Subliminal Advertising:  Urban Legend or is it?

By  Paul Herbig

A long, long time ago is a place far, far away where microwaves and PCs didn’t exist and Cell Phones belonged to Dick Tracy, an Urban legend was created.  It was in the 50s, a time of conspiracies and red threats, a time when brainwashing was coined as a result of the Korean War, a time so far back as to be irrelevant to today’s teens.  Or was it?  Along with McCarthy, the Bomb, and the Ugly American, the legend of Subliminal Advertising remains to this day.

Subliminal Advertising is advertising (or any message for that matter) that is registered by the mind but not consciously by the person, it works on the subconscious.  The urban legend goes that in one movie theatre, an owner placed isolated frames of “Drink Coca-Cola” throughout a movie being shown. The result, according to the legend, was that film-goers raced to the refreshment stand for drinks, having been made astoundingly thirsty by the subliminal images of cola shown.  A movie is shown at 36 still images a second.  To the eye, they are not 36 stills but a continuous flow creating the belief of motion and a flowing movie.  However, the eye can register each and every one of those 1/36-second images and the subconscious can store and remember.  Hence, although the conscious mind may not recognize the single popcorn image, yet the subconscious mind will recognize it and supposedly, it will trigger the thirst mechanism.

Best-sellers were written about this phenomena, “The Hidden Persuaders,” to alert the public to its potential dangers of “mind-control.”  Hollywood took the concept and wrote it into numerous productions (an episode of Columbo using the single frame in a movie concept for both the villain’s method and Columbo’s trap; an episode of Burke’s Law where the subliminal message was hidden in a radio program played at speeds too slow to recognize consciously but registering in the subconscious). And the public feared.  The government acted by passing a law outlawing the concept.  And the public could relax again.  

Even recently, some companies have engaged in what could be considered subliminal advertising:  French retailer French Connection incorporated the concept into a tagline.  Using print and posters, the tagline, “subliminal advertising experiment” is arranged in such a way as to spell out the word sex if one reads vertically.  Master Lock has become the first company to run a one-second national commercial. Reportedly, in New York State, a personal-injury lawyer is paying $35 each for one-second spots in an attempt to gain new clients.  Time will only tell if they are more successful than previous endeavors. The problem with subliminal advertising was that study after study proved the concept did not actually work (“very little evidence . . . subliminal messages can influence motivation or complex behavior.”) and the original impetus was in reality just an urban legend.  Or was it just before its time?

. 


The Memory Glasses are an emerging concept. These specs have a tiny television screen embedded into one of the lenses and are hooked up to a PDA.  The PDA can be programmed to send messages or images to the screen.  Each prompt is geared to jog the wearer’s memory.  All of these messages flash before the eye at 1/180th of a second so the wearer is not even conscious of the message having been sent.  The inventor of the glasses indicate subliminal messages are not powerful enough to stimulate action, they act as prompters—they fill in the blanks the wearer is already searching for.  Instead of producing a barrage of distracting pop-up messages, the system provides a noninvasive wealth of information and memory cues.  When you, as the user of the system, are at a loss for information, the system can flash prompts to jog your memory.  The opportunities for advertising messages are endless.

While most of subliminal is visual, other senses can be tapped.  For example, McDonald’s is testing a concept called ‘Hypersonic sound’.  A customer standing in line will hear voices suggesting to him/her what to buy, what specials are available.  A laser focusing on a specific spot on the floor sends the message.  The customer can hear it only when standing on that spot, step forward or backward and the message stops.  Think of the theological impact it would have on an unsuspecting customer as he explains to his wife why he bought what he did, “God told me.”

Subliminal advertising: urban legend or was it a concept before its time?  

