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Key ConCepts

Many people characterize themselves as either left-brained or right-brained, but research has shown that the 
extent to which people utilize the top and bottom parts of their brains has a greater impact on personality and 
behavior. There are four cognitive modes that reflect the ways in which people utilize the different portions of 
their brains:

1. Mover Mode. People who operate in Mover Mode deeply utilize both the top and bottom portions of their 
brains. They use the top brain to formulate and act on plans and the bottom brain to register consequences 
and make appropriate adjustments. 

2. Perceiver Mode. People who operate in Perceiver Mode deeply utilize the bottom brain but not the top. 
People in this mode rarely implement detailed or complex plans but instead try to make sense of their per-
ceptions, interpret their experiences, put experiences into context, and understand the implications.

3. Stimulator Mode. People who operate in Stimulator Mode deeply utilize the top brain but not the bottom. 
People in this mode are often creative and original, but their actions can be disruptive, and they may fail to 
adjust their behaviors when needed.

4. Adaptor Mode. People who operate in Adaptor Mode do not deeply utilize the top or bottom parts of their 
brains. People in this mode typically do not initiate plans or classify their experiences. Instead, they are 
action-oriented and responsive to what is happening around them.

summary
IntroductIon
In Top Brain, Bottom Brain, Dr. Stephen M. Kosslyn and G. Wayne Miller offer a new, research-driven alterna-
tive to the outdated left-brain/right-brain theory of cognitive processing. The authors demonstrate that human 
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thought patterns, personalities, and behaviors are influenced by the ways in which a person accesses the top 
and bottom parts of the brain. While everyone utilizes both parts of their brains, some people rely more heavily 
on the top part, which helps them to formulate and execute plans. Others rely more on the bottom part, which 
helps them to classify and interpret information. Some people use both the top and bottom parts extensively, 
and others do not rely heavily on either part. These four approaches represent four distinct cognitive modes of 
thinking that influence how people approach the world, manage difficult situations, and develop their relation-
ships with others. 

What Your BraIn SaYS aBout You

The Theory of Cognitive Modes categorizes the ways of thinking that people use as they approach the world and 
interact with others. According to this theory, the brain is anatomically divided into two parts: the top brain that 
creates and enacts plans, and the bottom brain that classifies and interprets information. While these two parts 
have distinct functions, they work together as a single system and constantly interact with each other. 

Everyone uses both parts of their brains, but people rely on the top and 
bottom parts to varying degrees. For example, some use both parts exten-
sively, some rely more heavily on either the top or bottom portion, and some 
do not rely deeply on either part. The degree to which people use the differ-
ent parts of their brains can profoundly affect their thoughts, feelings, and 
behaviors.

Dr. Stephen M. Kosslyn and William L. Thompson developed a 20-question 
assessment that can help people determine which parts of their brains they 
utilize more deeply. The results classify default modes of cognitive processing 
into one of four distinct categories:

1. Mover Mode. When people think in Mover Mode, they deeply utilize the 
top and bottom portions of their brains. They use the top brain to formulate and act on plans and the bot-
tom brain to register consequences and make adjustments to their plans. People in this mode are most 
comfortable when they can plan, act, and gauge consequences.

2. Perceiver Mode. When people think in Perceiver Mode, they deeply utilize the bottom brain but not the top. 
People in this mode rarely implement detailed or complex plans. Instead, they try to make sense of their 
perceptions, interpret their experiences, put experiences into context, and understand the implications.

3. Stimulator Mode. When people think in Stimulator Mode, they deeply utilize the top brain but not the bot-
tom. These people are often creative and original, but their actions can be disruptive, and they may fail to 
adjust their behaviors when needed.

4. Adaptor Mode. When people think in Adaptor Mode, they do not deeply utilize the top or bottom brain. 
These people do not initiate plans or classify their experiences. They are action-oriented and responsive to 
what is happening around them.

FamIlY, FrIendS, colleagueS

When people understand their cognitive modes and the modes of those around them, they may work more 
effectively with their families, friends, and colleagues. People who lack the skills, abilities, or affinity for the work 
that must be accomplished can focus on what they do well and extend their reach and capabilities by relying 
on the complementary talents of others. Each of the four modes of cognitive processing can benefit from col-
laborative thinking to boost their effectiveness.

Understanding the 
cognitive modes may 
not only help you 
work more effectively 
with others, but may 
also help you assem-
ble a better group or 
team that can func-
tion more effectively.
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mover mode

People who operate in the Mover Mode rely heavily on both their top and bottom brains. They tend to be inde-
pendent, self-directed, and confident, and they are most comfortable in positions in which they can plan, act, 
and view the consequences of their actions. People who operate in Mover Mode are often leaders who know 
how to read other people and use that insight to create and hone plans. 

People in the Mover Mode strive to control their fate and circumstances. They often take on leadership roles 
when they succeed at operating in a certain mode, but they may fail when they lack relevant experience and are 
unable to learn along the way. This mode can be exhausting for those who adopt it because it requires people 
to continuously observe their surroundings, formulate and act on plans, assess their results, and make adjust-
ments. 

PerceIver mode

People who operate in the Perceiver Mode deeply utilize the bottom part of 
their brains and rely less extensively on the top part. In this mode, people are 
skilled at observing and analyzing their surroundings. They access their top 
brain to organize the information that their bottom brain collects, but they do 
not use that information to make complex, detailed plans as a person in Mover 
Mode might. Instead, they use their observations to develop coherent narra-
tives that help them to make sense of their experiences and formulate wise 
responses. People in this mode tend to be quiet and avoid publicity or credit 
for their accomplishments. 

There are several advantages to operating in the Perceiver Mode. When a 
problem is presented, people in this mode are able to step back and ascer-
tain the bigger picture. Others may recognize the wisdom that results from this 
approach and turn to a person operating in Perceiver Mode for wise advice. 
People in this mode seek to understand circumstances without feeling pres-
sured to do something with the knowledge that they attain. While they might 
be passive and frequently lost in their thoughts, they can live in the moment 
and appreciate the world around them. 

StImulator mode

People who operate in the Stimulator Mode use the top part of their brains deeply and rely less extensively on 
the bottom part. They formulate and execute plans but do not always consider the trade-offs or consequences 
of those plans, and they may fail to make revisions when necessary. 

People who operate in Stimulator Mode experience several advantages. They can create plans and adhere to 
them, and they are not typically swayed by events happening around them. They are also frequently consulted 
for creative input. However, they do not typically evaluate the consequences of their actions, and they can easily 
offend others or fail to adjust their plans when it is critical to do so. 

adaPtor mode

People who operate in the Adaptor Mode do not rely heavily on their top or bottom brains. They neither create 
and execute plans nor take the time to understand the events that happen around them, so they typically make 
decisions that are based on their immediate circumstances. They tend to be relaxed, easy-going people who do 
not spend time reflecting on the past or obsessing about the future. 

Perceiver Mode 
thinking typical-
ly does not lead to 
bold or dramatic 
strokes—or compel 
people who rely on 
it to seek credit for 
their accomplish-
ments. According to 
our theory, people 
who typically rely on 
this mode of think-
ing should generally 
occupy quiet corners 
of the world.
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People who operate in this mode can be highly intelligent and outstanding team players who excel at carrying 
out the plans of others. They may thrive at handling their organizations’ critical operations; however, they can be 
easily swayed by events happening around them, which can be detrimental to their personal success. 

chooSIng to change

People tend to rely on one cognitive mode in most contexts. However, they may adopt new cognitive modes if 
they are motivated to change and have the right kind of knowledge about how to formulate relevant plans and 
interpret the events that occur around them.

Temperament and experience can make adjustments to a person’s cognitive 
mode more difficult. Certain components of temperament, such as degree 
of emotion, overall activity level, attention span, persistence, reactivity, and 
patience, can influence how easy it is for a person to stay focused, carry out 
a detailed plan, or reflect on the outcomes of a plan. Learning that occurs by 
engaging in experiences may also affect how much a person uses the top and 
bottom parts of his or her brain.

People who can overcome these barriers are motivated to adopt new cogni-
tive modes, but many people are unwilling to expend such a significant effort 
for a relatively small reward. Instead, they can benefit from the advantages 
that other cognitive modes provide by learning to collaborate with those who 
have different cognitive mindsets. 

an aSPect oF PerSonalItY

A person’s cognitive mode is an aspect of personality that arises from his or 
her temperament, traits, and habits. While cognitive modes help define peo-
ple’s personalities, they are distinct from the typically measured components 
of personality, such as openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraver-
sion, agreeableness, and neuroticism. 

There is a prevalent theory on personality that is similar to the Theory of Cognitive Modes because it also focuses 
on the anatomical division of the brain. However, it compares the left and right parts instead of the top and 
bottom portions. In this theory, the left brain is considered to be logical, verbal, and analytical, and the right 
brain is intuitive, perceptive, and creative. Research has shown that neither side of the brain works in isolation 
to execute these “left” and “right” functions. Scientific literature has proven through neuroimaging studies that 
people use both halves of their brains and that no half is dominant for any given person.

Instead of viewing each part of the brain in isolation, the Theory of Cognitive Modes evaluates how the two 
parts of the brain interact and work together. This theory is deeply rooted in research and scientific evidence 
that dates back to the origins of neuroscience. 

rootS oF the theorY 
The Theory of Cognitive Modes is built on a universally accepted principle: Different regions of the brain execute 
specialized functions. This concept is broadly accepted today, but the idea is relatively new in the extensive his-
tory of neuroscience.

Many ideas about the brain and its functions have arisen since the earliest practices of neuroscience. There is 
evidence that neuroscience was used in prehistoric eras when holes were drilled into people’s skulls to cure dis-
ease, treat trauma, or ward off demons. Later, the ancient Egyptians devised treatments for brain injuries while 

Your typical cognitive 
mode is an aspect of 
your personality that 
is particularly impor-
tant for your interac-
tions with other peo-
ple. But, more than 
that, it influences 
how you cope with 
challenges more gen-
erally; your typical 
mode will have a lot 
to do with how you 
respond when faced 
with a problem or sit-
uation. 
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understanding very little about the importance of the organ. Knowledge of the brain improved throughout the 
Middle Ages, and many people believed that the brain worked as a single integrated organ. 

In 1664, Thomas Willis published Cerebri Anatome, in which he proposed that the different regions of the brain 
carry out different functions. Eighty years later, his ideas received the support of Emanuel Swedenborg, who 
published a book that described neurons, or areas of the brain that he thought might control muscle move-
ment, and the role of the frontal lobes in supporting critical cognitive functions. Jiří Procháska later theorized 
that smaller parts of the brain were responsible for different cognitive functions and that they must act together 
to achieve complex mental processes. Together, these ideas have formed the basis of modern neuroscience and 
the contemporary understanding of the different functions of the human brain.

SWeePIng claImS: leFt and rIght?
In the 1960s, neuroscientist Roger Sperry and his colleagues worked on 
understanding the right and left hemispheres of the brain. They surgically 
separated the left and right sides of monkey and cat brains and tested the 
animals to assess their cognitive functions. This team found that the animals 
continued to function normally in spite of the separation, but the divided 
hemispheres each acted as independent mental spheres, as though the ani-
mals possessed two brains.

In 1962, Sperry and his team conducted a similar test on a human who had 
severe epilepsy. The procedure had the potential to reduce the patient’s suf-
fering and reveal new discoveries in the cognitive functioning abilities of 
the brain. The procedure was a success, and the patient agreed to weekly 

sessions to assess his cognitive functioning abilities. Sperry and his team assessed both hemispheres of the 
patient’s brain together and in isolation. They found that each side of the human brain supported distinct cogni-
tive abilities. By 1974, they had tested 15 more people and found similar results. 

Sperry was awarded the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine in 1981. The Nobel Prize jury acknowledged that 
the left side of the brain was dominant in activities that involved language, arithmetic, and analysis, and the 
right side was superior in spatial comprehension, among other things. 

Other scientists began to extrapolate Sperry’s work. They believed that the left side of the brain controlled a 
person’s mastery of language, analysis, mathematics, logic, and linear thinking, while the right side of the brain 
controlled a person’s ability to be perceptive, creative, emotional, and imaginative. Further discussions began 
to classify people as either “left-brained” or “right-brained,” depending on which hemisphere of the brain they 
used more dominantly. 

The broad assertions that were being made about Sperry’s research were not scientifically supported. Research 
has shown that none of these functions exist exclusively in either half of the brain, and no person relies primarily 
on just one hemisphere of the brain. While each side of the brain is specialized in different ways, both halves are 
important to logic, intuition, analysis, and creativity. It is more important to understand how parts of the brain 
interact with one another than how the parts function in isolation.

the ScIence oF the duPlex BraIn

The Theory of Cognitive Modes is founded on discoveries made by 17th-century scientist Franciscus Sylvius, who 
found a major anatomical division between the top and bottom parts of the brain. This division has a great sig-
nificance in cognitive processing that went unrecognized for centuries.

According to the 
Theory of Cognitive 
Modes, your typical 
mode is determined 
by how deeply you uti-
lize the top and bot-
tom brain—and you 
can alter this, but only 
if you have the right 
kind of knowledge . . .
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In 1982, Mortimer Mishkin and Leslie G. Ungerleider provided new insight into the functions of the top and 
bottom portions of the brain. They concluded that the processing that occurs in the bottom brain is critical to 
visual recognition, and the processing that occurs in the top brain enables people to understand spatial rela-
tions. Further research supported this concept. 

In an attempt to characterize the aspects of information processing that occurs in the top and bottom brain, 
Grégoire Borst, William Thompson, and Stephen M. Kosslyn conducted a meta-analysis that revealed four char-
acteristics related to top-brain involvement:

1. The task does not require shapes to be processed.

2. The task requires the use of spatial relations.

3. The task requires sequencing.

4. The task requires the detection of movement.

The team also found three characteristics of tasks that require bottom-brain involvement:

1. The task requires the use of parallel processing.

2. The task does not require the use of spatial relations.

3. The task does not require sequencing.

This meta-analysis successfully confirmed the importance of the distinction between the top and bottom brain.

Features oF the BooK

Estimated Reading Time: 3–4 hours, 208 pages

In Top Brain, Bottom Brain, Dr. Stephen M. Kosslyn and G. Wayne Miller reveal that thought patterns, person-
alities, and behaviors are influenced by the top and bottom parts of the brain. This book would be of interest 
to managers who want to understand how their employees think and act. Each chapter includes examples and 
case studies, and some include assessments, charts, and figures that clarify portions of the text. Because this 
book begins with an assessment that helps readers understand their own cognitive modes, Chapter 1 should 
be read first. After completing this assessment, the rest of the chapters can be read in any order. Notes, a bibli-
ography, and an index are also included.
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