Q & A – Biting & Stepping Up - Natural Encounters, Inc.


Question: Hi, my name is Charlotte O. and I am 13 years old. Just after Christmas last year I decided to buy myself a parrot. I eventually bought a female Alexandriane Parakeet. As far as I know she is just over a year old. On the first day I left her to settle in and the next morning I went to give her a treat. She was a bit weary at first but then climbed onto my arm, walked up it and took the treat out of my hand. I then carried on doing this for the next few weeks. After that I started stick training her which went brilliantly even though she was a bit hesitant at first. Then one day I decided I would see if she was okay with just my hand being there. So while she was sitting outside of the cage I put my hand at her stomach height and said up just like I had been doing with the stick. And for no complete reason she turned round and bit me. Ever since this happened she does not want to step up on my hand, bites me instead but the weirdest bit is that she still trusts me enough to take food out of hand. I have tried doing it with a glove on my hand but she just flies away. So I took her to the vet to get her wings clipped but she still flies away. I have searched everywhere and haven't found the answer and I am now starting to lose trust in her altogether.

Answer: Stick training your parrot is good because that can help you if she gets into a bind or is somewhere you can't quite reach.  As far as her biting you, you said there was no apparent reason.  That isn't exactly true; there was a reason why she did that. When you did your original training with the stick, how did you approach it?  Did you use treats and reward her every time she stepped onto the stick?  Or did you use the method where the stick is in front of her and the only way for her to avoid it was to step on it?  Did you give her the choice to come to the stick or did you push it into her stomach?  These are all good things to think about when training your parrots.   If you did use treats when training with the stick, then you are way ahead of the game.  If not, then you just need to do a little extra work. 

            By stick training, she knows that if she steps onto the stick, she will be moved to a different location.  If she tries to bite at the stick, nothing happens because it's wood and not your hand, therefore, she can't make the stick go away if she doesn't want to step on it and the only way to get out of that situation is for her to step on it because it means she will be taken somewhere else where the stick is not.  So, if no treats were used during this training, when you try to use your hand in the same manner, she is going to have the same reaction: biting.  Except in this case, she ultimately wins in the short term because you can feel her biting and pull your hand away.  Now she has learned that all she needs to do is bite your hand for her to avoid stepping on it.  By taking this approach, she has learned that your hand is something to avoid and she can make that happen.  You have to make her see that coming to your hand, stepping on it, and doing so freely is all a good thing.   

            You are amazed that she will still take treats from your hand.  It's a different situation.  All she has to do is walk over to you and get the treat.  Your hand is not negative in that setting.  She knows, if I walk over here, she will hand me a treat and that is very simple for her and it's positive.  Now when you offer your hand to step up, she has no positive history with it.  There is also no positive history with a glove.  You don't want to go this route because you can get through this without it and it may set you back even more.  By positive history, I mean that there was nothing in it for her to step on your hand.  To her, a hand being pushed into her "space" is negative and intruding.  The only way for her to communicate that she doesn't like it is for her to run away when possible, and bite when she can't run away.  She doesn't know that it won't hurt her in some way.  And most often, when pet parrots have no escape route, they will bite.  Check out the paper on our website (Link – Biting, it’s not for the Birds - Biting) Biting, it's not for the Birds.  This explains many of the reasons why parrots tend to bite.  They do so naturally in play in the wild but if something bad is going to happen, in the wild, they fly away.  In a home setting, with clipped wings, this isn't a choice because their ability to fly is gone and their next best option is to bite.  This gets rid of the negative situation in front of her which in this case, may be your hand.

            You just need to back up a little and start off slowly.  Parrots give many warning signs before they bite.  We just need to read their body language accurately and this will greatly increase positive interactions and decrease their need to resort to biting.  Some examples of negative body language are as follows.  Defensive behavior which may lead to a bite may look like this; raised feathers on the head, pinning of the eyes (which is when the pupils get very small and then big again very quickly), and an open mouth.  A flap of the wings, or rustling of the feathers (in a way that is not to simply realign feathers or get rid of dust), and any combination of these are all warning signs.  Think about the natural instincts of a parrot and this will help you in your relationship.  If you put a bird in an unnatural setting, you are going to get unnatural behaviors.  I know you may have purchased her from a breeder and she didn't come from the wild, but birds are still strongly connected to those instincts.  Parrots have only been bred in captivity for about 30 years; versus dogs who have been bred over a thousand years to get where they are today. 

            Birds don't automatically know what to do when a "perch" is placed in front of them.  They have to learn what to do and using treats, a positive training method, and giving her the choice to complete the task is the best way for you to get through this and any other training you may want to do.  A better relationship can be built more easily with time, patience, and training.  Start out by offering her a treat.  If she takes it nicely, in a calm manner, you can move on from there.  Calm means without showing that aggressive body language.  Calm body language may look like loose relaxed feathers and taking the treat gently rather than quickly grabbing it.  If she is lunging at your hand to get the treat and you let her take it, then you are rewarding aggressive behavior.  You want her to walk over to you, calm and attentive, to receive the treat.  By asking her to come to you, this gives her the choice to receive the treat or not.  If she doesn't come, then she doesn't get anything and you are not in her space.  All of this keeps the situation and your relationship with her positive.  This is called positive reinforcement.  There is no punishment other than the fact that she doesn't get a treat and ultimately, that isn't life threatening.

            This is how we train our parrots, through positive reinforcement.  They get a treat for performing the correct behavior.  What happens when they don’t? No treat is given.  There is no punishment and it keeps the relationship between bird and trainer positive.  If we are going to work with a parrot, I may go into his cage and ask him to step up.  I come in with a treat, if he raises his foot, that is his way of saying "yes, I want to step up, you have my permission to move your hand into my space." If not, he may not offer the foot, sink lower on the perch, or move away all together.  Now it is my choice to respect his answer and go away for a moment (taking the treats with me) or not listen to what he is telling me and move in anyway.  What do you think will happen if I move in anyway?  I may get bit, and it's my own fault for ignoring the signs.  It is really all about the parrots.  You are asking them to perform a behavior.  You are giving them the choice to participate or not.  If you look at it this way and respect your bird, you will have a great relationship that is built on trust.

            I am going to explain how I would approach stick training a parrot and show you how you can transfer it to your hand. When you start your training, keep your sessions short and positive.  For example, work with her for 5 minutes and end on a good note, meaning she is still eager to work more.  If the session goes too long, you can lose her attention and now you may have to work harder to get her to perform the behavior you would like next time.  This can often be negative for the bird because they are no longer interested in what you are asking and, therefore, the memory left with them isn't that rewarding to them. 

             In the beginning, she doesn't know what the stick means.  You have to show her that it means good things.  Find a treat that she enjoys, it can include things like seeds, nuts, pellets, and fruit and veggies.   Use small pieces so you can repeat the behavior several times before your bird looses her attention.  Have your stick in plain view off to the side.  Show her the treat and see if she comes over to you.  You also don't want to be there for hours, hoping she will come to you.  Decide what response time you want from your parrot.  This is called a "window of opportunity".  You want to give your parrot the opportunity to perform the behavior you are asking her to do, and if she doesn't want to do it, close her window by walking away, taking the treats with you, and try again later.  By this I mean, go and offer the treat, if she doesn't approach you in say, 5 seconds, walk away and try again in a few minutes. This is your way of saying "come if you want but if you don't come soon, the reward will go away and the opportunity is gone".  It helps you keep some control over the training session.  Believe me, parrots are very smart and if you don't take away her opportunity, she won't value it as much.  And the value of a reward is a powerful tool in training because it affects their motivation.

            Once she is readily and willingly coming to you, bring your stick closer so she has to walk next to it to receive her treat.  Slowly put the stick between you and her and offer a treat.  You can move your treat hand over the stick so she doesn't have to overcome the obstacle of leaning over or close to the stick right away.  You may even want to place the treat on the stick so she can see it isn't harmful.  Once she is ok with this, raise the stick slightly and hold the treat just above that.  This way, she has to reach up in order to receive the treat and it is a natural motion for birds to step up.  It is very important to fight the urge to move the stick closer to her.  Let her move closer to the stick and keep the stick as still as possible.  If she is already scared of the stick, moving it into her will remind her of the negative experiences associated with it in the past.

            Continue to move your treat hand back so she must approach the stick to get her treat.  Don't move the stick; we will get to that later.  When you think she is ready to put one foot on the stick, hold it steady, show her the treat and see if she approaches.  Hold the stick in front of her so she has to make a small step up.  Once she places on foot on the stick, reward her for doing that.  Allow her to step off right away if she wants, you got her to step on the stick with one foot and that is a move in the right direction.  Once she is placing one foot on the stick without hesitating, hold the treat a little further back so she now has to use two feet to receive it.  Still give her the option to step off right away. 

            When you reach this point, only reward her for stepping up with two feet because she understands what one foot means.  It is very important to keep the stick as steady as possible, like a solid tree branch in the wild.  Now you have to increase what you are asking her to do, which is step on the stick with two feet.  Throughout this time, always hold the stick a few inches in front of her so she has to walk over to it.  You don't have to move the stick back every time she steps off, but keep it just in front of her so she is making the obvious choice to step on it.  This gives her a little more confidence because she doesn't have to come if she doesn't want to.  It also tells you that she wants to do the behavior and it all builds a positive trusting relationship for the two of you. You want to repeat this behavior several times in each session. The more times she completes the behavior successfully, the more confidence she'll have in doing the behavior in the future.  When she is no longer willing to walk over and step on the stick, she is telling you she is done with the training session. You should end the session at the first signs of this and try again later in the day or the next day.

            Once she is stepping on the stick with two feet quickly and confidently every time you ask, you don't have to give a treat every single time she comes to the stick or steps up with one or both feet.  The reward for completing the behavior must hold some value to her.  If she gets a seed every single time you ask her to do something, over time she may not find this so important.  You can save some of the things she really likes when she makes that big step or break through.  You can also simply tell her "Good".  This is called a bridge; which is a training tool that keeps her reward at a higher value because, by telling her "good"; it's letting her know that she is doing the right thing and should continue in that direction.  Once she is reliably stepping up for you, continue to use the bridge "good" but then you can switch your food treats to the variable schedule.  For example, she steps up and you say "good", then she steps off and steps back up again when you ask her and you say "good" and give her a treat and then steps off once more "good".  By changing how often and when you use the bridge and her other rewards, she is more likely to want to perform to see which reward she will get, and this can increase her motivation to want to train.  By using "good" and not giving her a treat every time, she has to guess whether or not she is getting food or verbal praise.  In the end, it will make the behavior stronger because you can keep her "wanting more" because the reward isn't predictable.

            Here is a good time to use your verbal reward and encourage her to keep going.  When she is about to make that breakthrough of stepping on the stick with both feet-- when one foot is already on the stick and she is picking up that second one, tell her "good" right away.  This will tell her that she is doing the right thing by picking up her foot and once it's on the stick, you can give her the food reward.  By doing this, your food rewards will last longer and she will be more likely to want to training longer because she won't get as full that quickly.

            Now that you have her on the stick, increase the length of time you have her there before you reward her.  This way she won't try to step off right away, thinking that is what you want.  The time should be increased slowly.  First one second, then two, and so on.  When she is on the stick, staying longer, and looks comfortable (meaning she isn't looking for an escape route off the stick) slowly move the stick a little.  She will probably step off and that's okay.  Just put the stick back and wait for her to walk back over and step on it.  If she trusts you that she can go back to her other perch at any time, she will slowly choose to stay on the moving stick for treats rather than go back to the other perch.  Once she's on the stick and you begin moving it, you will see her body language tell you when she wants to go back where she was.  She will probably put that last foot behind her to search for the perch or move her body weight back in that direction.  Move the stick back slowly and let her step back onto her other perch.  That tells her it's okay to not want to be on the tick and that you will move ahead only when she's ready, when she no longer looks to step back on the perch. 

            You don't have to give her treats or say "good" when she steps back off the stick because she already finds that perch she was on a safe positive place.  Once you are moving the stick with her staying on it, reward her when you stop and always be ready to bring it back to her cage or the ground or the perch she started on so she can step off if she feels the need.  Always move slow and steady whenever you move the stick with her on it.  Once she has built up confidence, move a little further or higher.  Each time, tell her good or offer a treat.  Once you can move her from location to location, allow her to step off easily and slowly and reward her for stepping off and not flying or jumping.  After all this, she has learned that the stick means a reward, something good to work for, or something that she wants.  She will place trust in you and the stick and you can use it if she ever gets into a bind.  In the end, she has been given the choice to participate, rewarded for the correct behavior, and built a trusting relationship with you.  And nothing was negative and no punishment was given for not doing the right thing.  She was never forced to step onto the stick.

            Now you have your parrot stepping up on a stick, being moved around the room, and still wanting to be there.  Now you can transfer this training to your hand.  It won't take as long because hopefully she will make the connection between your hand and the stick.  Approach it in the same exact manner.  Ask if she wants a treat and place your open, flat, non-moving hand in front of her but a little farther away and offer a treat with your other hand.   Here at NEI, our trainers always use our left hand to pick up a bird and our right hand to give it treats, so it is always clear and consistent communication.  You may want to use this approach in the beginning with your hands and then feel free to switch it up once her behavior is again, reliable.  Place a treat in your open hand and allow her to take it.  Slowly start moving the treat back with your other hand so she has to approach your open hand in order to get it.  Slowly ask her to place one foot on your open hand by holding the treat just high enough where she can't reach it where she is but can easily do so by placing a foot on your hand.  Reward her for placing the first foot on your open hand.  Still give her the choice to step off if she wants.  It is all the same training that we used with the stick.  Pretend that you hand is now the stick and she has to relearn that stepping onto the object in front of her will give her the treats she desires.  Continue like this until she is readily placing one foot on your hand.  Now ask her for that second foot by holding the treat a little further back or higher.  You may be surprised to find that she just might step up with both feet right away.  Be ready for this and give her a good sized reward for doing so.  Like a whole nut instead of just a few seeds, for example.

            Again, start off slowly when you are going to move around and stay close enough that if she gets uncertain, she can step off and not jump off.  If you move too quickly, you can throw her off balance and make her think that your hand is not a place she wants to be.  Be steady and constant in your training and be ready to give her that big reward for the breakthrough and use your voice.  She can also tell by the tone of your voice whether or not she is doing the right step.

            If you use this approach, you will see some good results.  And it is a great way to apply to other training because the method is the same of choice and reward.  And now you have a great relationship, how can it get better than that? 

 
Good luck with your new parrot and please write again if you have further questions. Also, please see our website for information on our Companion Parrot Workshops. It might be a cool birthday present to you and your feathered friend.
