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Chapter 1


A New Way of Looking at What Your Brain Says About You

Do you know someone who throws out lots of ideas but can’t seem to make any of them work? Or who seems so passive that you wonder whether she’s paying attention—but then you discover that she’s been observing closely and thinking through every nuance of what’s happened? Or someone who is really good at formulating plans and following through on them—but only in one type of situation, not in others? Or someone who is very smart and works very hard but rarely takes initiative or considers closely what he’s doing? We all know people like these. Perhaps one of them is you.

The Theory of Cognitive Modes can help you understand such differences. The theory is built on conclusions arising from decades of research that, for the most part, have remained inside scientific circles. To our knowledge, this is the first time that these findings have been systematically brought to a mainstream audience.

“Cognition” involves reasoning, decision making, problem solving, and other mental activities; a “cognitive mode” is a general way of thinking that underlies how a person approaches the world and interacts with other people. We shortly will ask you to take a brief self-assessment test so that you can discover your own preferred cognitive mode and consider how it affects your interactions with your friends, your family, and your colleagues—at work and in other settings. Such consideration not only gives you insight into your relationships but can also help you understand yourself.

The Theory of Cognitive Modes grows out of facts about an anatomical division of the brain into two large, clearly defined parts. We do not mean the well-known left side/right side division but rather a division into a top part and a bottom part, a frequently overlooked but well-documented distinction.

The theory rests on three fundamental ideas:

The first is that the top part and the bottom part of the brain do different jobs. Specifically: The top brain formulates plans and puts them into motion, and the bottom brain classifies and interprets incoming information about the world. The bottom brain, for example, allows you to recognize a friend you see across the room and to realize that she might be able to give you good advice about a problem at work; the top brain formulates one plan to walk over to her and another plan about how to broach the topic.1

The second fundamental idea is that the two parts of the brain always work together; for instance, the top brain uses information from the bottom brain to formulate its plans (and to reformulate them, as they unfold over time). The two parts of the brain are a single system.2

The final important idea is that different people may rely to greater or lesser extents on the two parts of the brain: Some tend to use both parts deeply, some favor the bottom brain, some favor the top brain, and some don’t typically lean too hard on either part.

The different ways that people may rely on the two parts of the brain define the four basic cognitive modes: general ways of thinking that underlie how a person approaches the world and interacts with other people. According to our theory, each of us has a typical cognitive mode, which affects how we relate to others and how we grapple with situations we encounter.

    •  •  •

    An essential element of our theory is that each of us may usually rely on the top and bottom brain to a different degree—and it is the combination of how we use the two parts of the brain that produces our typical cognitive mode.

To be clear: We all use both parts of the brain every minute of our lives; we could not survive without the functions of these parts of the brain. However, we can use these parts of the brain above and beyond the basics. When we speak of differences in the degree to which a person utilizes the top brain and bottom brain, we are speaking of differences in how deeply he or she uses that part of the brain above and beyond what is absolutely necessary. In this sense, you can rely on one or the other part of the brain to a greater or lesser degree. For example, you might typically rely on your bottom brain a good deal but your top brain a little less, yielding good observations but relatively few complex and detailed plans. The degree to which you tend to use each part of the brain will affect your thoughts, feelings, and behavior in profound ways.3

We need to stress that nobody is exclusively “top-brained” or “bottom-brained”; it is the balance between the two parts that is key. The two parts of the brain never work independently of each other.

To illustrate the intricacies of how the top and bottom parts of the brain interact, we can use an analogy of a commercial bakery with two floors.

Let’s say that it’s the week before Thanksgiving. The bakery needs to produce more pumpkin pies because consumer demand is rising, as it does every holiday season. On the top floor (which functions like the top brain) are the executives who plan how many pies and other baked goods to produce. Their plans need to take into account various sorts of information, such as the season, day of the week, and availability of specific ingredients (for instance, pumpkins). They then place orders for the ingredients. As the big day approaches, they monitor sales, advance orders, and other indicators, and adjust how many pumpkin pies should be produced. The executives formulate plans based on their expectations, execute them, and then revise their plans as new information arrives.

At the same time, on the bottom floor (which functions like the bottom brain), many people check that the pumpkins, flour, sugar, and other ingredients arrive, sort them, ensure that the ingredients are fresh (and discard any spoiled ingredients), send them to the appropriate mixers and ovens, and so on. They organize what arrives from the outside world, sort it into categories, and interpret what should be done.

If the floors did not interact, no pumpkin pies (or bread or other baked goods) would be produced. The point is: They do interact. The plans formulated on the top floor are relayed to the workers downstairs, so that they are ready to receive certain ingredients and monitor certain information; and the results of the baking efforts and the information being tracked downstairs (including information about sales) are sent back upstairs, so that the executives can discover how well their plans are going and adjust them accordingly.

What happens when sales of pumpkin pies are not as good as expected? This information, monitored downstairs by salespeople, is relayed to the executives upstairs. These top-floor employees then scale back how many pies to make the next day, accordingly ordering fewer pumpkins and other ingredients. The workers downstairs would be told to expect less of each ingredient and would be prepared to process the altered amounts. They then let the top floor know the amounts that actually arrived. If the volume of a particular ingredient that they report is more or less than expected, the executives would contact the suppliers of the relevant ingredient (pumpkins, flour, sugar, etc.) and have a word with them—ensuring that the bakery didn’t have to pay for more than had been requested, if too much was shipped, or that they had sufficient ingredients to fill orders, if the shipments were inadequate.

Let’s now consider an example of how such processing would work within your brain: You want to go online, so the top brain first formulates a plan to turn on your computer and, after it’s on, access your browser. After you turn on the computer, the top brain expects to see the sign-in screen; when it appears (and is registered by the bottom brain), the top brain sets up a plan for entering your password when you start typing. The top brain generates the commands to control your fingers and also produces expectations about what you should see as each character appears (assuming that you’ve turned on the option that allows you to see the password). It receives input from the bottom brain about which characters appear, and the top brain notes whether an unexpected letter, number, or symbol appears and—if so—revises the plan and corrects the mistake.

This is not to minimize the contributions of the bottom brain. When you see a computer screen, the bottom brain organizes the pixels into patterns that correspond to words, strings of numbers, or symbols and pictures; it then compares these patterns with all the stored information about things you have seen before; if it finds a match, it applies to the present case the information that you previously associated with the identified object or pattern. Consider your reaction when you see the symbol [image: Images]: You know that it means “prohibited” because you’ve seen the symbol before and its meaning has been stored in your memory. When your bottom brain matches the input from your eyes to this stored pattern, you then can apply the information you previously associated with it to the present pattern.

The two parts of the brain are constantly interacting. The top brain uses the output from the bottom brain as feedback about the consequences of acting on a plan. Sometimes information from the bottom brain allows the top brain to refine an ongoing plan, but such feedback can also interrupt the top brain, leading it to devise a new plan; for instance, if that “prohibited” symbol appears on the screen, you know you had better try something else. In particular, the emotion associated with objects you see or hear helps you decide on priorities. Say your plan is to walk to the corner to catch a bus. If along the way you encounter something that is inherently valued (for example, a hundred-dollar bill on the sidewalk) or aversive (dog droppings on the sidewalk), your ongoing behavior may be interrupted in order for you to pursue a new priority (bending down to pick the money up or moving to the side to avoid stepping on the poop).

Moreover, the expectations produced by the top brain can bias the bottom brain so that it is likely to classify input in a specific way. That is, the top brain adjusts the bottom brain so that it can more easily perceive what is expected. For example, to a farmer gathering his cows at dusk, even a passing shadow of an appropriate size may be classified by his brain as a cow. Why? The farmer’s expectations, created by the top brain, biased (or, using the jargon of psychology, “primed”) the bottom brain to classify input as a cow—and biased it so strongly that relatively little input is sufficient to qualify as the expected object.

Depending on the situation, the interactions between the two parts of the brain can happen over an extended period of time—or faster than the blink of an eye. Let’s look at the cognitive functions involved when a jet pilot returns to an aircraft carrier: To the aviator, the flight deck appears to be about the size of a postage stamp as the jet approaches. The pilot gently shifts the plane’s controls, slowing it down and lining up the approach to land the plane on the deck (all of this in response to top-brain plans). In so doing, he or she expects to see the perspective on the deck change in specific ways—for one, the perceived shape should change as the plane is lined up to land on the deck. But if this change (as initially registered by the bottom brain) is not as expected (after being sent to the top brain), the pilot will revise the plan. Say a crucial control was set incorrectly and the plane did not turn as expected. The bottom brain would register that the flight deck is still being seen from a side angle and would immediately relay this information to the top brain. In response, processing in the top brain would lead the pilot to check the controls and try to locate the cause of this malfunction. She or he might have to abort the landing, regaining altitude as flight controllers (their own brains engaged in top/bottom interplay) worked to help to resolve the situation.

Such split-second decisions a pilot makes in executing a landing are a testament to the extraordinary and interacting capabilities of the two parts of the brain. Without the parts working together, the pilot never could have gotten the aircraft into the air, never mind returned safely.

Test Yourself!

To begin to understand how the theory applies to you, start by taking a test that was developed by Stephen and his longtime collaborator William L. Thompson.4

Get a pencil and paper so you can determine your score—or take the test online at www.TopBrainBottomBrain.com (which has the additional advantage of automatically scoring the test and interpreting the score for you).

For each statement in the test, use the following scale:

1 2 3 4 5

    Disagree

    

    Agree

where 1 indicates that you completely disagree with the statement; 2 indicates that you disagree somewhat; 3 indicates that you neither disagree nor agree; 4 indicates that you agree somewhat; and 5 indicates that you completely agree.

1. When I look at a garden, I usually notice the patterns of plantings.

2. If I like a piece of furniture, I want to know exactly where it will fit in my home before I will buy it.

3. I prefer to make plans about what to do before I jump into a situation.

4. In a museum, I like to classify paintings according to their style.

5. I try to examine items in a store very carefully.

6. I like to assemble all the necessary tools before I begin a project.

7. I prefer to call ahead to a hotel if I may not get there until late in the day.

8. As a rule, I try to react appropriately to my environment.

9. I like to examine the surfaces of objects in detail.

10. When I first turn on the TV, I like to identify specific people on the screen.

11. I effortlessly note the types of dogs that I see.

12. I like to think about what to expect after I make a decision.

13. I like to look at people’s faces and try to classify where their ancestors came from.

14. I think of myself as someone who plans ahead.

15. Before I buy a new shirt, I think about whether it will go with my other clothes.

16. When I hear music, I like to identify different instruments.

17. I take the time to appreciate paintings when I go to an art exhibition.

18. I enjoy making plans.

19. In the morning, I often think ahead to what I’ll need to do that day.

20. I prefer to examine objects closely enough to see how color changes on their surfaces.


To get your score:


First, add up your ratings for items 2, 3, 6, 7, 8, 12, 14, 15, 18, and 19. This is your top-brain score.

Second, add up your ratings for items 1, 4, 5, 9, 10, 11, 13, 16, 17, and 20. This is your bottom-brain score.

These two scores by themselves mean less than the relationship between them. To discover how they relate, how they indicate a specific typical cognitive mode, read on!

Four Cognitive Modes

Our theory holds that everyone has a particular way of thinking and behaving that is most comfortable for them most of the time—and that these modes emerge from how deeply a person uses the top and bottom parts of the brain.

Although the degree to which each part is used spans a continuum, ranging from deeply utilized to minimally utilized, it is nevertheless useful to divide the continuum into “high” and “low” categories. The four cognitive modes grow out of these categories:



	 

	Deeply Utilized Top

	Minimally Utilized Top




	Deeply Utilized Bottom

	Mover Mode

	Perceiver Mode




	Minimally Utilized Bottom

	Stimulator Mode

	Adaptor Mode





In Mover Mode, the top and bottom brain are both deeply utilized. When people think in this mode, they are inclined to make and act on plans (using the top brain) and to register the consequences of doing so (using the bottom brain), subsequently adjusting plans on the basis of feedback. According to our theory, when people operate in Mover Mode they will be most comfortable in positions that allow them to plan, act, and see the consequences of their actions.

In Perceiver Mode, the bottom brain is deeply utilized but the top brain is not. When people think in this mode, they use the bottom brain to try to make sense of what they perceive in depth; they interpret what they experience, put it in context, and try to understand the implications. However, by definition, people who are operating in Perceiver Mode do not often initiate detailed or complex plans.

In Stimulator Mode, the top brain is deeply utilized but the bottom brain is not. According to our theory, when people rely on Stimulator Mode they may be creative and original, but they do not always know when “enough is enough”—their actions can be disruptive, and they may not adjust their behavior appropriately.

In Adaptor Mode, neither the top nor the bottom brain is deeply utilized. People who are thinking in this mode are not caught up in initiating plans, nor are they fully focused on classifying and interpreting what they experience. Instead, our theory predicts that they are open to becoming absorbed by local events and immediate imperatives. They should tend to be action-oriented and responsive to ongoing situations.

What Do Your Scores Mean?

We can use your top-brain and bottom-brain scores to infer your typical cognitive mode and to determine whether you tend to slip into another mode or are flexible in which mode you use, depending on the situation.5

In what follows, we interpret your scores in detail; if you took the test online, at TopBrainBottomBrain.com, the app already did this for you. We’ll begin with the top-brain ratings and first consider scores above the average (or mean)—which indicate deep use of top-brain processing, to one degree or another. Specifically, if your score was 47 or higher (about 1.5 standard deviations above the mean), you have a very strong tendency to use top-brain processing deeply; if your score was higher than 37 but below 47, you have a tendency to use top-brain processing deeply.

Now let’s consider top-brain ratings that are at or below the mean of 37. These scores indicate that you do not typically use top-brain processing deeply. Specifically, if your score was 27 or less, you have a very strong tendency not to use top-brain processing deeply; if your score was 37 or less but higher than 27, you have a tendency not to use top-brain processing deeply.

TOP-BRAIN PROCESSING



	47 or higher

	Very strong tendency to use top-brain processing deeply




	38–46

	Tendency to use top-brain processing deeply




	28–37

	Tendency not to use top-brain processing deeply




	27 or less

	Very strong tendency not to use top-brain processing deeply





Now consider your bottom-brain ratings. If your score was 43 or higher (about 1.5 standard deviations above the mean), you have a very strong tendency to use bottom-brain processing deeply; if your score was 34 or higher but below 43, you have a tendency to use bottom-brain processing deeply.

Finally, let’s turn to bottom-brain ratings that are at or below the mean of 33, which indicate that you do not typically use bottom-brain processing deeply. Specifically, if your score was 23 or less, you have a very strong tendency not to use bottom-brain processing deeply; if your score was at or less than 33 but greater than 23, you have a tendency not to use bottom-brain processing deeply.

BOTTOM-BRAIN PROCESSING



	43 or higher

	Very strong tendency to use bottom-brain processing deeply




	34–42

	Tendency to use bottom-brain processing deeply




	24–33

	Tendency not to use bottom-brain processing deeply




	23 or less

	Very strong tendency not to use bottom-brain processing deeply





Now, the last step: To identify your typical cognitive mode, look up your top-brain and bottom-brain classifications in the following table. However, keep in mind that for some people, the mode may depend a lot on the context (such as whether you are at work or home, watching a familiar sport or a new one, or even just talking to family versus strangers)—in which case we’ve indicated that your mode tends to be “flexible.”



	TOP-BRAIN/BOTTOM-BRAIN CLASSIFICATION

	TYPICAL MODE




	Very Strong Tendency Top/Very Strong Tendency Bottom

	Typically Mover Mode




	Tendency Top/Tendency Bottom

	Mover Mode, but flexible (depending on context)




	Very Strong Tendency Top/Tendency Bottom

	Mover Mode, but sometimes Stimulator Mode




	Tendency Top/Very Strong Tendency Bottom

	Mover Mode, but sometimes Perceiver Mode




	Very Strong Tendency Not Top/Very Strong Tendency Bottom

	Typically Perceiver Mode




	Tendency Not Top/Tendency Bottom

	Perceiver Mode, but flexible (depending on context)




	Tendency Not Top/Very Strong Tendency Bottom

	Perceiver Mode, but sometimes Mover Mode




	Very Strong Tendency Not Top/Tendency Bottom

	Perceiver Mode, but sometimes Adaptor Mode




	Very Strong Tendency Top/Very Strong Tendency Not Bottom

	Typically Stimulator Mode




	Tendency Top/Tendency Not Bottom

	Stimulator Mode, but flexible (depending on context)




	Very Strong Tendency Top/Tendency Not Bottom

	Stimulator Mode, but sometimes Mover Mode




	Tendency Top/Very Strong Tendency Not Bottom

	Stimulator Mode, but sometimes Adaptor Mode




	Very Strong Tendency Not Top/ Very Strong Tendency Not Bottom

	Typically Adaptor Mode







	Tendency Not Top/Tendency Not Bottom

	Adaptor Mode, but flexible (depending on context)




	Very Strong Tendency Not Top/Tendency Not Bottom

	Adaptor Mode, but sometimes Perceiver Mode




	Tendency Not Top/Very Strong Tendency Not Bottom

	Adaptor Mode, but sometimes Stimulator Mode





Mover Mode. According to our theory, you often operate in Mover Mode if you scored over the average for both top-brain and bottom-brain processing. If you have only a tendency (but not a very strong tendency) to use both sorts of brain processing, then you may operate in Mover Mode but not as consistently. Instead, you will be flexible: The mode you operate in may depend on the particular context in which you find yourself; how you think and behave will depend in large part on the demands placed on you by your current situation.

If you have a very strong tendency to use top-brain processing but only a tendency to use bottom-brain processing, you typically operate in Mover Mode but you sometimes may slip into Stimulator Mode. If you have a very strong tendency to use bottom-brain processing but only a tendency to use top-brain processing, you typically operate in Mover Mode but you may slip into Perceiver Mode.

Perceiver Mode. You often operate in Perceiver Mode if you scored over the mean for bottom-brain processing but at or below the mean for top-brain processing. If you have a very strong tendency to use bottom-brain processing and a very strong tendency not to use top-brain processing, you typically operate in Perceiver Mode. If you have only a tendency to use bottom-brain processing and only a tendency not to use top-brain processing, then you may operate in Perceiver Mode but not as consistently—rather, your mode of thinking may be flexible, depending on the context in which you find yourself.

If you have a very strong tendency to use bottom-brain processing but only a tendency not to use top-brain processing, you typically operate in Perceiver Mode but sometimes may slip into Mover Mode. If you have a very strong tendency not to use top-brain processing but only a tendency to use bottom-brain processing, you typically operate in Perceiver Mode but sometimes may slip into Adaptor Mode.

Stimulator Mode. According to our theory, you often rely on Stimulator Mode if you scored over the mean for top-brain processing but at or below the mean for bottom-brain processing. If you have a very strong tendency to use top-brain processing and a very strong tendency not to use bottom-brain processing, you typically operate in Stimulator Mode. If you have only a tendency to use top-brain processing and only a tendency not to use bottom-brain processing, then you may operate in Stimulator Mode but not as consistently—rather, the mode you rely on may depend on the context in which you find yourself.

If you have a very strong tendency to use top-brain processing but only a tendency not to use bottom-brain processing, you typically operate in Stimulator Mode but sometimes may slip into Mover Mode. If you have a very strong tendency not to use bottom-brain processing but only a tendency to use top-brain processing, you typically operate in Stimulator Mode but sometimes may slip into Adaptor Mode.

Adaptor Mode. You often operate in Adaptor Mode if you scored at or below the mean for both top-brain and bottom-brain processing. If you have a very strong tendency not to use both top- and bottom-brain processing, you typically operate in Adaptor Mode. If you have only a tendency not to use bottom-brain processing and only a tendency not to use top-brain processing, then you may operate in Adaptor Mode but be flexible—the mode you rely on may depend on the context in which you find yourself.

If you have a very strong tendency not to use top-brain processing but only a tendency not to use bottom-brain processing, you typically operate in Adaptor Mode but sometimes may slip into Perceiver Mode. If you have a very strong tendency not to use bottom-brain processing but only a tendency not to use top-brain processing, you typically operate in Adaptor Mode but sometimes may slip into Stimulator Mode.

    •  •  •

    The rest of this book is an extended discussion of the cognitive modes—what they are and how they work in detail, their consequences for group interaction, what they say about you, the possibilities for changing modes, and more. We hope that the theory will help you understand yourself, alone and in groups. We believe it will prompt you to think about issues you probably did not previously consider. And we expect it will lead you to regard relationships—with family, friends, and colleagues—in a new way. Whether your interest is to evolve personally, socially, or in business—or all three—we believe that understanding and considering the Theory of Cognitive Modes can benefit you. We will have succeeded if you find this book thought-provoking, if it leads you to useful insights about yourself and the people in your life. To quote the ancient Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu: “He who knows others is learned / He who knows himself is wise.”

In the following chapter, we explore how the modes can help you in your interactions with others, both informally and when you are a member of a team. You will find ideas—derived from the theory—that may help you decide when you will work effectively with another person. We’ll outline possible strategies for coping if you find yourself having to function with someone whose typical cognitive mode rubs you the wrong way, whether at work or in personal relationships.



Chapter 2


Family, Friends, Colleagues

Many of the problems facing us in the twenty-first century are so difficult that no single individual can solve them. Instead, we must often work with others to overcome the challenges facing us. Understanding the cognitive modes may not only help you work more effectively with others, but may also help you assemble a better group or team that can function more effectively.

The following parable illustrates the strategy:

Some adult animals living in the forest were worried about the younger generation. The youngsters were hanging around the clearings and loitering on the trail corners and generally failing to develop their potential.

So the adults decided to start a school.

Their first job was designing a curriculum. The bears pointed out that digging was absolutely essential—it definitely needed to be on the “must-be-taught” list. The birds chirped that flying could not be overlooked. The rabbits naturally emphasized running very fast, and so forth. In the end, all agreed that all of these skills were important, and thus every species should learn every one.

The adults gathered the young animals together and began their education. Before long, there were young birds with broken wingtips from trying to dig, baby bears with sprained ankles from trying to run very fast, and baby rabbits with bruises from trying to fly. Needless to say, once they recovered, none of the youngsters was happy or better-educated. The curriculum was a failure.

The moral of the story is not that some people are like birds, some like bears, and some like rabbits, and that each of us is best suited for certain tasks but not for others. Rather, the moral is that once you learn what kind of animal you are, you can more effectively approach a task. If you’re a bird and want to dig, you use your beak and claws and realize that you could be very effective on an archeological site but less effective if you wanted to dig a den. If you’re a bear, you should know that heavy digging is your thing—so if you want to dig, digging large holes is what you do best. And if you’re a rabbit, you should know that running fast is what you do well—but if you want to fly, best to get on an airplane.

In other words, do what you can do well, and if you don’t have an affinity for doing what you need to do in a certain situation, seek someone who can collaborate effectively with you.

Greebles in the Maze

The value of this strategy has been demonstrated in the lab.

In 2005, the so-called Group Brain Project began in earnest at Harvard. This group included many researchers and was led by the late J. Richard Hackman and Stephen.1 The key idea was that a group can be likened to a brain, where each person in the group functions as if he or she were a single brain system. A vast amount has now been learned about individual brain systems and about how to measure their efficacy. In particular, neuroimaging has allowed researchers to develop many tests that activate individual brain systems—and these tests can be used by themselves (without needing to scan the brain) to assess how effectively those brain systems function.

The Group Brain Project used tests to assess how well people could perform the functions carried out by individual brain systems, and then observed the consequences of having different sorts of people work together. For example, in the first such study (spearheaded by Anita Woolley) the team screened more than two thousand people online, using a questionnaire that assesses two sorts of abilities:2
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