
instinctive drift psychology definition
instinctive drift psychology definition refers to a phenomenon observed in behavioral
psychology where an animal's instinctive behaviors interfere with learned behaviors. This
concept has significant implications for understanding how learning occurs in different
species, particularly in the context of animal training and behavior modification. The
instinctive drift suggests that innate behaviors can disrupt conditioning processes, leading
to unexpected outcomes during training. This article will delve into the definition of
instinctive drift psychology, its origins, examples, implications for animal training, and its
relevance in broader psychological contexts. By the end of this exploration, you will have a
comprehensive understanding of this intriguing psychological concept and its applications.
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Understanding Instinctive Drift Psychology

Instinctive drift is a concept that illustrates how inherent behavioral tendencies of an
animal can interfere with or alter conditioned responses. This phenomenon was notably
articulated by psychologists Keller and Marian Breland in the 1960s. They observed that
when animals were trained to perform specific tasks, their natural instincts often
resurfaced, leading them to behave in ways that contradicted their training. For instance, a
raccoon trained to deposit coins in a bank would revert to its instinctive behavior of
washing its food. This phenomenon highlights the complexity of animal behavior and the
limitations of behavioral conditioning theories.

The central idea behind instinctive drift is that certain instinctual behaviors may override
learned behaviors, especially when the two are in conflict. This can complicate training
efforts and can lead to frustration for trainers who expect animals to adhere strictly to their
learned behaviors. Understanding this drift is crucial for effective training and behavior
management, as it emphasizes the need to account for natural instincts when developing
training protocols.



Historical Background of Instinctive Drift

The term "instinctive drift" was popularized by the Brelands, who were students of B.F.
Skinner, a prominent figure in behaviorism. The Brelands initially applied principles of
operant conditioning to train various animals for commercial purposes, such as performing
tricks for exhibitions or commercials. However, they soon noticed that no matter how much
they conditioned the animals, their instinctual behaviors would often take over.

This led the Brelands to conduct a series of experiments that demonstrated instances of
instinctive drift across different species. Their work revealed that instinctive behaviors
could resurface in unpredictable ways, demonstrating that training is not simply a matter of
repetition and reinforcement. This shift in understanding encouraged further exploration
into the interplay between innate and learned behaviors, reshaping the field of behavioral
psychology.

Examples of Instinctive Drift in Animals

Instinctive drift manifests in various species, showcasing how natural behaviors can disrupt
learned tasks. Here are some notable examples:

Raccoons: As mentioned earlier, raccoons exhibit a strong instinct to wash their food.
When trained to place coins in a container, they often resort to their natural behavior
of dipping the coins into water, showing a clear example of instinctive drift.

Pigs: Pigs trained to push a lever for food may instead root around for food, reflecting
their innate behavior to forage in the ground. This behavior demonstrates that their
natural instincts can overshadow learned actions.

Dogs: A dog trained to fetch may revert to instinctive chasing behaviors when it sees
a moving object, such as a squirrel. This is a classic example of how instinct can
interrupt learned commands.

Birds: Some birds, when taught to peck for food in specific locations, may instead
engage in instinctual behaviors like nesting or preening, indicating that their innate
behaviors can disrupt training.

These examples illustrate the complexity of animal behavior and the challenges faced by
trainers. They also highlight the importance of understanding the instincts of different
species when developing training strategies.



Implications for Animal Training

The concept of instinctive drift has significant implications for animal training practices.
Recognizing that innate behaviors can interfere with learned tasks necessitates a more
nuanced approach to training. Here are key considerations for trainers:

Awareness of Instincts: Trainers should educate themselves about the natural
instincts of the species they are working with. Understanding these instincts can help
in developing training methods that align more closely with the animal's natural
behaviors.

Positive Reinforcement: Utilizing positive reinforcement techniques can help
mitigate instinctive drift. By rewarding desirable behaviors consistently, trainers can
create a stronger association between the learned behavior and the reward.

Gradual Training: Training should be gradual and patient. Breaking down tasks into
smaller, manageable steps can help animals adapt to new behaviors without feeling
overwhelmed.

Environment Considerations: The training environment should be structured to
minimize distractions that might trigger instinctive behaviors. A controlled setting can
enhance focus and reduce the likelihood of drift.

By incorporating these strategies, trainers can enhance their effectiveness and reduce the
chances of instinctive drift interfering with training outcomes. Understanding instinctive
drift not only improves training success but also fosters a better relationship between
trainers and animals.

Instinctive Drift in Human Behavior

While instinctive drift is primarily studied in animal behavior, there are parallels in human
psychology. For instance, humans often revert to instinctual behaviors when faced with
stress or anxiety. These behaviors can include fight-or-flight responses, which may override
rational decision-making processes. Such instinctual responses can be seen in various
situations, from public speaking fears to test anxiety.

Additionally, the concept of instinctive drift can be applied to habits and learned behaviors
in humans. For example, individuals who have learned to manage their weight through
dieting may find themselves reverting to unhealthy eating patterns during times of stress.
This demonstrates that, much like animals, humans can experience a drift from learned
behaviors, suggesting that instinctual tendencies play a significant role in behavior
regulation.



Understanding these patterns in human behavior can inform therapeutic practices.
Therapists often work to help clients recognize and manage these instinctual responses,
facilitating healthier coping mechanisms and behaviors. By addressing the instinctual drift
in human behavior, individuals can enhance their self-awareness and improve their
emotional regulation strategies.

Conclusion

Instinctive drift psychology is a fascinating concept that sheds light on the intricate
relationship between learned behaviors and innate instincts. Understanding this
phenomenon is vital for effective animal training and can also provide insights into human
behavior. The examples and implications discussed throughout this article highlight the
importance of recognizing natural instincts when attempting to modify behavior.

By adopting strategies that account for instinctive drift, trainers and individuals alike can
achieve more successful outcomes, whether in animal training or personal development.
The acknowledgment of these instinctual forces paves the way for a deeper understanding
of behavior, ultimately enhancing our interactions with both animals and ourselves.

Q: What is instinctive drift psychology?
A: Instinctive drift psychology refers to the phenomenon where instinctual behaviors
interfere with or disrupt learned behaviors in animals. This concept highlights the
limitations of conditioning and the influence of innate tendencies on behavior.

Q: Who first defined instinctive drift?
A: The term "instinctive drift" was popularized by psychologists Keller and Marian Breland in
the 1960s, based on their observations of animal training and behavior modification.

Q: Can instinctive drift occur in humans?
A: Yes, instinctive drift can be observed in humans, particularly when instinctual responses
override learned behaviors, such as in stressful situations where individuals revert to
instinctive coping mechanisms.

Q: How can trainers mitigate instinctive drift in
animals?
A: Trainers can mitigate instinctive drift by being aware of an animal's natural instincts,
using positive reinforcement, training gradually, and creating a controlled environment to
minimize distractions.



Q: What are examples of instinctive drift in animals?
A: Examples include raccoons washing coins instead of depositing them, pigs rooting
instead of pushing levers, and dogs reverting to chasing instincts when they see moving
objects.

Q: Why is understanding instinctive drift important for
animal trainers?
A: Understanding instinctive drift is crucial for animal trainers because it helps them
develop effective training methods that consider an animal's natural behaviors, leading to
better training outcomes.

Q: How does instinctive drift relate to behavioral
psychology?
A: Instinctive drift challenges traditional behavioral psychology by demonstrating that
innate behaviors can disrupt learned behaviors, revealing the complexity of behavioral
modification and conditioning.

Q: What role do instincts play in human behavior?
A: Instincts influence human behavior significantly, especially in stressful situations, where
individuals may revert to instinctual responses rather than rational decision-making.

Q: What is the significance of the Brelands' work on
instinctive drift?
A: The Brelands' work on instinctive drift was significant because it provided empirical
evidence of how innate behaviors can interfere with learned behaviors, reshaping the
understanding of animal training and conditioning.

Q: How can knowledge of instinctive drift enhance
personal development?
A: Knowledge of instinctive drift can enhance personal development by helping individuals
recognize their instinctual responses and work toward adopting healthier behaviors and
coping mechanisms.
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