instinctive drift in psychology

instinctive drift in psychology refers to the phenomenon where learned behaviors in
animals begin to revert to innate behaviors, despite previous conditioning. This intriguing
concept sheds light on the limits of operant conditioning and the natural instincts that
govern animal behavior. Understanding instinctive drift is crucial for psychologists, animal
trainers, and anyone interested in behavioral sciences. This article will delve into the origins
of instinctive drift, its implications in psychology, and provide examples that illustrate the
concept. We will also explore how it affects training methods in both animals and humans,
and discuss strategies to mitigate its effects.

In the following sections, we will cover the definition and background of instinctive drift, its
significance in psychology, its applications in animal training, and the interplay between
instinctive and learned behaviors. Finally, we will summarize the key points to enhance
understanding of this fascinating psychological phenomenon.
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Definition and Background

Instinctive drift was first described by psychologists Keller and Marian Breland in the 1960s
as they observed the behaviors of animals trained through operant conditioning. They
noticed that while animals could learn specific tasks through reinforcement, they would
often revert to their natural behaviors when faced with certain stimuli or situations. This
phenomenon illustrated the limitations of behaviorism, which at the time was heavily
focused on the principles of reinforcement and punishment. The Brelands conducted
experiments with raccoons and pigs, demonstrating how these animals would revert to
instinctual behaviors, such as washing food or rooting, despite having been trained to
perform specific actions for rewards.

In essence, instinctive drift highlights the conflict between learned behavior and innate
instincts. It suggests that while conditioning can shape behavior, it cannot completely
override the deep-rooted instincts that are often tied to survival and species-specific
behaviors. This understanding is vital for anyone working with animal behavior, as it



emphasizes the importance of considering an animal's natural instincts when designing
training programs.

Significance in Psychology

The significance of instinctive drift in psychology extends beyond mere animal training; it
offers insights into human behavior as well. Understanding the interplay between instinct
and learned behavior helps psychologists develop more effective therapeutic techniques.
For instance, instinctive drift can be observed in humans when individuals revert to
unhealthy habits or responses despite previous efforts to change them. This can be seen in
addiction recovery, where individuals may fall back into substance abuse even after
undergoing extensive treatment.

Moreover, instinctive drift raises questions about the nature of learning itself. It challenges
the notion that behavior can be entirely shaped by the environment and emphasizes the
role of biological and evolutionary factors in behavior. This perspective is particularly
important in fields such as developmental psychology, where innate tendencies often
influence learning and behavior throughout an individual's life.

Innate vs. Learned Behaviors

To fully grasp the implications of instinctive drift, it's essential to distinguish between innate
and learned behaviors. Innate behaviors are those that are hardwired and performed
without prior experience or learning. These behaviors are often crucial for survival and
reproduction. Examples include reflex actions, such as a baby’s grasp reflex, or migration
patterns in birds.

In contrast, learned behaviors are acquired through experience and interaction with the
environment. These behaviors are shaped by reinforcement and punishment, allowing
individuals to adapt to new circumstances. The interplay between these two types of
behavior is complex, and instinctive drift illustrates the tension that can arise when learned
behaviors conflict with innate tendencies.

Applications in Animal Training

Instinctive drift has profound implications for animal training, especially in fields such as
service animal training, circus performance, and animal rehabilitation. Trainers must be
aware of the natural instincts of the animals they work with to achieve effective training
outcomes. For instance, when training a dog to perform tricks, a trainer must recognize that
the dog’s instinctual behaviors—such as barking, digging, or chasing—may resurface during
training sessions.



Understanding instinctive drift allows trainers to create more effective training programs
that align with the animals' natural instincts. This can be achieved through the following
strategies:

* Positive Reinforcement: Rewarding behaviors that align with an animal's instincts
can help solidify learned behaviors.

¢ Incremental Training: Gradually introducing tasks that build on an animal's natural
instincts can help prevent instinctive drift.

e Environmental Enrichment: Providing a stimulating environment that encourages
natural behaviors can help reduce frustration and promote learning.

Instinctive Drift vs. Learned Behavior

The distinction between instinctive drift and learned behavior is crucial for anyone involved
in behavioral sciences. While operant conditioning focuses on external reinforcements to
shape behavior, instinctive drift underscores the limitations of this approach. One key
aspect to understand is that learned behaviors can be overshadowed by instinctive
behaviors when the two are in conflict.

For example, a raccoon trained to place coins in a piggy bank would often revert to its
instinctual behavior of washing the coins in water. This instinctive behavior took
precedence over the learned task due to the raccoon’s natural tendencies. This
phenomenon is not limited to animals; humans can experience similar regressions in
behavior when faced with stress or triggering situations. Understanding this can help
professionals develop more effective interventions in therapy and behavior modification.

Strategies to Mitigate Instinctive Drift

To effectively manage instinctive drift, trainers and psychologists can adopt various
strategies designed to reinforce learned behaviors while acknowledging the presence of
innate instincts. Here are some approaches to consider:

e Consistent Reinforcement: Regularly rewarding desired behaviors helps reinforce
learning and can counteract instinctive drift.

* Understanding Triggers: Identifying stimuli that may provoke instinctive behaviors
can help trainers anticipate and mitigate potential regressions.

e Creating Routine: Establishing a routine that incorporates both learned and
instinctive behaviors can help balance the two.



e Adaptability in Training: Being flexible and willing to adapt training methods based
on the animal’s responses can lead to more successful outcomes.

By employing these strategies, both animal trainers and psychologists can work towards
minimizing the impact of instinctive drift on learned behaviors, leading to more effective
behavior modification and training programs.

Conclusion

Instinctive drift in psychology provides a fascinating lens through which we can examine
the complexities of behavior, both in animals and humans. As we have explored, this
phenomenon emphasizes the interaction between innate instincts and learned behaviors,
revealing the limitations of operant conditioning alone. Recognizing the significance of
instinctive drift is essential for psychologists, animal trainers, and anyone interested in
understanding behavior. By employing strategies to mitigate its effects, we can enhance
training and therapeutic outcomes, ultimately leading to a better understanding of the
intricate dance between instinct and learning.

Q: What is instinctive drift in psychology?

A: Instinctive drift refers to the tendency of animals to revert to their innate behaviors, even
after being conditioned to perform specific learned tasks. This phenomenon highlights the
limitations of operant conditioning and the role of natural instincts in shaping behavior.

Q: Who first described instinctive drift?

A: The phenomenon of instinctive drift was first described by psychologists Keller and
Marian Breland in the 1960s. They observed this behavior in various animals during their
research on operant conditioning.

Q: How does instinctive drift affect animal training?

A: Instinctive drift can complicate animal training by causing trained animals to revert to
their natural instincts during tasks. It is essential for trainers to understand and
accommodate these instincts to achieve effective training outcomes.

Q: Can humans experience instinctive drift?

A: Yes, humans can experience a form of instinctive drift, particularly in situations where
learned behaviors conflict with innate tendencies or stress responses, such as reverting to
unhealthy habits despite knowing better.



Q: What are some strategies to mitigate instinctive
drift?

A: Strategies to mitigate instinctive drift include consistent reinforcement of learned
behaviors, understanding triggers for instinctive behaviors, creating routines that
incorporate both learned and instinctive actions, and being adaptable in training methods.

Q: What is the difference between innate and learned
behaviors?

A: Innate behaviors are instinctual and performed without prior learning, while learned
behaviors are acquired through experience and interaction with the environment.
Instinctive drift occurs when learned behaviors are overridden by innate instincts.

Q: Why is instinctive drift significant in psychology?

A: Instinctive drift is significant because it challenges the idea that behavior can be entirely
shaped by the environment, highlighting the importance of biological and evolutionary
factors in understanding behavior.

Q: How can understanding instinctive drift benefit
psychologists?

A: Understanding instinctive drift can help psychologists develop more effective therapeutic
techniques by considering the role of instinctual behaviors in shaping patterns of behavior
and response.

Q: What examples illustrate instinctive drift in animals?

A: Examples of instinctive drift include raccoons washing coins instead of placing them in a
piggy bank and pigs rooting instead of performing a learned task. These behaviors
demonstrate how innate instincts can override learned actions.
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