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Experience of control 
at this level

Experience of loss of 
control of this level

Perception of being
This is who I am

This is it

Existential crisis
I don’t know who I am

It is not true

11. System concepts

Perception of priority
This is important

This is what I want

Loss of sense of priority
I don’t know what’s important

I don’t know what I want

10. Principles

Perception of choice
This is what I do
This is my choice

Loss of decision
I don’t know what to do

I cant’t make a choice

9. Programs

Prediction of what’s next
Perception of sequence,

Orientation in time, space, process

Loss of prediction
Disorientation

Not knowing what’s next

8. Sequences

Perception of distinction
Knowing what it is

Loss of distinction
Not knowing what it is

7. Categories

Perception of relation
Knowing how it’s connected 

in space, time, process
Perception of causation

Loss of connection
Not knowing how it’s related

6. Relationships

Perception of event
Knowing what happens

Loss of experience
Not knowing what happens

5. Events

Perception of change
Experience of time, space, process

Perception of movement

Loss of experience of time
Loss of experience of space

4. Transitions

Perception of order
Experience of patterns

Perception of shape

Loss of sense of order
Loss of consistency

3. Configurations

Perception of sensation
Perception of quality

Loss of sensation
Feeling numb

2. Sensations

Perception of magnitude
Experience of contact

Loss of contact with 
the physical world

1. Intensities
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Basic 
Perceptual Control System

Hierarchy

Exploring the Perceptual Control Systems Hierarchy

Coherent organization 
of principles: 

worldview, personality 

Fundamental rules, 
values, heuristics,

truths, beliefs: 
do no harm

Structure of tests 
and choice-points 

regarding sequences: 
follow a recipe, plan

Perceptions that occur 
in a fixed order 

over time: 
melody

Class of perceptions 
sharing characteristics: 

cats, birds, food

The way in which
perceptions relate 

to each other: 
taste after sip of coffee

Particular patterns of
short-duration 

lower-level perceptions: 
words, a sip of coffee

Moving, changing
 configurations: 
time, movement

Particular arrangement
of sensations: 

objects, emotions

Types of sensory 
information: 

lemonade taste, feeling

Amount or quantity of
sensory information: 

muscle tension, loudness

Definition 
+ examples

Perceptions controlled 
at this levelAwareness

Marken, R. S. (2002). More 
mind readings: Methods 
and models in the study of 
purpose. New View 
Publications.

Nickols , F. (2015) Levels of 
HPCT 
https://nickols.us/Levelsof
HPCT.pdf

Powers, W. T. (1973, 2005). 
Behavior: The control of 
perception. Benchmark 
Publications

Powers, W. T. (1998). Making 
sense of behavior. 
Benchmark Publications

Runkel, P. J. (2003). People as 
Living Things: The 
Psychology of Perceptual 
Control. Living Control 
Systems Publishing

Images under creative commons 
license from the Noun Project
 (*adapted)
L11 Solar system by Creative Stall
L10 Value by nauraicon
L9 Branch* by Kirby Wu
L8 Steps* by luca fruzza
L7 Category by Pilif Nox
L6 Division* by Eagle Eye
L5 Explosion* by Aisyah
L4 Sand clock by David
L3 Mandala by webar4i 
L2 Bar chart* by Gabriel Ardiles
L1 Soundwave by Maxim Kulikov
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The purpose of this 
poster is to develop an 

overview of various 
aspects of Perceptual 

Control Theory (Powers, 
1973), in order to (1) 

understand the 
structure of the 

hierarchy of perceptual 
control systems, (2) 

make sense of 
experiences related to 
gain and loss of control 

at each level,  and (3) 
explore the role of 

awareness, attention 
and consciousness.
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