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Preface 

 

As its title indicates, this is a concise guide aimed at helping you to understand and change your 

behavior.  In contrast to many publications, as indicated by the quote below, what follows is 

based on a scientific approach – one called Perceptual Control Theory.   

 

 

 

As you will see, the quote above and others on the following pages are from the book Your 

Behavior: Understanding and Changing the Things You Do (St. Paul, MN: Paragon House, 

2017).1  That book and the present booklet are a reaction to the overall scattered and speculative 

state of psychology at the present time. They aim to synthesize work and thinking from 

psychology, sociology, anthropology, biology, cybernetics, and other areas into a coherent 

explanation of why you and other people do the things you do, in a way that can be understood 

by an average educated person as well as by professionals in the fields mentioned (Pfau, Your 

Behavior, 2017, p. xxi). 

 

In short, what is presented are basic facts that can help you to understand and control your life 

better.  Consider them carefully. 

 
1 All of the quotes and Highlights provided were originally posted on the author’s Facebook business site at 

https://www.facebook.com/AuthorRichardPfau.  For reasons never fully explained, that site was disabled by 
Facebook during November 2022 for not following its Community Standards. Perhaps some of the quotes that you 
will see on the following pages about the media, politicians, and government are the reason? 
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Chapter 1.  You Are a Survivor! 
 

A. Survival – A Key Idea 
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B. Autopoiesis - Another Key Idea 
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Chapter 2. You Are Organized to Survive 
 

 

A. You Cope with Your External Environment 
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B. Perception and What You Do 

 

 
 

Many perceptions that matter to you are important to your survival. That’s why your body is 

organized to provide protective functions such as those mentioned in Highlight 2.5 on the 

previous page.  Thanks to your nervous system, you are structured and organized to sense your 

environment—to detect dangers and opportunities around you and to react to those dangers and 

opportunities. 
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Chapter 3. What Affects What You Do – A Focus on Your Body 

 

 

A. Your Nervous System and Perceptions 

 

 
 

You cannot be aware of things or react to them unless you can perceive them. Your sensory 

nerves enable you to do this—to react to light, sound, food, chemicals, and other matter. 
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B. Perceptual Control Theory – An Explanation of What You Do 
 

Perceptual Control Theory (PCT) was developed by William T. Powers. This theory explains that 

when we do things, it is to make our perceptions more in keeping with our goals, plans, survival 

needs, and other reference conditions.  In other words, as Powers puts it, “Behavior is the control 

of perception.” 
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An outline of the PCT model is shown later in Chapter 10. 
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In other words: 

 
 

Here’s an example: 
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C.  More About Your Body – Feelings, Hormones, and Genes 
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D. Consciousness 
 

But how about consciousness?  Based on your brain’s activity, you consciously affect some of 

your behavior, although you do this relatively rarely in comparison to how your body 

automatically operates. 
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Chapter 4. How You Became the Way You Are 
 

 

A. Your Genetic Heritage  
 
As indicated before: 
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B. Learning 
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C. Socialization and “Social Control”  
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D. Examples of Physical Environmental Effects on People’s Bodies 

 
Perhaps some of these things have affected you. They certainly affect many other people. 
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Chapter 5. How Regular and Routine is Your Behavior? 
 

A. The Big Picture 
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Here are some examples of social norms that influence what you and others do.  In other words, 

you have reference conditions or valued norms about how you should behave, and you behave 

accordingly so that your perceptions match those reference conditions. 
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B. When Is Your Behavior More Unique? 
 

 
 

However, sometimes you behave differently.  Why?  Let’s see: 
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Chapter 6. You and Your Immediate Environment 
 

 

A. Environmental Effects on Behavior 
 

 
 

 

For instance, “Behavior settings” are places and situations such as your home, streets and 

sidewalks, school classes, workplaces, stores, churches and temples, funeral services, and sports 

events. In each of these settings, you behave in fairly routine ways. Similarly, each of the other 

things mentioned above affect you and what you do. 
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It has been known for some time that behavior is a function of a person and his or her 

environment. But people in different cultures often emphasize different things. For example: 
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Many human-made things in your environment are designed to affect what you do. For instance: 

 

 

 

Other people around you (your “social environment”) are also an extremely important part of 

your life. 
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B. Other Interactions with Your Environment 
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C. Environmental Choices and Shaping 
 

You also choose and shape some of your environments.  In turn, you are shaped, chosen, and 

rejected by some of those environments.  In other words: 

 

  
 

For example, entrance requirements are one way that colleges, social clubs, and professional 

associations choose their members.  
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Chapter 7. Perception of Your Environment 
 

 

A. People’s Perceptions Differ 
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B.  Your Brain Constructs Reality 
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C.  Framing and Spin Techniques 
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D.  More Important Thoughts 

 

 
 

 

Besides differences in perception of our environment, at least four other important factors affect 

what we do.  As indicated before, these are: 

 

• Our goals, values, and other reference conditions 

• Our capabilities, including our knowledge, skills, and physical abilities 

• The environments, contexts, and disturbances that we face 

• The feedback that we receive. 
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Chapter 8. Your Broader Environment and Its Influence 

 

A. Introduction 
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B. Economic Conditions 
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C. Organizations 
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D. The System 
 

 
 

 

E. News Agencies and the Mass Media 
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F. The Medical System 
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Chapter 9. Theories and Models of Human Behavior 

 

A. Some Important Ideas 
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B. Perceptual Control Theory – A Major Paradigm Shift 
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C.  PCT: A Metatheory 
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For example, here is an explanation of stress based on Perceptual Control Theory: 
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Chapter 10. How to Analyze Your Behavior 

 

A.  An Expanded PCT Model 

An expanded version of the basic Perceptual Control Theory (PCT) model is shown below.  

Chapter 10 of the book Your Behavior explains how you can use it to (a) analyze your own 

behavior and (b) better understand the behavior of other people. 
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A “Controlled variable” in the previous diagram refers to a target in your environment that you 

are trying to manage so that what you perceive matches your reference condition (i.e., your goal, 

objective, desire….). “Disturbances” refer to other things in the environment besides your 

behavior that are affecting the controlled variable.  
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B. Understanding and Analyzing Behavior 
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Chapter 11. Lessons Learned: How to Change Your Behavior 

 

 

A.  A General Approach for Changing Your Behavior 
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Would you like to change your behavior? The Behavior Change Checklist shown below may be 

of help. To read it more clearly and possibly use it, you can download a PDF version from here: 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/317083366_Behavior_Change_Checklist.  The 

checklist is from my book Your Behavior (2017) which contains more information about each 

item if needed. 
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B. Additional Resources Available to Help You Change 
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C. How Others Try to Influence What You Do 
 

 
 

 

 



 

89 
 

 
 

 

D. To Conclude 
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Besides my book Your Behavior: Understanding and Changing the Things You Do (2017), here's 

a good website that you can go to for more information: 
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