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Impulsive Behavior May Be Relict Of Hunter-gatherer Past

Drawing on experiments with blue jays, a team of University of Minnesota researchers has found
what may be the evolutionary basis for impulsive behavior. Such behavior may have evolved
because in the wild, snatching up small rewards like food morsels rather than waiting for something
bigger and better to come along can lead to getting more rewards in the long run. The work may help
explain why many modem-day humans find it so hard to turn down an immediate reward--for
example, food, money, sex or euphoria—rather than investing and waiting for a bigger reward later.
The work will be published in the Dec. 7 issue of the Proceedings of the Royal Society (London).

In experiments with blue jays, David Stephens, a professor Related News Stories

of ecology, evolution and behavior in the university's
College of Biological Sciences, found that birds presented
with a choice of getting a small food reward immediately or
waiting a short time for a bigger one could not be trained to
wait, even after a thousand repetitions. Many researchers
have explained such impulsiveness as the result of the
bird "discounting" the value of a delayed reward—that is,
instinctively realizing that a reward delayed may be a
reward denied because conditions can change while the
bird is waiting. But the birds' impulsiveness was simply too
strong to explain that way, Stephens said.

"I think we were asking them the wrong question,” he
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surprisingly, the birds still acted impulsively, preferring
items they could get quickly. They considered only the
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impulsive works really well because after grabbing the
food, they can forget it and go back to their original
foraging behavior. That behavior can achieve high
long-term gains even if it's impulsive."
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Experiments Suggest Animals Can Cooperate
With Each Other If Benefits Accumulate And
Partners Reciprocate (December 27, 2002) —
Animals can be a pretty uncooperative lot. While
species like lions and prairie dogs cooperate in some
cases, scientists seldom know the costs and benefits
of cooperative acts in the wild, In ... > full sfory

New Research Lab To Study Impulsive
Behavior In Children And Adults (March 17,
2005) — A new research laboratory for the study of
impulsivity in adults and children has opened in a
renovated building at the corner of Cloverdale and
Medical Center Boulevard at Wake Forest University _..
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humans,” said Stephens. “Some humans do better at binary decisions like ‘a little now or a lot later' than others.
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When psychologists study kids who are good at waiting for a reward, they find those kids generallly do better in
life. It looks as though this is a key to success in the modern world, so why is it so hard for us to accept delays?
The answer may be because we evolved as foragers who encountered no penalties for taking resources
impulsively.

"Also," Stephens added, "the National Institute on Drug Abuse funds a lot of studies offimpL
to play a part in addiction. | think anything we can do to understand impulsivity is a plus."

Stephens' co-authors were Benjamin Kerr, a postdoctoral associate, and Esteban Fernandez-Juricic, who is now
an assistant professor at California State University at Long Beach. The study was funded by the National
Science Foundation.

This story has been adapted from a news release issued by University Of Minnesota.
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