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Companion Animals: Birds 

Whether we see them in the wild, in captive settings such as zoos, or as 
companion (pet) animals, birds fascinate us. Their ability to fly, along with 
colorful often-spectacular plumage and extensive diversity with regard to 
appearance are characteristics that make birds inherently interesting. 

From the behavioral perspective, birds are curious, they learn quickly, they 
have complex social behaviors, they can learn language, and they are 
extremely responsive to their environments. 

In the 1940’s, B.F. Skinner along with animal trainers Keller Breland and 
Marian Breland (later known as Marian Breland Bailey) trained pigeons to 

guide bombs that the Navy referred to as “pelicans.” Project Pelican used operant conditioning 
procedures to teach the pigeons to guide a projectile by pecking when a military target was displayed. 

In the 1950’s, Miami’s Parrot Jungle hired the Brelands to develop a parrot 
act. This pioneering act in animal entertainment had audiences wide-eyed 
with wonder as parrots rode bicycles, put money in piggy banks, and roller-
skated.  

In addition to being trained for entertainment and military uses, birds have 
also been involved in research involving cognition and communication. For 
more than 25 years, Irene Pepperberg has taught Grey Parrots to use speech 
meaningfully so she could decode their cognitive capacities. Pepperberg’s 
most well-known subject, a Grey Parrot named “Alex,” shows cognitive 
abilities comparable to four to six year old children. With the ability to label 
more than 50 objects, Alex can respond correctly to questions about size, shape, color, and numbers. 

Basic research, enrichment projects, and behavior analysis studies have all 
been conducted with birds. Researchers have studied problems such as flock 
social behaviors, foraging in wild birds, and the modification of pet bird 
behavior problems. 

Common behavior problems in birds include 
aggression toward other birds, aggression toward 
other animals or people, fears and phobias, feather 
picking, loud vocalizations and screeching, 
inappropriate sexual behaviors, self-stimulatory 
behaviors, refusal to get back in a cage or on a perch, 

and resistance to handling. 

As an increasing number of birds are kept in captivity or as pets, behavior 
analysts trained in animal behavior have much to offer by designing enrichment 
programs, conducting functional assessments for problem behaviors, and 
designing behavior programs that result in saving a bird’s placement in a home or saving its life.  


