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Psychology and the
Invisible Sell

Both advertisers and the public-at-large may be surprised by

this analysis of what the "hidden sell" can—and cannot do.

The spark that fired the public was the an-
nouncement that a mysterious new technique
had been used to induce unsuspecting movie-
goers in New Jersey to eat popcorn and drink
Coca-Cola. It was reported that the technique
(repeatedly flashing popcorn and Coca-Cola
ads on the screen so quickly that the audience
was unaware of them) made use of something
caUed "subliminal perception"—a cumbersome
scientific phrase with ominous overtones
which, possibly because it was never very
clearly defined, was quick to catch the public
imagination. Here, it appeared, was a method
by which our minds could be influenced with-
out the control of our conscious critical facul-
ties. The possibilities of such a technique
seemed unlimited.

Already uneasy about motivation research,
the hidden sell, and the invisible sell, a sub-
stantial segment of the population responded
with alarm to the possibility that thought
control might not await 1984. "Subliminal
perception" became a topic of concerned con-
versation at cocktail parties and editorial con-
ferences throughout the nation. Official
agencies of the United States government held

hearings. Television stations took positions for
or against the use of subliminal advertising.
At least two motion picture studios moved in
to take advantage of the interest.

All of this excitement was refreshing to most
psychologists, who had been following the
gentle academic controversy about subliminal
perception that has been simmering for over
fifty years. We were pleasantly surprised that
people outside our cloistered world, who had
been no more interested in subliminal percep-
tion than in "retroactive inhibition" or the
"kinesthetic figural aftereffect," were now
writing articles or buttonholing friends to reg-
ister opinions about one of psychology's least
known areas. We were, however, somewhat dis-
mayed to hear subliminal perception equated
with mass hypnotism, brain-washing, and
the loss of free will. Although we are deeply
concerned about any potential abridgment of
our personal freedoms, we do not feel threat-
ened by the possible commercial application of
subliminal stimulation. In fact, we share a
common professional skepticism about the
effectiveness of genuinely subliminal stimula-
tion. In light of the public anxiety about sub-

MR. BARTHOL is Associate Professor of Psychology and Associate of the Institute of Indus-
trial Relations at the University of California, Los Angeles. MR. GOLDSTEIN is Assistant Pro-
fessor of Psychology, also at UCLA.

29



30 CALIFORNIA MANAGEMENT REVIEW

liminal perception, we feel that it may be
helpful to separate the evidence concerning the
known effects of subliminal stimulation from
the fantasies which some of the published re-
ports have elicited.

Much of the anxiety surrounding the term
"subliminal" arises from the association of
"subliminal" with "invisible," which carries
magical connotations. "Subliminal" therefore
seems to imply that something which is not
seen can cause an idea or emotion. Actually,
the term "subliminal" (below threshold) has
acquired a number of meanings, the least ac-
curate of which is "invisible." Psychologists
traditionally use the term to refer to stimuli
which are not clearly recognized by most
people at a particular time. This does not mean
that the stimuli are invisible; it means only
that tlieir exact nature is not clear.

For example, we might flash a word on a
screen so briefly that, although an obsen'er
might be aware of the flash, or even that a word
had been presented, he might not be able to
recognize the word. That word would be sub-
liminal—it would be below the observer's
threshold for conscious recognition. The flash
might be so brief that it would be below the
recognition threshold for all of the people all
of the time; it might be above the threshold for
some of the people part of the time; it might
be above tlie threshold for all of the people
part of the time. In each of these instances, the
stimulus is called "subliminal."

"Subliminal" indicates only that stimuli are
below the threshold of conscious recognition;
it does not indicate how far below. We should
equate "subliminal" with "invisible" only
when a stimulus is never recognized. (A stim-
ulus that is clearly recognized is called "supra-
liminal," or above the threshold.)

When modifying the word "stimulation,"
subliminal refers to a stimulus which is pre-
sented, but to which an observer responds only
part of the time (by convention, less than 50%
of the time) because it is, for example, too

brief, too dim, or too low in volume to be con-
sciously recognized. The frequency of re-
sponse can vary considerably, depending both
on the particular stimulus and the particular
person. Thus a wide variety of stimuli that
are not invisible are nonetheless subliminal.
(Some of the current commercial attempts to
utilize this type of stimulation should more
properly be classified as using invisible rather
than subliminal messages.)

Now we have come to a complicating factor.
So far, we have said that a stimulus is sum-
liminal when it is not strong or long enough to
cause a response. There are many instances,
however, when perfectly clear stimuli are
responded to as if they were subliminal. The
world may be "full of a number of things"—
but we can respond only to some of these
things at any one time, because of our "atten-
tion threshold." From the multiplicity of avail-
able stimuli, we tend to give our attention to
those that coincide with our particular interest
of the moment and to ignore the rest. Fre-
quently stimuli which do not relate to our
particular interests do not even reach our con-
scious awareness: these too may be classified
as subliminal even though they themselves
may be continuously clear. Here, then, are
stimuli of sufficient intensity to be above our
thresholds of recognition but which do not
cause a response that indicates awareness.

Our not being consciously aware of a stim-
ulus, however, does not mean that it cannot
affect us. In fact, many of our current theories
of psychotlierapy imply that people react to
cues of which they are not aware. The task of
the psychotherapist frequently is to aid the
patient to recognize tliese cues. The behavior of
an individual may give clear evidence that he
is responding to these stimuli even though he
cannot state what is occurring.

This second kind of subliminal stimulation
is exemplified by the manipulation of lighting,
background music, scenery, and other such
"marginal" stimuli in the theatre which de-
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termine how we see the central stimulus, the
play or motion picture. The average theater-
goer is usually unaware of these peripheral
factors, yet they may have a profound effect
upon his reaction to the stage presentation.
Advertisers make use of that kind of response
by manipulating words, colors, and over-all
design to heighten the effect of their advertis-
ing. This use of the subliminal has reached the
height of sophistication in motivational ad-
vertising, where the peripheral features of the
ad are designed to provide a new symbolic
meaning for the product. Pierre Martineau, in
his book. Motivation in Advertising^ expresses
this point well:

Successful persuasion through advertising con-
sists of far more than doing clever tricks with
words. The consumer has developed a protective
husk against mere word claims . . . The visual sym-
bols are not just a support for word claims. They
can contribute meanings and association entirely
apart and of much greater significance.

Actually, we have been exposed to subliminal
stimulation ol the second type for many years
and there is little doubt that advertisers and
propagandists will continue to develop new and
better techniques designed to by-pass our
normally available defenses against external
influence. However, we wonder whether the
much publicized techniques which make use of
stimuli that are in themselves below the recog-
nition threshold can qualify for equal standing
with the present resources of the advertiser and
the movie director.

WHAT RESEARCH SHOWS

A brief summary of psychological research
on this problem might aid in clarifying the
scientific status of the newer subliminal tech-
niques. In the early part of this century, psy-
chologists published reports' of the effects of
subliminal stimulation on optical illusions.
Other studies followed, but no major interest

' P. Martineau, Motivation in Advertising (New
York: McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1957).

"K. Dunlap, "Effect of Imperceptible Shadows on
tlie Judgments of Distance," Psychological Review,
VII (1900), 435-453.

was excited until psychoanalysis turned our
attention to the importance of unconscious
processes in perception.

Perhaps the clearest study on the problem
was done by J. G. Miller" in 1939-1940. He
demonstrated that people could accurately
identify geometrical forms presented below the
level of awareness. The study is particularly
impressive because the subjects thought they
were participating in an extra-sensory percep-
tion experiment and did not know that any
stimuli were being sho\\Ti.

In a second study. Miller' found that, under
strong motivational conditions (money and
fear of shock), his subjects improved in their
ability to identify subliminal stimuli correctly.
The pattern was such that we would have called
it learning, had the stimuli been supraliminal.
One of the important findings was that the
closer the stimuli were to threshold, the better
was the discrimination. The practical impor-
tance of this to the advertiser is clear when we
note that one of the commercial firms purports
to project messages at a level considerably
below the level of awareness. Excluding the
possibility that these messages are invisible.
Miller's work indicates that, at best, they
would be at the point where the poorest dis-
crimination is taking place.

In 1949, Richard Lazarus and Robert Mc-
Cleary, then of Johns Hopkins University, pub-
lished a study"' that supported and extended
Miller's conclusions. They showed that mea-
sures of autonomic nervous system activity in-
dicated selective responsiveness to subliminal
material. They presented words clearly above
threshold and simultaneously shocked the sub-
jects electrically when certain of the words ap-
peared. Later, when the words were presented
subliminally, without shock, responses to the

' J. G. Miller, "Discrimination Without Awareness,"
American Journal of Psychologr, LII (1939), 574-577.

' J. G. Miller, "The Role of Motivation in Learning
Without Awareness," American Journal of Psychology,
LIII (1940), 229-239.

•R. McCleary and R. Lazarus, "Autonomic Dis-
crimination Without Awareness," Journal of Person-
ality, XVIII (1949), 172-179.
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words which had previously been accompanied
by shock differed from the responses to non-
shock words, as measured by a Galvanometer
(an instrument which detects small changes in
the electrical resistance of the skin).

Other studies" qualify the findings of Miller,
and McCleary and Lazartis. The ingenious ex-
periments of Postman and Bruner,' starting in
1948, demonstrated that there are wde indi-
vidual differences in threshold for subliminal
stimuli. What is ambiguous for one person
can be clearly visible for another. These thres-
holds are readily influenced by the nature of
the material (anxiety-arousing or pleasurable)
and the momentary motivational state of the
individual.

From these studies, we can conclude that an
effective subliminal message must be close to
the threshhold. It necessarily follows that a
subliminal message that will have impact on a
substantial portion of some large group will
be clearly visible to a portion of that group,
because of individual differences in threshold.
For that portion for v.hom it is not clearly
visible, there is a strong possibility that the
message will be distorted in terms of the par-
ticular needs and anxieties of the individual
members of the audience.

The implication of these conclusions is that
it will be impossible to influence, in the in-
tended way, all of a large audience at a level
below conscious awareness.

Other evidence suggests that knowing what
is being projected usually makes recognition
much easier. In addition, people who have ex-
perimented with subliminal stimulation have

' For a comprehensive suney, see J. V. McConnell,
et al., ''Subliminal Stimulation: An Overview," Amer-
ican Psychologist, XII (1958), 229-242.

' J . E. Bruner and L. Postman, "Emotional Selec-
tivity in Perception and Action," Journal of Person-
ality, XVI (1947), 69-77; and "Symbolic Value as an
Organizing Factor in Perception," Journal ol Social
Psychology, XXVII (1948), 27, 203-208; and L. Post-
man, "The Experimental Analysis of Motivational
Factors in Perception," Current Theory and Research
in Motivation: A Symposium (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1953).

frequently noted that practice improves the
skill in discrimination. If the published sug-
gestion of the Subliminal Projection Corpora-
tion be followed and audiences be informed of
the content of the projected material, then the
proportion of the audience for whom the mes-
sage is visible will be sharply increased.
Granting that a message might be visible for a
large percentage of an audience, would such a
message lose all effectiveness? No one to date
has compared the relative effectiveness of sub-
liminal and supraliminal materials. Possibly
flashing "Coca-Cola" at a clearly visible level
during a move might be more effective than
its subliminal counterpart.

Although the studies we have quoted indicate
that people can respond selectively to sub-
liminal stimuli, it is obvious that there are
many technical problems in keeping the stimuli
subliminal for any large group. But let us
assume that these technical problems could be
solved, that some method might be devised for
stimulating subliminally all of the people all of
the time. We are still left with the question of
the potency of this form of stimulation. It is
one thing to show that people can discriminate
subliminal stimuli. It is quite another to show
that this sort of discrimination can have any
real influence upon action or attitudes.

The most widely quoted study pertinent to
this question was done by the psychologist
George Klein' and his associates at New York
University. Klein showed that people who were
subliminally exposed to the words "happy" and
"angry" differed in their judgment of a neutral
face presented supraliminally. People exposed
to "angry" judged the face to be angr\-; tliose
exposed to "happy" judged the face to be
happy. Although this is important evidence,
there is a fallacy in viewing it as supporting
the claims for subliminal advertising. Note that
ih? face was carefully selected so that no clues

'G. S. Klein, "Cognition Without Awareness: Sub-
liminal and Supraliminal Influences Upon Conscious
Thought," Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology
an Press).
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were given about the expressed emotion, leav-
ing ample room for freedom of judgment. This
situation is not usually t)-pical of product
names, which have strongly established associ-
ations, both positive and negative.

Another report which has been offered as the
strongest evidence for the potency of sublimal
stimulation is the one which initiated the cur-
rent public interest." The available information
seems to be as follows. During a six-week
period, 45,699 people attending a motion pic-
ture theater in New Jersey were exposed to
one of two subliminal messages: "Hungry?
Eat Popcorn" or "Drink Coca-Cola." Sales
figures during the test period were compared
\N-ith previous sales records. Most reports state
that popcorn sales increased 58% and Coca-
Cola sales increased 18%, although other re-
ports reverse the numbers. Either way the
figures sound impressive.

There are, however, a number of questions
which disturb us. The most important one is
central to scientific investigation: what is the
meaning of comparing these records with
previous sales records? A rigorous study
would have compared the experimental figures
with those obtained from other theatres show-
ing the same movie, but with no subliminal
advertising; or the subliminal message would
have been presented on alternate days so that
we might have had a direct comparison in the
same theatre, for the same period of time, with
the same movie.

It would have been interesting also to have
used another control theatre which presented
the same amount of advertising, only supra-
liminally. Although it might be unfair to
criticize a study whose details are not pub-
licly available, the absence of a control group
violates one of tlie most basic canons of ex-
perimental science.

We are also curious about the effect of the
particular movie shown, which apparently was

•• H. Brean, -'What Hidden Sell Is All About," Liie,
March .^1. 19.̂ ?.. l'p. KM-IM.

"Picnic." Coca-Cola and popcorn sales would
be likely to increase during the showing of this
film, which depicted people eating and drink-
ing just such products. As we remember the
film, much emphasis \vas placed upon the
weather, which was hot. This leads to other
related questions: \^liat was the outside tem-
perature? Was the theatre air-conditioned?
Were sales of Coca-Cola made when people
came in from the hot sidewalks? \̂ Tiy was
there such a large difference in the effectiveness
of the Coca-Cola message as compared with
the popcorn message?

In the absence of an adequate scientific
report, we feel tliat the stated effectiveness of
subliminal stimulation for advertising pur-
poses remains unsubstantiated.

Announcements have been made of two
motion pictures which plan to use subliminal
techniques to enhance the dramatic impact of
the fihiis. Theoretically, this area holds some
promise, since conditions are optimal for re-
ception of the subliminal message. This type of
stimulation can be used in two ways, to prepare
the viewer for an imminent scene and to sup-
plement the reaction to a scene actually on the
screen. Used in either AV ay, it may be possible
to strengthen the emotional value of the story.

Subliminal material, however, cannot help
a poor film. If the producer wants to make a
successful fihn, he must make a good one. If he
presents a sloppy product, the subliminal
material will be ineffective or will work against
him.

There is one exception—the first film using
subliminal stimulation might succeed simply
by attracting customers out of curiosity. If the
film is not good entertainment, the project will
fail, which might inhibit the growth of what
could be an important adjunct to entertain-
ment. \̂  e cannot feel much concern about the
ethics of subliminal stimulation when used for
entertainment since we feel that it is not sub-
stantially different from the use of background
music or ingenious lighting.
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We are currently attempting to evaluate the
effects of subliminal stimulation in situations
that are analogous to the presentation of a
motion picture film. We believe that there is
still much to be learned and we find it some-
what disturbing that such careful experimenta-
tion is not being conducted by the commercial
groups interested in using the techniques on
the general public. For example, the recent
article in Life described the technique for sub-
liminal stimulation to be used in a film. An
image will be presented for l/50th of a second,
which, it was stated, is too short a period for
the image to register on the conscious mind.
That is nonsense. A very simple experiment
will demonstrate that l/50th of a second is
ample time for registration. Any camera with
a standard shutter will do. Open the shutter
by placing the exposure adjustment on "time."
Open the back so that you can look through
the lens, adjusting your distance from the lens
so that you get a clear image, which will be
upside down. Set the time on l/50th or even
1/lOOth of a second and snap the shutter. You
will have no trouble reading a word, even
upside dowTi, at that speed.

There are ways of overcoming the speed
problem. If the stimulus object is not bright
enough, or if there is not enough contrast with
the background material, or if it is buried in
other material, a brief exposure is sometime^
not sufficient to reveal the details. If you look
at a dimly lighted object through your camera
at l/50th of a second, you may not be able to
see it clearly. But you will know that something
was there. A hastily made film or advertising
campaign is likely to err by presenting mes-
sages which are either supraliminal or. more
bkely, invisible rather than just below
threshold for most people.

CAN IT SELL?

The evidence seems clear that under certain
conditions material presented subliminally can
have some effect upon the viewer. Now we can

turn to the problem of ethics and related
problems of advertising, "brain-washing," and
thought control. We feel strongly that there is
small danger from subliminal stimulation. At
best, the process is weak. There is a wealth of
evidence which indicates that people perceive
supraliminal stimuli in terms of their own
needs, values and expectations. There is even
stronger evidence that this tendency would be
even more marked with ambiguous materials,
such as subliminal messages. The further below'
threshold the message is presented, the greater
the capacity for distortion, if, indeed, any mes-
sage gets through. Consider the message
"Drink Coca-Cola." Exposed subliminally, this
might be read, "Drink Pepsi Cola," "Drink
Cocoa," or even "Drive Slowly."

The problem of accurate communication is
further confounded when we consider the
necessity for presenting the subliminal message
together with other, supraliminal material,
usually entertainment. Evidence provided by
the PreCon Corporation, a commercial or-
ganization marketing subliminal technique-
indicates that the feeling about the supra-
liminal material will affect the manner in which
the subliminal message is received. Surpris-
inghs the greatest negative feeling seems to
arise ^^hen the supraliminal material is viewed
with indifference.

Is there a danger from political manipula-
tion? Our nervous system affords us almost
complete protection. Again you can act as your
ovnx experimenter. Open a book at random.
Close your eyes, then open and close them.
How many words did you see? If you were not
too hasty, you probably saw three words. Here
is an important limitation on any kind of sub-
liminal stimulation. One cannot present a
philosophy or any kind of subtle propaganda
in three words. We can say "Burn City Hall" or
"Vote for Smith," but we cannot say "The
American way is the best way to have a happy
life." And remember that the first two messages
might be seen as "Buy City Hall," "Bury Dirty
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Hail," "Hate Joe Smith," or "Eat More Fish."

It is our contention that the mass media can
cause us little damage with subliminal stimula-
tion. One can envision other situations where
small groups or a single individual could be
exjxDsed to subliminal stimuli and questions
might be raised about potential danger. Fac-
tories, offices, prisons, or one's own home
might be used. Even here the effectiveness is
quite limited. Everyone knows "Drive Safely,"
but our accidents continue. The sign "The XYZ
Company is a good place to work" does not
deter the workers from going out on strike.
Some roue might flash a sign "Kiss Joe" sub-
liminally to a prospective seductee, but candle
light, soft music, and liquor are more effective.
At least with the latter more traditional ac-
coutrements, the message will not be misinter-
preted. Who knows but that "Kiss Joe" might
cause the girl to kick Joe, or even rush out to
kiss Moe?

The same limitations apply to subliminal ad-
vertising as to any other kind of advertising.
There is competition. Not even the subcon-
scious can simultaneously drink Coca-Cola,
Pepsi Cola, and hot buttered rum. If additional
protection is needed, consider the suggestion

of some wag that above each television set we
install a sign that Hashes a small subliminal
"Don't."

If you are still concerned about the applica-
tion of subliminal stimulation, here are our
rules of thumb for evaluating the technique.
If you are an advertiser and are shown a device
that presents material that no one can see,
watch out: it is probably simply invisible. If
some people see it, it might be effective. Be
careful that your message is presented only
with material that everyone likes, otherwise it
might work against you. And don't be disap-
pointed if your competitor gets more sales than
you do: the public might not have gotten the
message straight. If you are just part of the
public, like the writers, and are merely trying
to protect yourself from that vast horde that is
trying to sell you something or get you to do
something, don't worry about subliminal stim-
ulation. They can't touch us—in any impor-
tant way. We are staunchly protected by our
inefficient ner\'ous systems, our prejudices, our
lack of attention, and the inalienable right to
completely misunderstand, misinterpret, and
ignore what we don't see clearly.

Although this may seem a paradox, all exact science is dominated by the idea of
approximation. When a man tells you that he knows the exact truth about anything,
you are safe in inferring that he is an inexact man.

Bertrand Russell






