instinctive drift ap psychology definition

instinctive drift ap psychology definition is a crucial concept in the field of psychology,
particularly within the context of behavioral learning theories. This term refers to the tendency of an
animal to revert to instinctual behaviors when they are placed under specific conditions, especially
when those conditions conflict with learned behaviors. This phenomenon highlights important aspects
of learning, reinforcement, and the limits of conditioning, making it a significant topic in AP
Psychology. In this article, we will explore the definition of instinctive drift, its implications in
psychology, notable studies, and how it connects to broader theories of learning. Additionally, we will
discuss real-world applications and the significance of understanding instinctive drift in both animal
and human behavior.
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Understanding Instinctive Drift

Instinctive drift is a term used to describe the phenomenon where learned behaviors are
overshadowed by innate biological instincts. This concept is particularly relevant when discussing
operant conditioning, where behaviors are learned through reinforcement or punishment. Despite the
powerful effects of reinforcement, animals can display instinctive behaviors that arise naturally and
often override these learned behaviors, especially in stressful or unfamiliar situations.

To illustrate, consider a trained animal, such as a raccoon, that has learned to complete a specific
task for food. If the task involves depositing coins into a bank, the raccoon might initially perform the
task well. However, over time, you might notice the raccoon engaging in instinctive behaviors like
rubbing the coins together or washing them in water. These behaviors reflect its natural instincts,
which can disrupt the learned task.

The concept of instinctive drift emphasizes that while reinforcement can shape behavior, it does not
eliminate the underlying instinctual drives of an animal. This understanding is essential for educators,
trainers, and psychologists as they develop methods for behavior modification and learning.



Historical Context and Key Studies

The phenomenon of instinctive drift gained significant attention in the mid-20th century, particularly
through the work of psychologists Keller and Marian Breland. They were pioneering figures in the field
of animal training and operant conditioning, applying principles developed by B.F. Skinner.

The Brelands conducted a series of experiments, famously termed the "Breland experiments," where
they trained various animals to perform specific tasks. However, they observed that as the animals
were subjected to these tasks over time, they began to revert to their natural instincts. For example,
they trained pigs to root for coins in a specific manner, but the pigs eventually started to exhibit their
natural rooting behavior instead of completing the task as trained.

These findings were pivotal in demonstrating that instinctual behavior could interfere with learned
behavior. The results of the Brelands' research not only validated the notion of instinctive drift but
also challenged the assumptions of operant conditioning by highlighting its limitations.

The Mechanisms Behind Instinctive Drift

The mechanisms of instinctive drift are rooted in the animal's biology and evolutionary history.
Instinctive behaviors are developed over generations through the process of natural selection and
serve crucial survival functions. When an animal is placed in a learning environment, these instinctual
behaviors can emerge, especially when the animal is stressed or faced with challenges that trigger
their innate responses.

Several factors contribute to the emergence of instinctive drift:

Biological Constraints: Each species has inherent behaviors shaped by evolution that can
override learned behaviors.

Stress and Environment: High-stress situations can lead animals to rely on instinct rather
than learned responses.

Reinforcement History: The strength and type of reinforcement can impact how deeply
learned a behavior is, but it may still be susceptible to instinctive drift.

Species-Specific Behavior: Certain behaviors are more prone to drift based on the natural
instincts of the species involved.

Understanding these mechanisms is critical for psychologists and animal trainers, as it provides
insight into how to effectively train and modify behavior. It also sheds light on why certain training
methods may be more successful for specific species based on their instinctual behaviors.

Implications of Instinctive Drift in Psychology

The implications of instinctive drift extend beyond animal training and into broader psychological
theories. It raises questions about the reliability of learned behaviors and the complexities of behavior



modification. Some of the key implications include:

1. Limits of Conditioning: Instinctive drift illustrates that while conditioning can lead to learning, it is
not absolute. There are biological limits to how behaviors can be shaped.

2. Understanding Behavioral Regression: In both human and animal behavior, instinctive drift can
explain why individuals may revert to old habits or behaviors under stress or unfamiliar
circumstances.

3. Reinforcement Strategies: Trainers and psychologists must consider instinctual behaviors when
developing reinforcement strategies for effective learning and behavior change.

These implications are essential for effective psychological practice, as they highlight the need for a
comprehensive understanding of both learned and instinctual behaviors.

Real-World Applications of Instinctive Drift

The concept of instinctive drift has several practical applications across various fields, including
animal training, education, and therapy. Here are some notable examples:

e Animal Training: Trainers often need to account for instinctive behaviors when teaching new
skills to animals. Understanding these instincts can lead to more effective training techniques.

» Behavioral Therapy: In therapeutic settings, recognizing that a patient may revert to
instinctual behaviors can inform treatment strategies, particularly in dealing with anxiety and
stress.

* Wildlife Conservation: Knowledge of instinctive drift can aid in wildlife conservation efforts,
allowing conservationists to better understand animal behavior and develop appropriate
intervention strategies.

e Education: Educators can apply principles of instinctive drift to foster better learning
environments that consider students’ natural instincts and behaviors.

By integrating the understanding of instinctive drift into these fields, professionals can enhance their
approaches and achieve more effective outcomes.

Conclusion

Instinctive drift is a compelling concept in the study of psychology that highlights the interplay
between learned behaviors and innate instincts. As we have explored, the definition of instinctive drift
reveals the limitations of conditioning and the significance of biological factors in shaping behavior.
Through historical studies and an understanding of the mechanisms behind instinctive drift, we can
appreciate its implications across various domains, from animal training to therapeutic practices.
Recognizing the influence of instinctive behaviors equips us with the tools to better understand
ourselves and the animals we interact with, making it a vital topic in both psychology and behavior
studies.



Q: What is instinctive drift in psychology?

A: Instinctive drift refers to the tendency of animals to revert to instinctual behaviors, especially when
under stress or in unfamiliar situations, thereby overshadowing learned behaviors acquired through
conditioning.

Q: Who first studied instinctive drift?

A: The phenomenon of instinctive drift was notably studied by psychologists Keller and Marian
Breland, who observed this behavior in their experiments with various animals in the mid-20th
century.

Q: How does instinctive drift affect animal training?

A: Instinctive drift can interfere with the training process, as animals may revert to their natural
instincts rather than perform the learned behaviors, emphasizing the need for trainers to consider
these instinctual drives.

Q: How can understanding instinctive drift benefit educators?

A: Educators can use the understanding of instinctive drift to create learning environments that
respect students' natural behaviors and instincts, leading to more effective educational strategies.

Q: Is instinctive drift relevant to human behavior?

A: Yes, instinctive drift is relevant to human behavior as it can explain why individuals might revert to
old habits or instinctual reactions in stressful situations, impacting behavior modification efforts.

Q: Can instinctive drift be observed in all species?

A: While instinctive drift is primarily documented in animals, variations in instinctual behaviors mean
that the phenomenon may not manifest in the same way across all species.

Q: How does stress influence instinctive drift?

A: Stress can trigger instinctual behaviors, leading individuals to rely on innate responses rather than
learned behaviors, which can disrupt conditioning efforts.

Q: What are some examples of instinctive drift in animal
training?

A: Examples include raccoons washing coins instead of depositing them or pigs performing natural
rooting behaviors instead of completing trained tasks involving food.



Q: What implications does instinctive drift have for behavioral
therapy?

A: Understanding instinctive drift can help therapists anticipate potential regressions to instinctual
behaviors in clients, informing their treatment approaches and strategies for behavior change.

Q: How can instinctive drift be applied in wildlife
conservation?

A: Knowledge of instinctive drift can assist conservationists in understanding the natural behaviors of
species, allowing for more effective intervention and rehabilitation strategies in conservation efforts.
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