Biting – Q & A - Natural Encounters, Inc.


Question:

My mother has a parrot that is a very jealous bird. It has always been good to my mom, except lately it has started to bite her and draw blood. She is at her wits end and does not know how or if you can stop this bad behavior.

Thanks

Audrey V.

Answer:

First of all, don’t despair.  Behaviors can often be adjusted with consistent and sensitive training.  The first thing to think about is “what is the bird’s motivation?”  (In other words, what does the bird have to gain from doing what he’s doing?)  If the bird’s motivation for biting is staying in the cage, then it may have learned that biting your mom means it gets to stay in the cage.  If the bird likes coming out of the cage and has maybe become uncomfortable with your mom, then it’s motivation for biting could be to avoid handling. 

One of the ways to figure out what’s making the bird uncomfortable is to test the options.  Let the cage door stay open and move well out of the bird’s space.  Does he climb out on his own?  If he does, then being outside his cage probably isn’t the factor.  If he stays inside, it’s possible he’s uncomfortable coming out, or there could be something near his cage that he doesn’t want to be near - a new piece of furniture, a fan, a person – or he simply enjoys being in his cage.   If the bird does climb out when he has the opportunity, you can see if his aggression has something to do with your mom.  Does he let her pick him up from places other than around his cage?  (If he only bites around his cage, it could be territorial aggression).  Does he move away from her when she approaches?  Does he let her get close, but try to bite her when she offers her hand?  If either of the last two scenarios is true, then it’s possible that the aggression is personal.  So much to think about!  The good news is, in any and all of these cases, your mom may be able to work through it. 

The idea is to build up the bird’s relationship with your mom by providing positive experiences with her, so that whatever negativity this bird has associated with her will disappear.  Positive experiences can include hand feeding the bird his favorite treats (if the bird takes treats from the hand without aggression) or dropping treats in the bowl whenever she walks by, and avoiding things like spending time in the bird’s space if he’s uncomfortable.  After the bird seems comfortable taking treats by hand through the cage, your mom can try opening the cage and feeding him by hand directly.  After the bird is comfortable with this, she can offer her hand for stepping him up.

Once the bird is stepping onto her hand with no aggression, your mom can again start moving the bird away from its cage, and working with her bird in different environments.  A few things to remember:

- Always pay very close attention to the bird’s behavior.  Once you get to know a bird, you can often anticipate from his body language whether or not your hand may be in an unsafe zone.  Your mom might be able to tell what that looks like.

- Go at his pace.  If the bird knows he’s not going to be forced to do anything, he’ll be more likely to participate in whatever your mom has planned. 

- Look around.  Sometimes there are events or things that happen in the environment that are beyond your mom’s control.  If she can recognize this, and try not to pick him up when he’s overly excited or nervous, she will have greater success.

- Lots of repetition and patience will go a long way.

There is one other possibility that I haven’t mentioned yet.  Has the bird

chosen a favorite person in the house other than your mom?  If the bird has become more friendly, or bonded, to another person than it may make sense that your mom’s relationship with her bird has changed.  Birds that bond with a person will likely become aggressive to others (kind of like they’re defending their territory – the person – from intruders like they would in the wild).  

