what is instinctive drift

what is instinctive drift is a concept in behavioral psychology that describes the tendency of an
animal to revert to innate behaviors that interfere with learned behaviors. This phenomenon reveals
the limits of conditioning and demonstrates how instinctual patterns can override conditioned
responses, despite reinforcement. Instinctive drift challenges the assumption that learned behaviors
can completely replace natural instincts, highlighting the complex interplay between genetics and
environmental influences. Understanding what is instinctive drift is essential for comprehending the
constraints of operant conditioning and the role of evolutionary predispositions in behavior. This
article explores the definition, historical background, key experiments, mechanisms, and
implications of instinctive drift in both animals and humans. Additionally, practical examples and
potential applications in training and behavior modification are discussed. The following sections
provide a detailed overview of this pivotal concept in behavioral science.

e Definition and Origin of Instinctive Drift

¢ Key Experiments Demonstrating Instinctive Drift
e Mechanisms Behind Instinctive Drift

e Implications for Animal Training and Behavior

e Instinctive Drift in Humans

¢ Practical Examples and Applications

Definition and Origin of Instinctive Drift

Instinctive drift refers to the phenomenon where an animal’s conditioned behavior gradually shifts
back toward its innate, species-specific behaviors, despite previous conditioning efforts. This
concept emerged from the field of behavioral psychology and learning theory, particularly within
operant conditioning frameworks. It highlights the conflict between learned behaviors acquired
through reinforcement and the animal’s natural instincts coded in its genetic makeup.

The term was first introduced by psychologists Keller and Marian Breland in the 1960s during their
work with animal training. They observed that animals often reverted to instinctual behaviors that
interfered with the performance of trained tasks. This discovery challenged the then-prevailing
belief that operant conditioning could completely shape behavior without interference from biology.

Key Experiments Demonstrating Instinctive Drift

Several landmark experiments have illustrated the concept of instinctive drift, providing empirical
evidence of the phenomenon across different species. These studies demonstrated that even
extensively trained animals could not completely override their innate behavioral tendencies.



Breland and Breland’s Animal Training Studies

Keller and Marian Breland, former students of B.F. Skinner, conducted numerous experiments using
operant conditioning to train various animals to perform specific tasks for food rewards. Their work
with raccoons and pigs is particularly notable.

For instance, raccoons trained to deposit coins into a box learned the task initially but eventually
started to rub the coins together in a natural food-washing motion, which interfered with the trained
behavior. Similarly, pigs trained to pick up wooden tokens and deposit them in a piggy bank began
to root and dig at the tokens, a behavior typical of their species when foraging for food.

Other Relevant Research

Additional studies have confirmed that instinctive drift occurs in a variety of species, including birds,
primates, and rodents. These experiments consistently show that species-specific behaviors can
override conditioned responses when there is a conflict between the two.

Mechanisms Behind Instinctive Drift

The underlying mechanisms of instinctive drift involve the interaction between learned behaviors
and innate biological predispositions. While operant conditioning relies on reinforcement to shape
behavior, instinctive drift reveals that genetic programming exerts a strong influence that can
disrupt or modify conditioned actions.

Biological Constraints on Learning

One key mechanism is the biological constraint that certain behaviors are deeply embedded in an
animal’s genetic code, making them resistant to being replaced entirely by learned responses. These
behaviors have evolved to enhance survival and reproduction, and thus, they manifest strongly even
when other behaviors are reinforced.

Conflict Between Conditioning and Instinct

When a conditioned behavior conflicts with an animal’s instinctual tendencies, the instinctive
behavior may gradually reassert itself, especially under conditions of stress, fatigue, or inconsistent
reinforcement. This conflict results in the observable drift away from the conditioned response
toward the innate behavior.

Implications for Animal Training and Behavior

Understanding what is instinctive drift is crucial for effective animal training, as it informs trainers
about the limitations of conditioning and the importance of accounting for species-specific
behaviors. Ignoring instinctive drift can lead to frustration and ineffective training outcomes.



Strategies to Manage Instinctive Drift

 Design training protocols that align with an animal’s natural behaviors.
e Use gradual shaping techniques that incorporate instincts instead of opposing them.
e Maintain consistent reinforcement schedules to strengthen conditioned responses.

e Recognize signs of drift early and adjust training methods accordingly.

Benefits of Considering Instinctive Drift

By integrating knowledge of instinctive drift, trainers can develop more humane, effective, and
sustainable training programs. This approach reduces stress for animals and enhances the likelihood
of long-term behavior retention.

Instinctive Drift in Humans

While instinctive drift is primarily studied in animals, parallels exist in human behavior, especially
regarding deeply ingrained habits and reflexes that resist change despite conscious efforts. Human
instincts, such as fight-or-flight responses, can interfere with learned coping mechanisms or
behaviors.

Examples in Human Behavior

Examples include automatic reactions under stress that override rational decision-making or
habitual behaviors that persist despite attempts to modify them. These phenomena reflect the
influence of evolutionary predispositions on human conditioning and learning processes.

Practical Examples and Applications

Instinctive drift has practical implications across various fields, including psychology, animal
training, rehabilitation, and behavioral therapy. Recognizing this phenomenon can improve
approaches to modifying behavior effectively.

Animal Training

Trainers use insights from instinctive drift to tailor training methods to the natural tendencies of
animals, enhancing cooperation and reducing behavioral conflicts.



Behavioral Therapy

In therapeutic settings, understanding instinctive drift helps practitioners acknowledge the
challenges clients face when trying to change deep-seated habits or instincts, guiding more realistic
goal-setting and intervention strategies.

Wildlife Management and Conservation

Conservationists apply knowledge of instinctive drift when reintroducing captive-bred animals into
the wild, ensuring that innate survival behaviors are preserved alongside learned behaviors.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is instinctive drift in psychology?

Instinctive drift refers to the tendency of an animal to revert to instinctive behaviors that interfere
with a conditioned response, despite prior training.

Who first identified the concept of instinctive drift?

The concept of instinctive drift was first identified by psychologists Keller and Marian Breland in the
1960s during their animal training experiments.

How does instinctive drift affect operant conditioning?

Instinctive drift can disrupt operant conditioning by causing animals to abandon learned behaviors
in favor of natural, instinctive actions, making training less effective.

Can instinctive drift occur in humans?

While instinctive drift primarily describes animal behavior, humans can also exhibit similar
tendencies where innate behaviors interfere with learned responses.

What is an example of instinctive drift?

An example is when a raccoon trained to drop coins into a piggy bank starts rubbing the coins
together, which is an instinctive food-washing behavior, undermining the trained task.

Why is understanding instinctive drift important in animal
training?

Understanding instinctive drift helps trainers anticipate and manage natural behaviors that may
conflict with training goals, leading to more effective and humane training methods.



Is instinctive drift a limitation of behaviorism?

Yes, instinctive drift highlights a limitation of strict behaviorist approaches by showing that innate
biological factors can override conditioned behaviors.

How can trainers minimize the effects of instinctive drift?

Trainers can minimize instinctive drift by designing training tasks that align with an animal's natural
behaviors and by using gradual reinforcement techniques.

Does instinctive drift only occur in non-human animals?

Instinctive drift is most commonly observed in non-human animals, but similar phenomena can occur
in humans when instinctive impulses interfere with learned behaviors.

What role does instinctive drift play in evolutionary
psychology?

Instinctive drift supports the idea that evolutionary predispositions influence behavior,
demonstrating that certain instinctive actions are deeply embedded and can override learned
responses.

Additional Resources

1. Instinctive Drift: The Challenge to Behaviorism

This book explores the concept of instinctive drift, where an animal's innate behaviors interfere with
learned behaviors. It provides a detailed analysis of how instinctive tendencies can override
conditioning, challenging traditional behaviorist theories. The author uses various experimental
examples to illustrate these conflicts in behavioral psychology.

2. Animal Learning and Behavior: Instinctive Drift in Context

Focusing on the intersection of instinct and learning, this book examines how animals' natural
instincts can influence their capacity to learn new behaviors. It discusses key experiments and case
studies that highlight the phenomenon of instinctive drift. The book is valuable for students and
researchers interested in ethology and comparative psychology.

3. Beyond Conditioning: Understanding Instinctive Drift

This text delves into the limitations of classical and operant conditioning by emphasizing the role of
instinctive drift. It argues that instinctual drives sometimes cause animals to revert to species-
specific behaviors despite conditioning efforts. The author provides a comprehensive review of
behavioral studies that document this phenomenon.

4. The Psychology of Instinctive Drift in Animals

This book offers an in-depth look at the psychological mechanisms behind instinctive drift. It covers
the historical background, key experiments, and theoretical implications for learning and behavior
modification. Readers gain insight into how instinctive drift affects training and behavior in various
animal species.



5. Instinct and Learning: A Behavioral Paradox

The author investigates the paradox where learned behaviors are disrupted by instinctive responses.
This work synthesizes research findings on instinctive drift and discusses its implications for
understanding animal cognition and behavior. It also considers how this phenomenon influences
training and rehabilitation programs.

6. From Conditioning to Instinct: The Dynamics of Behavioral Change

This book traces the evolution of behaviorist thought to include the recognition of instinctive drift. It
highlights the dynamic interplay between learned behaviors and innate instincts that shape animal
actions. Through experimental evidence, the author shows how instinctive drift challenges simplified
models of learning.

7. Instinctive Drift in Operant Conditioning: Case Studies and Analyses

Focusing specifically on operant conditioning, this book compiles various case studies demonstrating
the effects of instinctive drift. It analyses how instinctual behaviors can disrupt trained responses in
laboratory and real-world settings. The book is particularly useful for psychologists and animal
trainers.

8. Behavioral Science and the Limits of Conditioning: Instinctive Drift Explained

This text offers a critical examination of behaviorist theories in light of instinctive drift. It explores
why certain behaviors resist conditioning due to underlying instinctual patterns. The author
discusses the broader implications for behavioral science and animal psychology.

9. Instinctive Drift and the Nature of Learning

This book addresses the fundamental question of how instinct and learning coexist and sometimes
conflict. It reviews experimental research on instinctive drift and its impact on the understanding of
learning processes in animals. The author provides a nuanced perspective on the balance between
innate tendencies and learned behaviors.
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