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The Perception Awareness Scale 
– a method for studying consciousness empirically

Empirical studies of  consciousness often involve the use of  a dichotomous 
measure to record what subjects have experienced. In a typical experimental 

setup, stimuli are displayed in a way that varies the likelihood that a stimulus will 
be seen. Subjects are instructed to report whether they have seen a stimulus or 
not. The use of  these kinds of  dichotomous “contrastive analysis” approaches has 
yielded most valuable fi ndings that have brought us new ways to understand what 
consciousness is, and how it is processed in the brain. As is shown here, studies 
now show that in some instances the use of  dichotomous measures confounds 
the assessment of  conscious experiences. 

IIt has been demonstrated that stimuli presented close to the threshold of  
conscious detection or identifi cation leads subjects to have vague and 

unspecifi ed experiences of  the stimuli (Ramsøy & Overgaard, 2004), see Table unspecifi ed experiences of  the stimuli (Ramsøy & Overgaard, 2004), see Table 
1. Furthermore, it was demonstrated that reports of  “no experience” were not 1. Furthermore, it was demonstrated that reports of  “no experience” were not 
accompanied by a better than chance level of  guessing, contrary to the predictions accompanied by a better than chance level of  guessing, contrary to the predictions 
from theories on subliminal perception, see Figure 1. However, for reports from theories on subliminal perception, see Figure 1. However, for reports 
about “glimpse” experiences, subjects were better than chance at guessing the about “glimpse” experiences, subjects were better than chance at guessing the 
stimulus. In other words, in this experiment subjects had to be able to detect the stimulus. In other words, in this experiment subjects had to be able to detect the 
presence of  a stimulus in order to be able to guess correctly its properties. Since presence of  a stimulus in order to be able to guess correctly its properties. Since 
such experiences are not captured by the ‘seen vs. unseen’ dichotomy, there is such experiences are not captured by the ‘seen vs. unseen’ dichotomy, there is 
a risk of  missing vital information, especially when the focus of  the research is a risk of  missing vital information, especially when the focus of  the research is 
consciousness. consciousness. 

Report Description

No experienceNo experience No impression of the stimulus. 

Brief glimpseBrief glimpse A feeling that something has been shown. 
Not characterised by any content and this cannot be specifi ed any further. 

Almost clear Almost clear 
experienceexperience

Ambiguous experience of the stimulus. 
Some stimulus aspects are experienced more vividly than others. 

Clear Clear 
experienceexperience Non-ambiguous and clear experience of the stimulus. 

Table 1 -- The Perception Awareness Scale, from Ramsøy & Overgaard (2004)

SSimilarly, research on blindsight has demonstrated that the use of  a strict 
dichotomous measure of  the kind “seen-unseen” has failed to capture the 

fi ndings of  residual vision in hemianopic patients (Zeki & ffytche, 1998). Indeed, fi ndings of  residual vision in hemianopic patients (Zeki & ffytche, 1998). Indeed, 
one could claim that both the fi ndings of  blindsight as well as “prime-sight”  have one could claim that both the fi ndings of  blindsight as well as “prime-sight”  have 
only been made by so-called ‘throw-away remarks’ (Weiskrantz, 2002) by patients only been made by so-called ‘throw-away remarks’ (Weiskrantz, 2002) by patients 
– and not due to the method applied for asking patients what they experience. – and not due to the method applied for asking patients what they experience. 

Figure 1 - Relation between PAS score for shape and correctness of  guesses. Horizontal 
line indicates chance level for guessing (=0.33). Note that ‘No experience’ reports were not 
accompanied by better than chance levels of  guessing, from Ramsøy & Overgaard (2004)
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Recent studies have provided support for the Perception Awareness Scale Recent studies have provided support for the Perception Awareness Scale R(PAS) as a practical tool for studying consciousness in empirical settings. 
This scale is fi rst and foremost aimed at studies using stimuli that operate around 
the threshold for conscious perception. The PAS is an approach where subjects 
are actively involved in constructing a quantitative scale that in a meaningful way 
refl ects the different degrees of  clearness of  stimulus awareness. Instead of  using 
a dichotomous measure – seen vs. unseen – and instead of  using an open-ended, 
qualitative way of  reporting experiences, the PAS is a way to combine qualitative 
research methods and quantitative data acquisition. research methods and quantitative data acquisition. 

In a recent fMRI study (Christensen et al. 2005) we used a similar approach as 
in Ramsøy & Overgaard (2004). Subjects were shown brief  geometric stimuli 

at 25, 50, 75 or 100 ms, and were asked to report how clear their experiences 
were. Signifi cant different activation patterns were found for reports of  ‘clear 
experience’ and ‘vague experience’ compared to reports of  ‘no experience’, see 
Figure 2 and 3. 

Figure 2 - fMRI contrast for reports of  ‘clear experience’ vs. ‘no experience’  using a Figure 2 - fMRI contrast for reports of  ‘clear experience’ vs. ‘no experience’  using a Figure 2
conservative statistical threshold (p<.05, FDR corrected, voxel cluster = 10), involves a 

widespread network including bilateral thalami, from Christensen et al. (2005)

Figure 3 - fMRI contrast for reports of  ‘vague experience’  vs. ‘no experience’  using a 
conservative statistical threshold (p<.05, FDR corrected, voxel cluster = 10), involves many 

of  the same areas seen on ‘clear experience’  albeit with lower spatial distribution and aplitude, 
from Christensen et al. (2005)

These results demonstrate that the PAS is a viable tool for describing subjective 
perceptual states and integrating these with other quantitative measures. 

From fi rst-person accounts, subjects agree that instances of  ‘clear’, ‘glimpse’ and 
‘no’ experiences refl ect their stimulus perception, and this is corroborated with 
behavioural evidence. Furthermore, clear and vague experiences, opposed to no 
experiences , seem to have distinct neuronal correlates. When applied properly, the 
PAS has the potential to produce new and interesting insights into consciousness, 
fringe experiential states and their relation to brain processes. 
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