
Sound like the stuff of voodoo? Read on... 
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Reading words associated with 
the elderly such as old, lonely, 
traditional, bingo, forgetful  
and conservative has been 
found to cause people to walk 
more slowly afterwards  
(Bargh, Chen & Burrows, 1996).  



Cleaning up the word 
‘subliminal’
The word subliminal is much maligned 
in popular culture, and marketing 
researcher James Vicary  
(1915 – 1977) is at least partially to 
blame. In 1957, Vicary presented 
evidence that subliminal advertising 
led to increased sales of popcorn  
and Coca-Cola at a New Jersey 
movie theatre. Vicary reported an  
experiment in which the words  
‘Drink Coca-Cola’ and ‘Hungry?  
Eat popcorn’ were projected on the 
theatre screen for durations too 
short to be consciously perceived by 
moviegoers (i.e. 1/30th of a second 
at five second intervals) during 
screenings of the movie Picnic (1957) 
over a six week period.  
Vicary reported that popcorn and 
Coke sales during the six week 
experiment had increased by 57.8% 
and 18.1% respectively (Karremans, 
Stroebe & Claus, 2006). Based on the 
study results, Vicary coined the term 
subliminal and promptly founded a 
subliminal advertising company.  
The profundity of Vicary’s findings and 
the potentially diabolical applications 
of subliminal advertising on consumer 
manipulation were matched only by 
the fact that Vicary had falsified his 
results. The damage had been done; 
subliminal had struck a fearful chord 
in our social consciousness.

Closer to home, the Australian TV 
channel, Network 10 found itself 
in hot water after ABC TV’s Media 
Watch ran a story on the network’s 
use of subliminal advertising during 
the 2007 ARIA awards. During the 
ARIA awards program – watched 
by over one million viewers – brand 
logos of the principal sponsors of 
the program were flashed on screen 
for 1/25th of a second at a time. 
The Australian Communications 
and Media Authority later found the 
network to be in breach of its code 
of practice by intending to convey 
information to viewers at a perceptual 
level ‘below the threshold for normal 
awareness’. Despite the efficacy 
of subliminal advertising on driving 
purchase behaviour being unknown, 
the secrecy of its usage has made the 
topic maligned in popular culture.

Coming full circle from Vicary’s 
falsified results, it turns out that the 
phenomena of subliminal messaging 
are not the stuff of voodoo after all. 
Recently, researchers from elite 
universities – including Yale, Harvard, 
Duke and Washington – have been 
gathering evidence to repair the 
epistemic credibility for the word 
subliminal. Applying fascinating 
research designs, these researchers 
have demonstrated that an act as 
innocuous as holding a hot cup of 
coffee will influence the impression 
people form of someone they meet 
soon afterwards. In fact, these people 
are more likely to evaluate that person 
as being warm and dependable if they 
were holding a hot cup of coffee than 
if they were holding a cold glass of 
water beforehand.  
Another series of experiments have 
shown that people who read words 
such as rude, interrupt and impatient 
in one experimental task were more 
likely to later behave in a consistent 
manner with those words, i.e. interrupt 
a conversation between confederates 
in the experiment. These phenomena 
fall into an eclectic area of scientific 
enquiry termed priming, which – 
broadly speaking – is the study of how 
and why stimuli in our environment 
influence us without our  
conscious awareness.
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The prospect of being primed 
conjures dark images of consumers 
being manipulated by subliminal 
advertising and teenagers being 
brainwashed by heavy metal music. 
These images are dark because they 
challenge fundamental –  
and flawed – assumptions that we are 
conscious, deliberate agents; in full 
control of our emotions, thoughts and 
behaviour. This paper will keep a wide 
berth from the loaded topic subliminal 
advertising in canvassing examples 
of how brand-relevant information 
primes us constantly. Two lessons  
are offered to marketers operating in 
this reality.



PRIMING: A journey 
into the brain
Doing justice to the cognitive 
mechanisms putatively responsible 
for processing environmental stimuli 
is beyond the scope of this paper. 
Rather, a less ambitious conceptual 
sketch of these mechanisms is 
provided for context. Simplified, 
priming is defined as the situational 
activation of mental constructs 
which lead to changes in behaviour 
(Fitzsimons, Chartrand  
& Fitzsimons, 2008). 
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Semantic network 
theory
The collective knowledge, beliefs and 
attitudes comprising our long-term 
memory are stored in categories of 
information – called schemas.  
The proximity of schemas in long-term 
memory is based on their semantic 
similarity. For example, the concept 
red is closely linked to the schema 
for colours (comprising other colours 
such as orange, blue, green, etc), the 
schema of fire (comprising hot, burn, 
etc), the schema for flowers (including 
rose, tulip, orchid) and the schema for 
apples (Red Delicious, Granny Smith, 
etc) and so on (Refer Figure 1). 

Figure 1 
Semantic Network Theory

Figure 2 
Illustration of the Nike  
brand priming the concept 
exercise – leading to 
exercising behaviour

Priming paradigm
Priming in consumer behaviour occurs 
when a brand – or communication – 
leads to changes in behaviour without 
us knowing that this effect  
was happening. Anecdotally,  
this phenomenon is consistent with 
passing a gym full of exercisers in full 
view via glass walls and getting an 
urge to exercise.

NIKE EXERCISE EXERCISING

Brands, like attitudes, objects, people 
and facts, are schemas. Schemas for 
brands are shaped by the perceptions 
and experiences they release to  
the market.  
Critically, brands are schemas which 
reside in our brains. For example, 
the schema for the brand Nike is 
semantically close to the schema for 
exercise – in some people.  
Priming occurs when the brand logo 
(or any intentional or unintentional 
referents to the brand) activates 
a semantically related schema of 
exercise (Refer Figure 2).  
More specifically, priming works  
when activation of the concept 
exercise leads to behaviour 
associated with exercise.  
The critical caveat is that priming 
occurs when this change in behaviour 
occurs outside the level of our 
conscious awareness.
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Implications for 
brands
The Duke University research shows 
that brands can influence people to 
think and behave in ways which are 
consistent with their perceptions of 
those brands. And so they should! 
The catch is that priming research 
shows that brands influence us –  
even when we don’t know it. 

The implicit power of brands is a 
testament to the customer value 
delivered by those organisations  
and the creative process –  
comprising market insights and 
creative interpretation. For example, 
the implicit and explicit association 
of Apple with creativity is at least 
partially attributed to its 1997  
‘think different’ campaign by  
TBWA\Chiat\Day. Moreover, to embed 
this message in the minds of the 
customer and potential customer, 
Apple had to deliver – or be perceived 
to deliver – customer value congruent 
with the proposition of ‘think different’.  
The question for marketers is what 
personality characteristics are 
unconsciously associated with  
your brands?
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Can brands make you 
think differently? 
Recently, researchers at Duke 
University tested whether being  
non-consciously (note the term 
subliminal is purposely avoided) 
exposed to the Apple and IBM 
corporate logos influenced how 
creative people were in a  
subsequent test.

Prior to taking a creativity test, 
participants were subliminally exposed 
to Apple and IBM corporate logos. 
The experimental design had people 
focus their attention on a projected 
screen onto which Apple and IBM 
logos were repeatedly presented for 
13 milliseconds. Each presentation of 
the ‘prime’ was immediately preceded 
and followed by a masking pattern. 
The priming paradigm is illustrated in 
Figure 3. 

The research participants were 
subliminally exposed to 48 Apple 
or IBM logos. Following this, they 
completed a creativity test called the 
Unusual Uses Test, which requires 
people to come up with as many 
unusual uses for common objects as 
possible. In this experiment, people 
were tasked with generating unusual 
uses for a brick. 

Creativity is a component of 
intelligence. In light of this, the 
possibility that subliminal exposure to 
brands can influence how creative – 
and hence intelligent – we can be is 
profound. The Duke researchers in 
fact found evidence that brands can 
make people think more creatively – 
and more intelligently – for a moment. 
People subliminally exposed to Apple 
logos came up with significantly more 
uses for a brick than those exposed to 
IBM logos.

To account for the possibility that the 
Apple logo simply made people try 
harder, the researchers compared 
just how creative the creative uses 
were between the Apple and IBM 
groups. Consistent with the previous 
test, the uses for a brick thought of 
by the Apple group were rated by 
independent assessors as more 
creative than those of the IBM group 
(Refer Figure 4).

Figure 4 
Experiment 1: Creativity 
behaviour by priming 
condition (IBM, Apple)

Figure 3 
Sequence of stimuli 
appearing on a projected 
screen during the  
priming paradigm.
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Unaware of 
advertising 
effectiveness
Every day, Australians are surely 
exposed to thousands of brands 
through varied channels as we go 
about our business.  
Fragmentation of media channels  
and content is accelerating.  
Our consumption of information is 
on the increase as is our parallel 
processing of information. We snack 
on information – the TV is on,  
a newspaper open on the coffee table, 
you’re checking email on an iPad 
when the phone rings! Although the 
flow of information is inexorable,  
our information processing capacity 
is finite. It’s not surprising that we are 
snacking rather than drinking from the 
information fire hose.

In this information rich context many 
advertising messages are incidentally 
processed. Out of home  
advertising – billboards, street 
furniture, and to an extent print  
media – are effectively channels  
via which we are both explicitly  
and incidentally exposed to brands.  
Simply put, although we can 
consciously consume advertising on 
out of home channels, these channels 
involve by nature lower attention 
processing relative to television. 

The ubiquity of brands coupled with 
our limited capacity to consciously 
process information – a topic 
worthy of an encyclopaedic thesis – 
translates to at least two advertising 
consumption outcomes. The first 
implication is that only attention 
grabbing brands (or advertising) 
get processed. The second – 
increasingly accurate – implication is 
that our unconscious mind is actively 
processing brand information without 
our conscious awareness.

Recently, Ferraro, Bettman  
and Chartrand (2008) from Duke 
University found that incidental 
exposure to brands can influence 
purchase intent even when people 
fail to recall seeing the brands in 
question. These researchers showed 
participants photos of people in 
everyday situations (e.g. waiting for  
a bus). Participants were instructed  
to focus on the face of the subject in 
the photographs and advised that they 
would be asked questions about the 
photos afterwards.

The experiment varied the number of 
photos in which a branded bottle of 
Dasani water appeared in a position 
outside of the instructed focal range  
of participants. Out of 20 photos,  
each participant was shown 0,  
4 or 12 photos that included the 
Dasani branded bottle – in view,  
but away from their intended gaze. 
After viewing the photographs, 
participants were offered a choice 
of four brands of bottled water and 
asked whether they recalled seeing 
any of the brands in the photos. 

Intuitively, recall was higher for the 
12 Dasani exposure group than the 4 
exposure group. However,  
seventy-three percent of participants 
failed to recall the Dasani brand – 
evidence that the instruction to attend 
away from the Dasani brand was 
effective. The second – and critical – 
post-experiment measure was brand 
preference for bottled water. Of those 
who failed to recall seeing the Dasani 
brand, preference for Dasani was 
higher for those who were incidentally 
exposed to the brand more frequently  
(Refer Figure 5). That is, even though 
participants did not consciously 
recognise the brand, their preference 
for the brand was influenced by the 
number of times they were incidentally 
exposed to it. 

The implications of this phenomenon 
are compelling for advertisers – 
perhaps more so for out of home,  
print and low attention channels.  
The positive implication is that brands 
and communications do not need to 
be consciously processed to influence 
purchase intent. A negative implication 
is that continued investment in 
advertising is required to increase 
frequency of incidental exposures. 
More damningly, these results indicate 
that high attention metrics such as 
awareness will underestimate the 
sales effectiveness of a  
campaign – especially so for low 
attention channels. Growth in out of 
home advertising across January to 
October 2010 was +29% - outpacing 
total advertising revenue growth 
across media channels at +18%  
(SMI Data, 2011). Advertisers will 
surely need to look past ad recall  
and awareness when lobbying for 
further advertising investment.
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We are not in full control of our 
behaviour and resistance to this 
reality is futile. 
Our conscious mind is grossly 
ill-equipped to process the 
torrent of stimuli which passes 
per second into our perceptual 
system. The message to 
marketers is this:  
get comfortable with you and 
your market being out of control. 
For those of you who won’t rest 
easy with this reality,  
two preliminary lessons  
are offered. 

PRELIMINARY 

LESSONS
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1. Are advertisers better off 
communicating to the less 
defensive non-conscious? 

2. Can we measure  
the non-conscious  
– without Freud’s daybed  
and a pipe?

At the most basic level, priming 
works because environmental stimuli 
activate our memories – of people, 
places, things, and brands – without 
us having to introspect and access 
our memories. Following this simple 
definition, priming of brands is 
ubiquitous. We are surely primed  
by brands all the time.  
Accepting this, marketing psychologist 
Dr Max Sutherland argues that it 
is advantageous for advertisers to 
communicate ‘outside the full glare  
of attention’ to ‘obviate the triggering 
of conscious defences and  
counter-arguing’ (Sutherland, 2007). 
The once subtle art of product 
placement – circa pre-MasterChef – 
imbues this principle by incidentally 
exposing audiences to brands.  
And in traditional advertising,  
this learning is reflected in 
communication which is thematic  
and subtle, as opposed to the literal 
and direct messages which awaken 
the surly and objective  
conscious mind.

How does the marketing community 
measure the non-conscious 
influences of brands on purchase 
intent? We have come a long way 
in our understanding of the non-
conscious since Freud’s daybed. 

It turns out – unfortunately for  
some – that the non-conscious is  
not the steaming cauldron of passion  
and rage which Freud posited. 
The non-conscious is in reality 
far more sober. There are several 
measurement tools available to 
marketers seeking to take meaningful 
measurement of the non-conscious. 
A review of these tools is beyond the 
scope of this paper.  
However, the burgeoning, yet primitive 
(in the distillation of actionable 
insights) field of neuromarketing is 
triangulating toward emotions being  
a conduit to measuring the  
non-conscious influence of brands on 
purchase intent. Look for marketers to 
start attempting to measure emotions 
elicited by brands and advertising.  
In reading this paper, I hope that  
you appreciate that measuring 
emotions – as a window into the  
non-conscious – won’t be as simple 
as just asking people how they feel.
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