a person’s emotions. Many self help guides claim to use subliminal messages to help improve an aspect of one’s life. However research has proved that subliminal messages are much more effective at sending out negative messages than they are at positive thoughts. This brings into question whether subliminal messages can work for happy things, although the colour yellow is associated with happiness suggesting that colours are more effective at portraying positive subliminal messages than words. The fact that negative words seem to have a more profound effect when portrayed subliminally explains why harsh words work better; insulting another person or company is a better way to advertise your business or self. Another example of the subliminal messages for negative words is using things like roadside signs, e.g. telling someone to ‘’kill your speed’’ is much more effective than just simply telling a person to drive more slowly (Alleyne, 2009). Despite the amount of apparent subliminal messages hidden in advertisements, Ofcom have officially banned the use of subliminal messages in television advertising used the UK (Alleyne, 2009).
To conclude, subliminal perception is an interesting area of psychological research, and one that has only reached the tip of the iceberg in regards to the potential research. Additionally most of the research already done has been carried out by those in advertising and marketing and not by science based psychologists. The key problem with researching the subject area is the fear that surrounds the idea of planting subliminal messages, a fear that reached its peak during the Cold War. Most of the studies completed looking at the potential effects of subliminal perception have been laboratory therefore all are completed in artificial settings which can affect the results. 
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