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We thank Leonard and Chiu for discussing our work in their clearly written review. 

 

One important point they have mentioned is that in our study we did not include a neutral priming 

condition, in addition to congruent and incongruent priming conditions. In the study we already had 8 

task conditions (2x2x2 for the factors of congruency, SOA, and tasks), so in the planning stage we 

thought we should not further complicate the experiment. However, Leonard and Chiu are correct in 

pointing out that a neutral condition where the primes are neither congruent nor incongruent to the 

explicit instruction could have provided a baseline to assess the relative influence of congruent and 

incongruent priming. At the behavioral level, one would expect that both congruent and incongruent 

priming are significant, as has been demonstrated in a previous study using similar stimuli (Mattler 

2003). However, it remains unclear how the two processes independently affect neural responses. So 

in hindsight, had we included such a neutral condition, it would probably have been a more 

informative study. 

 

The idea of including neutral conditions could be extended further, perhaps to the explicit 

instructions. In every trial we explicitly instructed subjects to perform one task or the other 

(phonological or semantic) following the prime. In addition to these, one could occasionally present 

a neutral instruction that does not tell the subjects what to do, and ask them either to respond 

randomly or to guess what task they are supposed to do. This way, one could test for the effect of 

subliminal priming in the absence of an explicit conscious trigger. In other words, we have shown 

previously that subliminal priming can influence subsequent, explicitly triggered top-down control. 

But are subliminal primes sufficient to generate a top-down control effect on their own, even when 

top-down mechanisms are not independently activated by a subsequent and explicit cue?  

 

One concern is that such neutral trials could not be too frequent, or else the subjects might become 



frustrated. This could limit the number of trials, and thus the statistical power, for this condition. But 

the strategy of including a neutral condition might still be worth a try, as this could probably help to 

clarify some of the issues regarding the interaction between top-down and bottom-up processes as 

discussed in Leonard and Chiu's review.  

 

So in summary, we have found Leonard and Chiu's review to be extremely illuminating. It helps to 

clarify the issues, and points out how we could improve our studies in the future. This is the exactly 

the kind of exchange everyone wants to have in their own labs' journal clubs. 

 

References 

Mattler U (2003) Combined perceptual or motor-related expectancies modulated by type of cue. 

Percept Psychophys 65:649-666. 


