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The Journal of Applied Companion Animal Behavior (JACAB) is a peer-reviewed journal of essays 
of interest to professional technologists of companion animal behavior. JACAB publishes essays of all 
kinds, including review of topics, original research papers, short communications, critical reviews, 
persuasive essays, theoretical works, technical articles and commentary. 

 

The Association of Animal Behavior Professionals (AABP) was founded to promote excellence in 
professionalism and a strong commitment to nonaversive methods among behavioral analytic oriented 
technologists of companion animal behavior. The AABP seeks to establish a voluntary community 
of members aspiring to and sustaining these principles. 

 

Audience: Professional companion animal trainers and behavior consultants. 
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Ethical Treatment of Animals in Research 
 

This is the stance of the Journal of Applied Companion Animal Behavior on the use of animals in 
research. 

Animals should not be harmed in the study of their behavior. The Journal of Applied Companion 
Animal Behavior recognizes a higher standard of ethical responsibility to the rights of animals under 
scientific investigation than is common. Full informed consent should also be secured from guardians of 
any animal used in any study. For any study that makes use of aversives, full informed consent must be 
secured from the participant themselves (this is only possible with human participants). With regards to 
harm, broadly speaking, an animal is harmed if he or she is caused nontrivial aversion, distress, 
significant loss of opportunity or physical harm. All reasonable precautions are to be taken to prevent the 
causing of harm to any animals. The Journal of Applied Companion Animal Behavior will not publish 
essays based on research carried out by the authors or those under their direction that caused harm to the 
subjects.  

Disclaimer: No responsibility is assumed by the Publisher, the Journal of Applied Companion Animal 
Behavior, Editors or Reviewers for any injury and/or damage to persons or property as a matter of 
products liability, negligence or otherwise, or from any use or operation of any methods, products, 
instructions or ideas contained in the Journal of Applied Companion Animal Behavior. 
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Editor’s Introduction 
 

Welcome to the fifth issue of the Journal of Applied Companion Animal Behavior (JACAB).  

Enjoy! 

James O’Heare 

Managing Editor, JACAB 
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Abstract 

Although much research has investigated the heterospecific communication that takes place between 
dogs and humans, much less research has examined conspecific communication between domestic dogs. 
The current study investigated dogs’ ability to communicate the location of food to a conspecific 
housemate using an object choice task. In addition, we used human informants in the same object choice 
task to serve as a comparison. The data suggest that the species of the informant (dog or human) played a 
part in whether the cue-receiving dog approached either food bowl. We conclude that adult dogs have 
learned through cohabitation with other dogs that conspecifics rarely communicate food location and 
therefore do not use the informant dog’s food-directed behavior to make a choice selection.  

 

 Recent research suggests that dogs are 
extremely adept at understanding and 
responding appropriately to communication cues 
indicating food location given by humans. 
Typically, this research has been conducted 
using object choice tasks, in which the human 
experimenter indicates the food location by 
either pointing or looking at the correct location 
of the food (Hare & Tomasello, 1999; Miklosi, 
Polgardi, Topal, & Csanyi, 1998; Soproni, 
Miklosi, Topal, & Csanyi, 2001). Dogs have 
performed extremely well in these object choice 
tasks, outperforming our closest primate 
relatives, chimpanzees (Hare & Tomasello, 
2005); their closest relatives, wolves (Hare, 
Brown, Williamson, & Tomasello, 2002); and 
other domesticated animals, such as horses 
(McKinley & Sambrook, 2000) and, to some 
extent, cats (Miklosi, Pongracz, Lakatos, Topal, 
& Csanyi, 2005).  

 Dogs’ sensitivity to humans’ 
communication cues may be a product of the 

shared ecological niche of the two species and 
the process of convergent evolution (Reid, 
2009). Specifically, dogs have become 
dependent upon humans for their survival 
(Coppinger & Coppinger, 2001). Early dogs fed 
on human waste, and today house pets and 
village dogs alike survive on food provided by 
humans, either in bowls or in refuse dumps. 
Therefore, it is not surprising that dogs have 
evolved into creatures that are attentive to 
humans and can use human communication cues 
appropriately to locate food.   

 Research investigating the relationship 
between dogs and humans has demonstrated that 
the two species often form strong emotional 
attachments (Prato-Previde, Fallani, & 
Valsecchi, 2006). The ability of dogs to 
recognize human cues that indicate food location 
is critically important to the survival of most 
dogs. Possibly because of this unique 
relationship, dogs have evolved specialized 
abilities in understanding and responding to 
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human cues (Hare & Tomasello, 2005). Further 
support for this attachment can be found in 
recent research suggesting that humans are able 
to recognize the meaning of specific dog barks. 
Human listeners can differentiate between barks 
that convey clear emotional content such as 
playfulness and despair (Pongracz, Molnar, 
Miklosi, & Csanyi, 2005).  

 The unique evolutionary history of dogs, 
which ultimately resulted in dogs’ depending 
upon humans for survival, began with a self-
sufficient wild animal, the wolf. Wolves are 
social animals, commonly living in close-knit 
packs, that form stable bonds between 
individuals (Mech, 1970), similar to the bonds 
formed between their domesticated relatives and 
humans. However, unlike dogs, wolves are 
independent, and their survival is partly based 
on their ability to find and kill prey. Hunting is 
often a cooperative venture, with numerous 
members of the pack working together to subdue 
prey much larger than themselves (Fox, 1971; 
Mech, 1970). The facility with which wild 
canines use signals to enhance their hunting 
prowess is an adaptive trait that is critically 
important for the species’ survival. Dogs have 
lost the need to hunt, but their ability to 
communicate with individuals responsible for 
contributing food remains intact.  

Dogs have evolved to live in a unique 
evolutionary niche in which they must socialize 
and interact regularly with both human and dog 
companions. Thus, it would make sense that 
dogs would be adept at reading cues given by 
humans who control their access to food, as well 
as other dogs who share many of the same 
resources. The ancestors of our domesticated 
dogs hunted together to bring down game, and 
these animals often used communication to 
select and focus on an individual prey animal. 
However, very little research has examined 
dogs’ ability to comprehend cues given by other 
dogs.  

 Hare and Tomasello (1999) investigated 
dogs’ ability to follow the gaze of a conspecific. 
In their study, the researchers examined 
10 dogs’ ability to follow the gaze of a single 
unknown dog informant. Out of the 10 dogs, 

only 4 responded at a level above chance. In this 
finding, the authors point out that there was a 
developmental difference between the youngest 
and oldest dogs in their sample. The youngest 
dog, a 6-month-old, was able to use cues 
produced by conspecifics, whereas the oldest 
dogs in the sample were only able to use human 
cues to locate food. They suggest that, early in 
life, puppies who have had limited exposure to 
humans are able to use conspecific gaze cues, 
and then, over time, as puppies gain more 
experience with humans, they learn the meaning 
of specific communicative gestures given by 
humans. The authors even suggest that, in some 
cases, dogs lose their communicative abilities 
with conspecifics as they gain more experience 
with humans.  

 In the current study, we expand Hare 
and Tomasello’s (1999) findings to include 
familiar conspecifics (housemates). We 
hypothesize that familiar conspecifics would 
have more experience and interactions with each 
other and that this would increase the likelihood 
that dogs would be able to use their 
conspecifics’ cues for food location. We 
modified a basic procedure commonly used in 
much of the literature, in which the human faces 
a dog and points to the food bowl. In our design, 
the cueing dog (the informant) was shown the 
food location and then fastened to a stationary 
object. This dog then faced the food bowl in a 
way similar to a pointing human. In addition, we 
also included a condition with human informants 
to compare the dogs’ ability to follow 
conspecific cues with their ability to follow 
heterospecific human cues.  

Method 
Subjects 

 A total of 21 dogs (11 dog pairs—one 
dog was excluded for lack of participation) and 
their adult female owners volunteered to 
participate in this study. Fifteen dogs completed 
each experimental condition (3 humans did not 
act as informants). The subjects were recruited 
through posted flyers at a local dog training 
facility in Franklin, MA. For inclusion in this 
study, the owner had to have two dogs living in 
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the household. All of the dogs were at least 
1 year old; they were of various multiple breeds.  

Materials 
 Materials used for this study included 

two dog food bowls to contain the food 
stimulus, a crate to contain the cue-receiving 
dog, a leash to restrain the informant dog, and a 
dark, heavy blanket to cover the crate. Food 
stimulus consisted of meat, cheese and other 
food provided by the owners. Based on the 
results of Szetei, Miklosi, Topal, and Csanyi 
(2003), we were confident that the dogs would 
not use smell as an indicator of food location.  

Procedure 
 The experimental procedure took place 

at a dog training center. There were two 
experimental conditions: (1) dog serving as an 
informant and (2) human serving as an 
informant. There were three different roles in 
which dogs could participate: as an informant, as 
a cue-receiver with a dog informant, and as a 
cue-receiver with a human informant.  

The experimental protocol proceeded as 
follows (see Figure 1 for a diagram of the 
apparatus placement). One randomly selected 
dog was chosen to be the cue receiver and 
placed in the crate, which was then covered with 
a dark, heavy blanket to prevent viewing of the 
food placement. The other dog, now in the role 
of the informant, was restrained by a leash. Food 
was then placed in one of the two bowls located 
approximately 5 meters in front of the informant 
dog. The informant dog was shown one empty 
bowl and then shown food placed in the second 
bowl. This dog was allowed to sniff and even 
snatch a small bite of the food before the bowl 
was placed in the specified experimental 
location. The informant dog was free to exhibit 
spontaneous behavior while being restrained by 
a leash. All of the informant dogs orientated 
themselves and gazed towards the food bowl. 
Some of the more elaborate cues included 
barking and whining while looking at the food 
bowl and straining at the leash. Following this, 
the cue-receiving dog was released from the 
crate and allowed to roam freely until a food 
bowl was chosen or no choice had been made 

after approximately 5 minutes. This procedure 
was followed for a total of four trials, at which 
point the informant dog and the cue-receiving 
dog switched places.  

The final set of experimental trials consisted 
of the human serving as the informant. If the 
food was located in the bowl to the right of the 
human, she pointed with her right arm 
outstretched towards the bowl. If the bowl was 
to the left, she pointed with her left arm. In both 
instances, the human informant gazed straight 
ahead.  

Results 
 Fifteen dogs participated in four trials 

per condition, human informant and dog 
informant. This yielded a total of 60 trials for 
each condition. When the informant was a 
human, the cue-receiving dogs responded by 
making a choice 100% of the time. When the 
informant was a dog, the cue-receiving dog 
made a choice 80% of the time (see Figure 2). 
Specifically, the cue-receiving dog’s behavior 
seemed to depend on the species giving the 
signaling cue. Dogs were more likely to make a 
choice when the informant was a familiar human 
than when the informant was a familiar dog.  

 To evaluate whether or not there was a 
significant difference between conditions, a 
Wilcoxon test was conducted. The results 
indicated a trend towards significance (z = –
1.63, p = .10). Therefore, the decisions made by 
the cue-receiving dogs were dependent on the 
species of the informant (dog or human). Cue-
receiving dogs performed marginally better 
when the informant was a familiar human than 
when the informant was a familiar dog. 

In addition, we examined the choices 
(correct, incorrect, or no choice) dogs made 
when the human was the informant or when the 
dog was the informant. When the dog was the 
informant, a total of 21 dogs participated for a 
total of 88 trials. Of these trials, 42% were 
correct and 35% were incorrect; in 23%, the 
dogs did not make a choice. When the human 
was the informant, a total of 15 dogs participated 
for a total of 60 trials. Of these trials, 58% were 
correct and 42% were incorrect. Thus, when the 
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human was the informant, the cue-receiving 
dogs always made a choice (see Figure 3). 

Discussion 
Our hypothesis that dogs would respond to 

cues given by conspecifics to locate food was 
not supported. Possible explanations for this 
finding may be inferred through our informal 
observations. For instance, depending on the 
species of the informant, the cue-receiving dogs 
behaved differently when exiting their covered 
crate. If the informant was human, the cue-
receiving dog looked at the human and then 
either made a choice or left the experimental 
scene. If the informant was a dog, the cue-
receiving dogs did not appear to look at the 
conspecific, even when the conspecific was 
highly agitated and exhibiting extreme behavior 
directed towards the food bowl. The cue-
receiving dogs appeared to look to the humans 
for information about what behavior to engage 
in, whereas the informant dog did not seem to 
influence the cue-receiving dog’s behavior at all. 

Previous research conducted by Hare and 
Tomasello (1999) found 4 out of 10 dogs 
capable of responding appropriately to cues 
given by conspecifics in acquiring food. 
However, one interesting finding in their study 
was that the youngest cue-receiving dog they 
used (a 6-month-old) was only able to respond 
to the conspecific’s cues and not the human’s 
cues, whereas the oldest dogs (4-year-olds) were 
only able to respond to the human’s cues and not 
the dog’s. This may suggests that, over the 
lifetime of most pet dogs, they have learned that 
other dogs are highly unlikely to communicate 
the location of food. Unlike the Hare and 
Tomasello (1999) study, all of the dogs in the 
current study were adults and were familiar 
housemates, and these dogs had probably 
learned that humans often indicate food location. 
For example, humans commonly communicate 
food location to dogs when something falls off 
their plate, when something falls onto the 
kitchen floor, or when they feed their dog from 
its bowl. The adult dogs in our study had 
probably also learned that, if one of their 
conspecifics knew the location of a food treat, 
the other dog was far more likely to quickly 

consume it rather than communicate the food’s 
location to other dogs in the area.  

Previous research shows that dogs are very 
adept at following cues given by humans; 
however, in our study the dogs responded 
correctly only 58% of the time when the human 
was the informant. Possibly due to the 
distracting environment in which our study took 
place, the dogs did not perform as well as 
expected. Much of the research on cue location 
of food has taken place indoors in an isolated 
room (e.g., Agnetta, Hare, & Tomasello, 2000; 
Gacsi, Kara, Belenyi, Topal, & Miklosi, 2009; 
Hare & Tomasello, 1999; Viranyi, Topal, Gacsi, 
Miklosi, & Csanyi, 2004). In the present study, 
the dogs were tested at a dog training facility 
where there were many distractions. Udell, 
Dorey, and Wynne (2008) also tested dogs in a 
distracting environment (a dog shelter) and 
found that the dogs did not perform as well as 
has been described in the literature. The results 
from these two studies suggest that the testing 
environment may play a role in dogs’ ability to 
attend to or follow cues given by either a human 
or conspecific. 

 The current study was interested in 
investigating dogs’ natural communication cues. 
The animals were put into a contrived situation 
and then were observed to see if they 
spontaneously communicated the information 
they knew about food location. This research 
design is far more naturalistic than previous 
research on the topic and could explain why the 
dogs did not perform as well as expected. 
However, our design may provide a more 
realistic approximation of how pet dogs interact 
in their home environments. Although all of the 
dog informants in the current study exhibited 
behaviors directed towards the food bowl, some 
behaviors were more elaborate than others. For 
example, some dogs gazed at the food, whereas 
others strained at the leash while vocalizing 
towards the food bowl. Therefore, future 
research should examine whether different 
behaviors exhibited by the informant elicit 
different responses in the cue-receiving dog. In 
addition, future research could examine the 
effects of development on dogs’ ability to follow 
cues given by conspecifics—specifically, 
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examining puppies’ ability to respond 
appropriately to cues given by a dog informant.  

Dogs exist in a unique multispecies 
environment. Their cooperatively hunting 
ancestors, coupled with their evolutionary 
history and artificial selection, have created an 
animal capable of responding to communicative 

gestures given by heterospecific individuals. Our 
study investigated one aspect of dogs’ 
conspecific communication abilities; however, 
far more research needs to be done. In particular, 
we are interested in whether dogs’ ability to 
understand human communication gestures has 
replaced or just expanded the abilities of dogs’ 
ancient ancestors.  
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Figure 1. Experimental set-up. 
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Figure 2. Cue-receiving dogs’ behavioral response to informant. 
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Figure 3. Cue-receiving dogs’ choice behavior in response to informant. 
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Abstract 
Individuals with physical disabilities are often treated differently in social settings from people 

without disabilities. Previous research suggests that the social ostracism associated with physical 
disability can be alleviated by the presence of a service dog. Our study investigated whether pet dogs are 
also able to increase social interactions. To collect the data, we used two confederates, a male and a 
female, who posed as physically handicapped individuals. There were three test conditions. In the first, 
the confederates sat in a wheelchair alone; in the second, they sat in a wheelchair with a pet dog; in the 
third, they sat in a wheelchair with a service dog. The data show that both the male and female 
confederate received significantly more social interactions when accompanied by the pet dog and service 
dog than when alone. However, there was no significant difference in the number of social interactions 
between the pet dog condition and the service dog condition. These data provide strong evidence that pet 
dogs are valuable to individuals with physical disabilities due to their ability to increase social 
interactions between their physically handicapped owners and other people.   

 
Introduction 

Individuals with physical disabilities are 
often treated differently in social settings from 
people without disabilities. Previous research 
suggests that people without disabilities avoid 
eye contact (Edelman, 1984), increase personal 
distance (Eddy, Hart, & Boltz, 2001) and often 
experience negative emotions such as 

awkwardness and guilt (Schneider & Anderson, 
1980) when interacting with individuals with 
physical disabilities. These atypical social 
interactions are also reported as unpleasant by 
the people with disabilities. Heatherton, Kleck, 
Hebl and Hull (2000) report that individuals 
with disabilities often feel as though they must 
pretend to be “normal,” despite their disability. 
They may also feel heightened insecurity and 
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have feelings of being judged or discriminated 
against (Comer & Piliavin, 1972). 

The social stigma associated with physical 
disabilities begins at an early age and seems to 
continue throughout the life of the individual. 
The identification of individuals with disabilities 
as “different” may begin as early as preschool 
(Diamond, Le Furgy, & Blass, 1993). 
Throughout the teenage years and through 
college, nondisabled students continue to 
express negative attitudes when asked about 
interacting with disabled peers (Fichten, 
Robillard, Tagalakis, & Amsel, 1991). Perhaps 
as a result of the atypical social interactions 
prevalent throughout their lives, adults with 
disabilities show decreased engagement in social 
interactions (Mendes de Leon, Glass, & 
Berkman 2003). Therefore, the effects of the 
physical disability are not limited to the physical 
difficulty itself, but also extend into the social 
life of the individual with the disability. 

Previous research suggests that service dogs 
can alleviate many of the negative social barriers 
commonly found in individuals with and without 
disabilities (Eddy et al., 2001). In a study 
examining the effects of service dogs on social 
interactions of children with physical 
disabilities, the results showed an increase in eye 
contact, conversations and even touching 
(Mader, Hart, & Bergin, 1989). Lane, 
McNicholas and Collis (1998) also found 
benefits for physically disabled individuals who 
acquired service dogs. Lane et al. (1998) 
analyzed a questionnaire given to recipients of 
service dogs trained by an organization in the 
United Kingdom that provides dogs to people 
with physical disabilities (Dogs for the 
Disabled). Of the recipients questioned, 92% 
stated that people frequently initiated 
conversations with them when they were out 
with their dogs, 75% reported that they had 
made new friends since acquiring the dog, and 
more than 33% reported that since receiving the 
service dog their social life had improved. 

The robust positive social effects that dogs 
(both service and pet) can have on human 
interactions may result in an array of outcomes. 
Pet dogs have long been used to facilitate social 

interactions. The research even supports TV 
comedies and sitcom representations that 
suggest that men can use dogs to acquire dates. 
Gueguen and Ciccotti’s (2008) data show that 
women are more likely to give their phone 
numbers to male confederates if the male is 
accompanied by a pet dog than if the male 
solicits a phone number when he is alone. The 
researchers also suggest that people are more 
willing to help individuals who are accompanied 
by a dog.  

The strong positive social effects of dogs on 
individuals with physical disabilities are similar 
to the effect that pet dogs have on social 
interactions among individuals without 
disabilities. Wells (2004) found that passersby 
smiled at a nondisabled experimenter 
significantly more often when the experimenter 
was accompanied by a dog than when alone. 
Passersby also started conversations, many of 
which centered around the dog, significantly 
more often when the experimenter had a dog. 
McNicholas and Collis (2000) controlled for the 
possibility that the dog itself was soliciting 
attention from passersby by using a physically 
plain dog trained to ignore strangers. However, 
regardless of the dog’s appearance and behavior, 
the results were consistent with previous 
research: the presence of the dog acted as a 
social catalyst. Interactions initiated by 
passersby were significantly more common for 
individuals accompanied by a dog, even when 
the dog itself was not soliciting attention. 

The present study was designed to examine 
whether the type of dog (service dog or pet dog) 
had an effect on the number of interactions 
initiated towards people with physical 
disabilities by nondisabled passersby. We 
predicted that the effect of a dog on social 
interactions would be so robust that both types 
of dogs (service and pet) would increase the 
number of interactions between strangers. The 
two confederates used in the study (one male 
and one female) posed as disabled individuals in 
need of a wheelchair. We used a male and a 
female confederate to investigate any possible 
gender effect. Throughout the course of data 
collection, the confederates sat alone, either with 
a well-behaved pet dog or with the same dog 
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posing as a service dog wearing a service dog 
vest.  

Method 
Participants 

The passersby were observed at the 
campuses of Stonehill College (Easton, MA), 
Wheaton College (Norton, MA), and 
Bridgewater State University (Bridgewater, 
MA). The Stonehill College campus has 
2,347 full-time undergraduate students and 
31 part-time students, with a 39% to 61% male 
to female ratio. The Bridgewater State 
University campus has 7,943 full-time students 
and 2,831 part-time students, with a 40% to 60% 
male to female ratio. The Wheaton College 
campus has 2,400 undergraduates and 
500 graduates, with a 50% to 50% male to 
female ratio. Participants were individuals who 
passed by during the observation period. To 
ensure accuracy and eliminate the effects of 
group dynamics, only individuals who were 
walking alone were included in the data. During 
each test condition, the observers recorded 
approximately 50 passersby. 

Test Conditions 
 There were three test conditions. Each 

condition included a confederate seated in a 
wheelchair, to make passersby believe that the 
confederate was physically disabled. The 
confederates stationed themselves on footpaths 
of the various schools at times of day when the 
foot traffic was high. The first condition 
consisted of a confederate sitting alone in the 
wheelchair. The second condition consisted of a 
confederate sitting in the wheelchair 
accompanied by a pet dog. The third condition 
consisted of a confederate in the wheelchair with 
the same dog; however, the dog was wearing a 
service dog vest. The vest was used to mislead 
people into thinking that the dog was a trained 
service dog. The dog used in all three conditions 
was a quiet and well-behaved mixed breed 
named Cooper. All three conditions were run 
with both a male and a female confederate. 

Procedure 
During all three test conditions, at least two 

observers recorded interactions initiated by 

passersby towards the confederate. Observers 
maintained a distance that allowed them to 
discreetly and accurately take observations 
without appearing to be associated with the 
confederate. The researchers collected data in 
two groups: Group A and Group B. Group A 
consisted of at least two observers from 
Bridgewater State University and a female 
confederate from Stonehill College. This group 
conducted the study at the Bridgewater State 
University Campus to eliminate the likelihood of 
the confederate being recognized by passersby at 
Bridgewater State University. Group B consisted 
of two observers and a male confederate, all 
from Bridgewater State University. This group 
collected data at the campuses of Stonehill 
College and Wheaton College. Similar to 
Group A, the male confederate of Group B was 
unlikely to be recognized by anyone at Stonehill 
or Wheaton College. During each of the test 
conditions, the two confederates dressed in 
nondescript casual attire.  

Observers in each group rated the type and 
level of social interaction elicited by passersby. 
When an individual walked by the confederate, 
the observers recorded whether or not a social 
interaction was initiated by the passerby. The 
observers recorded an interaction when the 
passerby looked at or made eye contact with the 
confederate, made a physical gesture such as 
smiling, waving, or head nodding, verbally 
acknowledged the confederate, or engaged in 
conversation that required more than a general 
one-word response from the confederate. No 
interaction was recorded when the passerby 
completely overlooked the confederate and the 
dog. All solitary individuals who walked by the 
confederate were evaluated, and an observation 
of interaction or no interaction was recorded.  

The experimental conditions were run and 
data were collected during the spring semester of 
2010, between March and May.  

Results 
Previous research has shown that service 

dogs elicit social interactions between 
individuals with physical disabilities and 
individuals without disabilities. Our study was 
designed to examine whether or not pet dogs are 
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as effective as service dogs at facilitating human 
social interactions. To analyze the data, we 
calculated chi square tests for both male 
interactions and female interactions for all three 
conditions (alone, pet dog and service dog). The 
male confederate received more social 
interactions when accompanied by the pet dog 
and service dog than when alone (χ2 =  4.198, 
df = 2, p < .001). As shown in Figure 1, 
interaction frequencies for the service dog and 
pet dog trials were similar, with 48% of the 
passersby initiating interaction when the 
confederate was accompanied by a pet dog 
versus 43% who initiated interaction when the 
confederate was accompanied by a service dog. 
These two conditions, pet dog and service dog, 
were not statistically different from one another 
(χ2 = .48, df = 1, p > .05). The female 
confederate also received significantly more 
social interactions from the passersby when 
accompanied by the dog (χ2 = 14.045, d  = 2, 
p < .001). Again, there was no statistically 
significant difference between the number of 
interactions when the dog posed as a pet dog 
(62% of passersby initiating conversation) 
versus a service dog (54% of passersby initiating 
conversation) (χ2 = .92, df = 1, p > .05) (see 
Figure 2).  

The interactive effects of the service dog 
and pet dog were so robust that both the male 
and female confederate conditions showed the 
same pattern of results. However, when 
comparing the frequency of interactions between 
male and female, we found that more passersby 
interacted with the female than with the male 
confederate, regardless of the presence of the 
dog. To analyze these data, we collapsed all 
three conditions and calculated a chi square 
focused on gender and frequency of interaction. 
We found that passersby were significantly more 
likely to initiate interaction with the female 
confederate than with the male (χ2 = 7.79, 
df = 1, p < .01) (see Figure 3).  

Discussion 
The results of this study suggest that the 

presence of either a pet dog or a service dog 
increases the number of social interactions 
between individuals with disabilities and 

individuals without disabilities. Previous 
research has shown the same effect with service 
dogs (Eddy et al., 2001); however, this study is 
the first to report that companion dogs may elicit 
a similar increase in social interactions between 
disabled and nondisabled individuals. The data 
suggest that some of the negative effects of 
social ostracism common to individuals with 
physical disabilities may be reduced when they 
are accompanied by a dog. This increase in 
social interactions may be one of the reasons 
that dog ownership has been shown to improve 
psychological health. Hart, Hart and Bergin 
(1987) suggest that service dogs may help 
individuals confined to a wheelchair feel more 
secure and confident in public. Our data suggest 
that a pet dog may create the same effect.  

Much research has examined dogs’ ability to 
act as social stimulants. In the Hart et al. (1987) 
study, researchers reported that passersby often 
initiated contact to ask questions about the dog. 
This trend was also found in the current study: 
questions and comments about the dog, Cooper, 
were the most common form of extended verbal 
interaction. 

Our study found a slight increase in 
interaction frequency when the dog appeared to 
be a pet dog compared with the trials when he 
posed as a service dog; however, these 
differences were not statistically significant. It is 
possible that this small increase may have 
resulted from people’s understanding of service 
dogs’ responsibilities (Mader et al., 1989). 
Passersby may have surmised that the service 
dog was working, whereas the pet was not and 
therefore was more approachable.  

Participants were more likely to initiate 
social interaction when the confederate was a 
female. In each of the three conditions (alone, 
with the pet dog, and with the service dog), 
passersby were more likely to interact with the 
female confederate. This finding is interesting; 
however, due to the limited number of 
confederates (one male and one female), future 
research is needed to investigate this question 
further. 



Journal of Applied Companion Animal Behavior 
Vol. 5, No. 1. 2012 

20 

Our study had several limitations. All data 
collection took place on college campuses, 
where the majority of participants were between 
the ages of 17 and 22. Thus, the responses of 
people younger than 17 and older than 22 were 
not examined. If more age groups were included, 
the data might be more representative of the 
general public. Similarly, the college students 
were probably of similar socioeconomic and 
educational background, which might affect 
social etiquette. Additionally, both confederates 
were undergraduate students and were roughly 
the same age as the participants, and this may 
have had an effect on the results. Future studies 
will control for many of these confounds.  

The close personal relationships many of us 
form with domesticated dogs may be more 
valuable than previously realized. Much 

research has examined why people love their 
pets (Archer, 1997) and the physical benefits 
(such as improved health) that often accompany 
the human–dog relationship (Friedmann & 
Thomas, 1995). We suggest that pet dogs not 
only form important relationships with their 
caregivers but that they also have the ability to 
increase their human’s social interactions with 
other humans. This increase in social interaction 
may be particularly important for individuals 
who are often treated differently, such as people 
with various types of physical disabilities. 
Previous research shows that these individuals 
can benefit from owning and working with a 
service dog (Eddy et al., 2001; Mader et al., 
1989); however, our research suggests that a pet 
dog may be just as effective in improving the 
social lives of individuals with physical 
disabilities. 
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Figure 1. Percentage of passerby interactions with male confederate. 
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Figure 2. Percentage of passerby interactions with female confederate. 
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Figure 3. Percentage of interaction based on gender of confederate. 
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He Said, She Said, Science Says 
 

S. G. Friedman, Ph.D. 
 

“Man masters nature, not by force but by understanding. This is why science has succeeded where 
magic has failed; because it looked for no spell to cast over nature.” Jacob Bronowski, 1953. 

 
“Never make a parrot do anything it doesn’t 

want to do.” No way, it’s “Never allow a parrot 
to be in control.” But I’m sure I read, “Parrots 
are partners not subordinates.” Well, I was 
taught, “Humans must establish superior rank 
over their parrots.” He said, she said, they said, 
we said. Will the real parrot behavior experts 
please stand up? The parrot owning community 
is in quite a state of confusion about how to best 
interact with our companion parrots. With all the 
contrary advice and argumentation, it’s no 
wonder so many parrots fail to thrive in our 
homes while we tear our hair out searching for 
solutions to biting, screaming and remodeling. 
When push comes to shove, do we shove or do 
we empower our birds to choose? If we 
empower birds to choose do we face certain 
parrot anarchy? In the face of such disparate 
opinions, there is no better arbiter than science.  

The Compass 
It’s not that science can be relied on to 

always provide the Truth. We’ve all been jerked 
and pulled by the capricious findings of science 
too many times to be so naïve. I mean, until they 
make up their minds about chocolate, coffee and 
red wine, count me in. Scientists themselves 
concede that a fact is only a fact until it’s 
replaced by a better one.  However, what science 
does offer, far better than common sense, 
conventional wisdom and other ways of 
knowing, is a process of self-correction over 
time that is achieved by two fundamental 
activities – public, peer-review and verification 
of findings across independent groups of 
researchers. Thus, although what is known today 
may indeed change tomorrow, it is the very best, 
most reliable information available at this 
moment.  

Science also helps us navigate beyond 
politics. Political opinions are characterized by 
partisan interests motivated by self-serving 
objectives rather than the discovery of laws of 
nature. Not all differences of thought or practice 
should be trivialized as simply a matter of 
politics. Sometimes disagreements really are due 
to one person being right and another person 
being wrong. Science reminds us that personal 
opinion is not the only psychology we need. It 
also has a sharp eye for naked emperors. 

Confusion sometimes prevails about the 
value of behavior science partly because people 
often incorrectly use the terms hypothesis, law 
and theory interchangeably. Without going too 
far off topic, it is important to understand what 
scientists mean by these terms in order to know 
how much weight, or credibility, any knowledge 
claim deserves as each term denotes a different 
level of surety. A hypothesis is an educated 
guess or rational explanation of a single event 
based on observation, which has not yet been 
proved. We make hypotheses about our birds’ 
behavior whenever we answer the question, 
“Why does he do that?” Hypotheses are 
supported or refuted based on further 
observation and experimentation, which in our 
homes can be as straightforward as changing 
something we do and observing carefully what 
happens.  

A scientific law is a statement of fact meant 
to explain an action or set of actions such as the 
law of gravity. Laws are generally accepted as 
valid because they have been repeatedly 
observed to be true. The most fundamental law 
of behavior is the law of effect that states 
behavior is a function of its consequences. This 
law is invaluable for exploring our behavior 
hypotheses and is discussed further below. A 
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theory is an explanation of a whole series of 
related phenomena that has been verified 
multiple times by independent scientists, like the 
theory of relativity. This is really important: 
People often misstate that something is “just a 
theory” meaning that it’s an unproven guess and 
may even lack credibility. However, in science 
terminology, theories have been proven and are 
generally accepted to be valid by the scientific 
community as a whole. Scientists may continue 
to refine them but theories are rarely replaced 
entirely.  

The crux of behavior theory is that learning 
is largely determined by external, environmental 
influences, and the laws of learning are general 
in nature, that is, they transcend species and 
situations. Behavior theory is not “just a theory.” 
It is a Theory resulting from one hundred years 
of observation and experimentation across 
hundreds of species, independent researchers, 
and different situations.   

Applied Behavior Analysis 
There are many different scientific 

disciplines each with its own focus and methods 
that contribute to understanding different pieces 
of the behavior puzzle. There is ethology, 
ecology, animal science, zoology, social 
psychology, cognitive psychology and 
neuropsychology just to name a few. The 
science most closely associated with learning 
theory has come to be known as behavior 
analysis, the science of behavior change that 
studies functional relations between behavior 
and environmental events. Applied behavior 
analysis (ABA) is the behavior-change 
technology of behavior analysis. It is the 
implementation of behavior principles and 
methods to solve practical behavior problems. 
The hallmark of ABA is changing behavior by 
providing carefully arranged antecedents and 
positive reinforcement consequences.  It’s a 
simple, effective model based on the smallest, 
analyzable unit of behavior, the ABCs. 

Antecedents (A) are the stimuli, events and 
conditions that occur immediately before a 
behavior (B) occurs. Antecedents function to set 
the stage for or promote particular behaviors.  
For many companion parrots, an offered hand is 

the antecedent for stepping up. For other parrots, 
an offered hand is an antecedent for running 
away. We would say that offering a hand is 
functionally related to step up behavior for some 
birds and running away behavior for others. 
Consequences (C) are the stimuli, events or 
conditions that immediately follow a behavior. 
They are functionally related to the behavior 
they follow if their appearance depends on the 
behavior occurring first. Consequences influence 
the frequency of future behavior, that is, 
behaviors that resulted in valued consequences 
in the past are repeated in the future; behaviors 
that resulted in aversive consequences in the past 
are modified or suppressed in the future. 
Consequences are nature’s feedback loop that 
allows all animals to sensitively adapt our 
behavior moment by moment, throughout our 
lives. The consequence for a behavior today 
forms the motivation for doing, or changing, the 
behavior tomorrow. 

Taken together, we have the ABCs 
(antecedent, behavior, consequence) to analyze 
the behaviors we want to understand, predict and 
change. After careful observation of the target 
behavior, the one you want to change, ABC 
analysis is the next step in solving behavior 
problems. Identifying antecedents and 
consequences related to specific behaviors can 
lead to important clues about what currently 
reinforces the behavior as well as changes you 
can make to modify it or teach a new one. ABC 
analysis, also known as functional 
assessment/analysis is an important topic in its 
own right but to give you a quick idea of the 
power of this simple tool here is one example.  

Grace wants to understand why Sam, her 
parrot, suddenly refuses to step up from the top 
of his cage. Her hypothesis is that he is 
displaying height dominance and her solution is 
to establish herself superior in rank by throwing 
a towel over him to make him come down. Let’s 
see what insights functional assessment offers 
about the situation before Sam started refusing 
Grace’s request:  
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Setting events: Sam is playing with his bell 
on top of his cage. 

• Antecedent: Grace offers her hand to Sam. 

• Behavior: Sam steps up. 

• Consequence: Grace returns Sam to his 
cage. 

• Prediction:  Sam will step up less in the 
future to avoid his cage. 

There are two important points to consider 
about this assessment. First, behavior is a 
function of its consequences; that is, past 
consequences explain current behavior. 
Therefore, this analysis suggests a strong 
alternative hypothesis to rival height dominance: 
Sam currently resists stepping up to avoid the 
past consequence of being returned to his cage. 
Second, to change behavior we can 1) change 
the antecedents to make the right behavior 
easier, and/or 2) change the consequences so 
that doing the right behavior is more valuable to 
the bird than not doing the behavior.  

There’s usually more than one way to solve 
a behavior problem and each solution should be 
customized to the needs and learning history of 
each individual learner, as each bird is truly a 
study of one. In this case, even a couple of small 
changes will likely improve Sam’s response to 
this request. For example, one possible 
antecedent change is to only offer the cage top 
play area to Sam when there is ample time for 
him to tire of playing with the bell before 
requesting that he step up. One possible 
consequence change is to change the association 
between stepping up/going into the cage, to 
stepping up/enjoying a small treat or head 
scratch. A special treat or foot toy planted in the 
cage ahead of time, one that is only available 
after returning to the cage, will add incentive to 
performing the desired behavior as well. 
Behavior change strategies are limited only by 
our imagination and our commitment to using 
the most positive, least intrusive, effective 
strategies. 

The Proof for Empowerment  
With this foundation then, we are ready to 

turn back to the questions posed at the beginning 
of this article, which comes down to this: Does 
science have an answer to the current 
disagreement about empowerment vs. 
subordination? If we allow parrots control over 
their environments will they succeed better in 
captivity or will we suffer certain parrot 
anarchy? The answers: First, yes science has an 
answer – to the greatest extent possible all 
animals should be empowered to exercise 
personal control over significant environmental 
events. Second, yes parrots’ ability to thrive in 
captivity is improved when they are empowered; 
and no, we don’t need to suffer certain parrot 
anarchy or lower our standards for good 
companion parrot behavior if we become more 
knowledgeable about learning and behavior and 
skilled at implementing the teaching technology 
of applied behavior analysis. These assertions 
are firmly based on the results of several lines of 
scientific inquiry that span many decades, 
species, situations and independent researchers.  

One fascinating demonstration of the 
emotional gain that comes from having control 
over one’s environment comes from experiments 
with human babies only 3 months old (Watson, 
1967, 1971). In these experiments, the babies 
were lying in their cribs with their heads resting 
on pillows. Under the pillows of the first group 
was a switch that operated a mobile whenever 
the infants turned their heads. The babies in the 
second group had no control over their mobiles 
although their mobiles automatically moved as 
much as the first groups’ did. Positive 
reinforcement theory predicts two outcomes: 1) 
Frequency of head movements in the first group 
will increase since doing so is reinforced by the 
mobiles’ movement (the mobiles’ movement is 
dependent on what the babies do). 2) The 
frequency of head movements in the second 
group will not increase since doing so is not 
reinforced (the mobiles move independently of 
what the babies do). Indeed both hypotheses 
were confirmed. However, other differences 
were observed in the two groups of babies that 
were very surprising. Initially, both groups of 
babies responded to the moving mobiles by 
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cooing and smiling, a reasonable measure of 
well-being. These happy responses continued 
throughout the experiment for those babies who 
controlled their mobiles. For the babies who did 
not control their mobiles, the cooing and smiling 
quickly stopped. Apparently, one part of what 
makes consequences reinforcing is the power to 
control one’s own outcomes. 

Another relevant line of research is the free 
food phenomenon, also known as 
contrafreeloading. With contrafreeloading, 
animals choose to perform a learned response to 
obtain reinforcers even when the same 
reinforcers are freely available. For example, 
given a choice between working for food and 
obtaining food for free, animals tend to choose 
to work, often quite hard, with a bowl of free 
food placed right next to them. This 
phenomenon has been replicated with rats, mice, 
chickens, pigeons, crows, cats, gerbils, Siamese 
fighting fish, and humans (Osborne, 1977); 
starlings (Inglis & Ferguson, 1986); Abyssinian 
ground hornbills and bare-faced currasows 
(Gilbert-Norton, 2003); and captive parrots 
(Colton, et al., 1997). There are several 
interesting hypotheses explaining why this 
phenomenon occurs. For example, 
contrafreeloading behavior may be motivated by 
innate foraging behaviors that are otherwise 
frustrated in captivity; animals may be engaging 
in information seeking behaviors as they work to 
predict the location of optimal food sources; or 
they may be responding to the additional 
reinforcement provided by stimulus changes 
when one works for food such as the sound of a 
hopper.  None-the-less, animals’ preference to 
behave in ways that impact their environment is 
demonstrated once again. Animals are built to 
behave not to be passive. 

A third area of scientific inquiry, called 
learned helplessness, adds additional support to 
the theory that personal control over significant 
environmental events motivates animals to 
behave healthfully. This phenomenon further 
demonstrates that a lack of control can have 
pathological effects including depression, 
learning disabilities, emotional problems (Maier 
& Seligman, 1976), and suppressed immune 
system activity (Laudenslager, et al., 1983).  

Learned helplessness occurs when an animal is 
at first prevented from escaping aversive stimuli. 
Later when escape is possible the animal 
continues not to respond as if helpless, choosing 
instead to give up and remain passively in the 
presence of the aversive stimuli. This research 
has been replicated with cockroaches (Brown, 
Hughs & Jones, 1988), dogs, cats, monkeys, 
children and adults (Overmier & Seligman, 
1967). Further, Seligman’s (1990) research 
suggests that we can “immunize” learners from 
the effects of lack of control by providing them 
with experiences in which their behavior is 
effective. In this way, the effects of exposure to 
uncontrollable outcomes, which is inevitable in 
all our lives to some degree, can be minimized.  

From the confluence of these three related 
research areas, it seems obvious that parrots who 
are empowered to make important decisions, 
such as when to exit or enter their cages or go on 
and off their caregiver’s hands, will indeed 
experience greater behavioral and emotional 
health in captivity than those who are prevented 
from being so empowered. Additionally, there is 
every reason to hypothesize that a lack of 
control explains some, if not many, of the 
pathological behaviors we see in parrots such as 
self-mutilation, mate killing, and phobias.   

Positive Reinforcement Training 
Animal trainers often refer to positive 

reinforcement training as reward training or 
operant conditioning (OC). The very word 
operant denotes choice, that is, the animal is the 
operator of its environment and operates in 
whatever way it chooses. Animals’ biology 
organizes our choices such that we operate to get 
valued consequences (positive reinforcers) and 
to avoid aversive ones (negative reinforcers and 
punishers). When we add to OC the additional 
steps of careful behavior observations, 
functional assessment and databased decision 
making we have all the elements that comprise 
ABA.  

With positive reinforcement training we 
teach by offering contingencies for behavior. For 
example, if you step on my hand (B), then you 
get a consequence (C) of value to you such as a 
treat, activities outside of your cage, and 



Journal of Applied Companion Animal Behavior 
Vol. 5, No. 1. 2012 

29 

attention. When a parrot refuses to step up, it 
chooses not to get the consequences that result 
from stepping up. When this happens it’s 
evidence that the current consequences for 
stepping up are not sufficiently reinforcing for 
this individual at this time. The next step is to 
consider how you can rearrange the antecedents 
and offer different consequences so that they are 
motivating (reinforcing) to this individual bird. 
Maybe you are asking for too big of a behavior 
and need to reinforce smaller approximations 
such as tiny movements toward your hand; 
perhaps what you think is a positive reinforcer 
really isn’t one for this individual and you need 
to try something else. The most important 
question any teacher can answer before asking a 
learner to do something is, “Why should he?”  In 
other words, effective teaching is not the result 
of rank or entitlement (“Because I said so!”). 
These sources of power too often result in 
forcing birds with towels or leather gloves. The 
power to teach effectively comes from 
controlling the antecedents and consequences, 
not the bird.  

Here is one example of using ABA 
strategies to teach an intractable bird to willingly 
exit her cage with positive reinforcement. Skyler 
is Deb Olson-Hill’s young Amazon parrot who 
refused to come out of her cage for months after 
having been scared by a high-energy dog. After 
attempts to force her to come out taught her to 
become more aggressive, Deb learned some 
basic positive reinforcement training skills.  
Recalling that her play gym was one of Skyler’s 
favorite play spots before this incident, Deb set 
to the task of teaching Skyler that coming out of 
the cage was more reinforcing then staying in it. 
This was just the first step in her training 
program.  

• Setting Events: Deb placed the play gym in 
front of Skyler’s cage and opened the door. 

• A: Deb put some favorite treats in the play 
gym dish.  

• B: Skyler climbed out of her cage onto the 
play gym. 

• C: Access to favorite treats was provided.  

• Prediction: Skyler will continue to come out 
of cage more to get treats. 

By providing Skyler with many 
opportunities to choose to come out to the play 
gym for treats that were not otherwise available, 
Skyler quickly learned that the consequence for 
coming out of her cage was reinforcing. With 
each repetition, her confidence to leave the cage 
grew. Soon, Deb began raising the criterion for 
reinforcement by moving the play gym 
incrementally further from the cage, allowing 
Skyler to master each step along the way. 
Eventually, the play gym was far enough away 
from the cage that she needed Deb’s hand to get 
to it and to return to her cage after play. Now 
Deb’s offered hand had value as a reinforcer for 
stepping up.  

Soon they began walking around the house 
generalizing Skyler’s behavior to other locations 
and people for treats, praise, and head scratches.  
At all times, Skyler was empowered to choose 
and positive reinforcement was delivered for the 
right choice. Now, after several months of 
empowering Skyler in this way, Deb recently 
reported, “My ‘angry,’ ‘psycho-Amazon’ will 
now go anywhere with anyone. On her first real 
trip to the vet, she remained very calm. Her eyes 
weren't even pinning when the Dremel tool 
came out to file her nails!” Deb and her family 
did more than teach their parrot to step up. By 
giving Skyler the power to control 
environmental events and delivering positive 
reinforcement they taught her to be confident, 
bold and resilient.  

Yeah But…and Other Distractions 
I am reminded of a cartoon that depicts a 

shattered fish bowl on the floor and the mother 
goldfish is saying to her baby, “There are no 
limits, honey – you can be anything you wish to 
be.” Of course there are always limits of 
acceptable behavior both in the wild and in our 
homes. Parrots should not be empowered to bite, 
decimate the furniture or scream for hours. If the 
house catches on fire, you will of course get 
your birds to safety in whatever way you can. 
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The issue under debate is not what behavior 
parrots should do – it’s how we teach them to do 
it. With a sound knowledge of the tools of 
applied behavior analysis it is a reasonable goal 
to facilitate, rather than force, all behavior.  

Another common distraction is the claim 
that positive reinforcers are nothing more than 
bribes. If that is the case, nature herself stands at 
the front of the line of offenders as 
consequences shape the behavior of all animals. 
Learning is defined as behavior change due to 
experience. The experience that changes 
behavior is interaction with the environment. In 
the case of captive parrots, it is simply a fact that 
we control most of the antecedents and 
consequences and should therefore do so in 
ways that positively reinforce the behaviors we 
want to see more. Not to mention that bribes are 
typically intended to induce corrupt or nefarious 
behavior. Stepping on and off hands, remaining 
on play gyms, chewing approved items and 
communicating in pleasant tones hardly fit that 
description. 

Conclusion 
There is a Turkish proverb that says, “No 

matter how far you have gone on the wrong 
road, turn back.” There is an alternate road 
before us that leads to a validated teaching 
technology based on empowerment through 
choice and positive reinforcement. There are 

currently several popular belief-systems 
regarding how to best manage parrot behavior. 
When opinions differ, and emotions are strong, 
and the stakes are high, science should hold a 
higher value than conventional wisdom. Science 
demonstrates that there is a reliable correlation 
between behavioral health and environmental 
control. In fact, control is what makes behavior 
effective. Further, it is quite possible that by 
empowering parrots throughout their lives we 
actually immunize them against depression and 
other behavioral pathologies associated with 
captivity.  

When we understand how behavior works 
we don’t need to choose between empowered 
birds and birdy bedlam. We can never make a 
parrot do something it doesn’t want to do and 
still have parrots who exhibit reasonable 
companion bird behaviors. People should view 
forceful and coercive training methods as 
stealing behavior that can be given to us instead 
by skillful use of positive reinforcement and 
facilitative antecedents. Keeping parrots offers 
us this opportunity and this responsibility to 
educate ourselves about teaching and learning. 
It’s fortunate for parrots and people that we are 
empowered to choose a more humane and 
effective road. 

 

By permission of Good Bird™ Magazine. Vol 1-1 Available spring 2005 
http://www.goodbirdinc.com/ 
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The Struggle for Dominance: Fact or Fiction? A Bird’s Eye View 

S.G. Friedman, PhD, Utah 

Bobbi Brinker, Ohio 

 
In the field of psychology, an important 

distinction is made between behaviors and 
constructs. In this context, a behavior describes 
what a bird is doing and is defined as something 
that can be observed and measured. We can see 
and count the number of times a bird flies off a 
perch, and we can hear and clock how long a 
bird screams. Alternatively, a construct is an 
idea or theory about the mental processes inside 
an individual that explains why or how they 
behave as they do. As such, a construct cannot 
be observed or measured directly. These 
explanatory theories are “constructed,” that is, 
inferred from the outward behaviors we can 
observe and measure with our senses. You can’t 
touch or measure a bird’s dominance, per se, but 
you can measure how often he bites you when 
you try to get him off the top of his cage. Height 
dominance, cage dominance, food dominance, 
and flock dominance are all examples of many 
commonly discussed constructs assumed to 
explain companion parrot behavior. 

Admittedly, specialized lingo like 
“constructs” can be a major turnoff, but 
sometimes these concepts are so clarifying that 
it’s worth the effort to ponder them. The 
distinction between behaviors and constructs is 
part of a larger framework for understanding 
behavior that is relevant to those of us living 
with companion parrots. Of course, our goal is 
always the same: To better interpret why our 
birds behave the way they do and identify what 
can be done to decrease the problems they 
encounter living with us. 

Can’t Live With `Em or Without `Em 
Constructs are useful. When we observe 

what appears to be a related set or class of 
behaviors, it is both efficient and compelling to 
synthesize them according to some unifying 
process. For example, it is much more succinct 
to say that a bird is exhibiting “nesting 

behaviors” than it is to describe each of the 
behaviors that comprise this construct. It could 
take hours to describe the specific individual 
behaviors of Irene Pepperberg’s amazing bird 
Alex, when what we really want to convey is 
that this bird is very “intelligent.” Birds are 
loving, fearful, athletic, zany, all constructs that 
allow us to convey important information to one 
another with single words. 

But for all their apparent usefulness, 
constructs present serious obstacles to the 
pursuit of understanding behavior (human and 
parrot alike). The first problem is with the very 
choice of a label that, like a picture, can convey 
a thousand words− and emotions. Labels evoke 
powerful impressions about the value of what 
they describe. These impressions predispose us 
− no, prejudice us − to interpret behavior in very 
positive or negative ways. For example, some 
people describe cockatoo behavior as deliciously 
cuddly, while others describe the same behavior 
as overly needy. Are greys cold or independent? 
Are these good or bad things? Should we try to 
change or accept them? 

The second problem with thinking in terms 
of constructs rather than observable behaviors is 
verifiability. Since they describe intangible 
mental processes that are neither directly 
observable nor quantifiable it’s hard to know, 
for any given construct, if we are dealing with 
an explanatory truth or an explanatory fiction. 
For example, when a bird bites you from the top 
of his cage, is he exhibiting height dominance, 
fear, or simple annoyance at being removed or 
interrupted? How can you tell? As you can see, 
it is a huge and precarious leap of logic, not 
science, to jump from observable behaviors to 
interpreted constructs and there is no surefire 
way to control the accuracy of the landing. 
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Finally, the third problem with constructs is 
that they are tightly bound by our own genetic, 
cultural, and personal perspective: The Human 
Perspective. For most of us, thinking outside the 
proverbial “box” to truly understand a child, 
spouse, or friend is tough enough. Thinking 
outside ones own taxonomic class, from Homo 
sapiens to Aves, is an extraordinary challenge. 
Trying to increase our understanding of birds by 
drawing constructs from the well of human 
experience is fraught with problems. On the one 
hand, parrots need all the humanity we can 
muster in order to thrive in our homes. On the 
other hand, our uniquely human perspective too 
often leads us to respond and intervene in 
inappropriate or even harmful ways. For 
example, it is not uncommon for new parrot 
owners to punish their bird for biting when he 
was merely leading with his beak. 

Origins of the Dominance Theory 
Within the companion parrot community, it 

is a commonly held belief that our birds behave 
from an inherent need to dominate their human 
flock, that is, to be king of the tree. Many people 
have described pet parrots as control freaks with 
authority complexes that are looking for our 
submissive reactions in order to win the struggle 
for dominance. It is the glib repetition of this 
idea, not research, which has given it status as 
the most proffered explanation for our birds’ 
noncompliant behaviors. 

Strangely, this interpretation of the 
dominance construct persists in spite of the lack 
of corroborating evidence from ornithologists, 
field biologists and wild bird behaviorists who 
are studying wild parrots. Apparently, in their 
natural habitat there are no alpha parrots or 
straight-line hierarchies. Contention between 
parrots appears to be relatively uncommon and 
brief with unpredictable outcomes that change 
with the wind. Life in the wild is simply not as 
neat as we in the companion world would have 
it. It is also worth noting that, just like the rest of 
us, biologists must discipline themselves to 
resist the allure of going beyond observable 
behaviors into the realm of explanatory fictions. 
The history of science is strewn with such errors 
of interpretation in all fields of study. 

It seems that the main basis of the 
dominance construct applied to companion 
parrots is the projection of our own domineering 
behavior. We are, after all, proficient controllers, 
and the dominance construct is a strikingly 
human interpretation of what our birds are 
thinking when they simply decline to step up. It 
is not without a certain logic; it has a certain 
utility, but does it lead to the best practices with 
our companion birds? 

Clearly, simple logic and utility is not 
enough. To advance our understanding of our 
birds we will need to bring on board the 
multidisciplinary knowledge of many different 
fields of study. This was not easily 
accomplished in the past. However, such a 
strategy is more possible now than ever before. 

So What? 
Given that constructs are merely theories 

about what underlies behavior, it is reasonable to 
wonder what all this fuss is about. However, the 
way in which we respond to our birds is strongly 
influenced by our assumptions about what 
makes them tick. Interpreting our birds’ 
noncompliant behavior as a struggle for 
dominance leads us to naturally respond by 
picking up the gauntlet, clamping down and 
meeting the challenge with counter-dominance. 
How would our responses differ if we 
interpreted our birds’ refusal to our requests as 
fear or bird-appropriate self-centeredness or 
annoyance at our frequent imposition? 
Misunderstanding what motivates behavior 
results in missed teaching opportunities and 
decreases the likelihood that we will respond 
with appropriate, effective or humane 
interventions. Perhaps this point can be made 
clearer with this silly story from our own more 
familiar human turf: 

We know some poor parents whose 3-year 
old daughter refused to brush her teeth. Every 
night, when told it was time to go to bed, she ran 
up the ladder and hid in the farthest corner of the 
top bunk bed. One night, when her mother 
stretched up to grab her, the girl bit her! Well, 
that was the final straw. The parents could not 
reward such a challenge or show submission to 
this willful child who had apparently assumed 
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that her height advantage on the top bunk bed 
made her the dominant person in the house! So, 
they took back control assertively and busted her 
to a futon in the basement. She would never be 
higher than her parents again. The girl still 
refuses to brush her teeth but she bites less often 
now … 

Consider this: When you want to move your 
bird from his play top to his cage, are you trying 
to dominate him or do you simply have a 
different location for him in mind? How is this 
different than your bird’s intention when he 
declines the offer? 

The Point 
The point of this article is not to suggest that 

parrots should be allowed to bite, scream, flee 
from our hands, or interact with only one person 
in the family. To be a successful companion, a 
bird should exhibit none of these behaviors, 
most of time. Neither is the point to suggest that 
dominant behavior is completely absent in our 
captive parrots. At issue here is how best to 
achieve a repertoire of good companion 
behavior with our pet birds. 

Over the years, there have been many 
recommended strategies to decrease assumed 
dominance in pet parrots. For example, to 
control height dominance, lower your bird’s 
perches to no higher than eye level of the 
shortest person in the house; to break cage 
dominance, don’t pull your finger away when 
your bird is biting it; and, to nip flock 
dominance in the bud, never hold your bird 
higher than your heart. All of these strategies 
may have an effect on a bird’s behavior but they 
are neither necessary nor desirable for the long 
run. More importantly, they do not represent 
best practices, regardless of what motivates our 
birds. 

Counting both the authors’ pet flocks 
combined, we own nine pet parrots ranging in 
age from 1 to 13 years old. Represented in these 
two flocks are Congo and Timneh greys, 
Psittacus erithacus erithacus and P.e. timenh, a 
Severe Macaw, Ara severa, an Alexandrine 
Parakeet, Psittacula eupatria, an Umbrella 
Cockatoo, Cacatura alba, a Budgie, 

Melopsittacus undaulatus, and a lovebird, 
Agopornis. None of them refuse to come down 
off their cage tops and all of them can be 
nuzzled and kissed on tiptoe by all family 
members including two children. We continue to 
work with some of the younger birds to better 
express their dissatisfaction with their voices 
and not their beaks, and we continue to expand 
their confidence to interact pleasantly with all 
friends and strangers. None of this was 
accomplished overnight; all of this was 
accomplished in the complete absence of 
domination and force. 

Insights and Strategies 
The act and art of great teaching is largely 

the result of great observation and 
communication skills. With every interaction, 
both you and your bird are communicating to 
one another your personal wants, needs and 
boundaries. The goal is to use this 
communication to get the desired behavior by 
controlling the teaching sequences, not the bird. 
Consider changing your attitude from 
demanding compliance to being “blown away” 
by their willingness to cooperate! Don’t lose the 
feeling of awe that brought you to parrot 
ownership in the first place. 

To devise specific strategies, focus on 
specific behaviors more than constructs. Insights 
about the inner workings of our parrots’ minds 
are a luxury, not a necessity, for successful 
teaching. Analyze the antecedents, that is, the 
events that occur right before your bird 
misbehaves and consider how they might be 
changed to facilitate cooperation. Carefully 
consider the consequences that follow each 
specific behavior and arrange them to reward the 
desired actions not the undesirable ones. 

Let’s follow one example. Many of us have 
been frustrated by our bird’s refusal to step onto 
our hands from high perches or cage tops. We 
expect that a bird should comply because from 
our point of view there is nothing to fear and 
nothing to avoid. As with our friends’ daughter 
aloft on the top bunk, there are lots of good 
reasons why your bird should come down but 
apparently he doesn’t think so. Ask yourself, 
what is the goal: getting him off his cage at any 
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cost or being the person he wants to come to? 
Depending on your goal, you will devise 
different strategies. Of course, we suggest that 
the goal should always be to avoid force, and 
facilitate and reward cooperation. 

One mistake bird owners frequently make is 
asking for too much too soon. Don’t lose sight 
of the fact that stepping up when you “reeeeally” 
don’t want to is asking a lot of anyone. Arrange 
a teaching environment such that your bird is 
given frequent opportunities to practice 
complying with your request. Reward each and 
every act of cooperation. Ask him to step up 
often just to say “Hello good bird!” and set him 
down again to continue whatever he was doing. 
In this way he will look forward to stepping onto 
your hand as it signals attention without a cost. 
If the immediate consequence for stepping up is 
always being returned to his cage, your bird will 
be less willing to step up in the future. This is a 
way to inadvertently punish your bird for 
complying. When you do need to put your bird 
in his cage, allow sufficient time in your 
schedule to first reward him with a minute or 
two of attention or a treat for stepping onto your 
hand. 

Program success by facilitating good 
behavior, that is, pave the way for cooperation. 
For example, make sure that you make requests 
at reasonable times, not while he’s deeply 

engaged in playing or eating. Ensure that being 
inside his cage is a desirable place to be by 
providing adequate space, toys and sufficient out 
of cage time. With thoughtful attention to these 
antecedents and positive consequences your bird 
will soon choose to be on your hand, and 
stepping up at your request will become a habit. 
This is the time to expect your bird to step up 
from cage tops and high perches, even though he 
may have other things in mind. 

Conclusion 
We may never know what mental processes 

underlie our parrots’ observable behaviors. From 
the human perspective, any resistance is easily 
misinterpreted as a struggle for dominance. 
Depending on our understanding about what 
motivates birds to behave in particular ways, one 
naturally chooses some strategies and ignores 
others. We believe that the quest for dominance 
is rarely an accurate description of what 
motivates a companion parrot’s negative 
behavior. Regardless, the intervention strategies 
typically associated with this interpretation are 
themselves so domineering as to be senselessly 
damaging to the relationship you wish to have 
with your bird. Too often, the processes thought 
to underlie behavior are solely in the eye of the 
beholder. When this is the case, we move farther 
away from facilitating our parrots’ 
companionability when we should be moving 
closer to a bird’s eye view. 

 
Published in Original Flying Machine, Issue 6:May/June 2001 
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Pavlov’s Parrots: Understanding and Extinguishing Learned Fear Triggers 
 

S.G. Friedman, Ph.D. 
 

When it comes to behavior analysis, we 
usually focus on our learners’ voluntary, or 
operant, behaviors because most of our teaching 
challenges lie there. Companion parrots 
voluntarily choose to step onto people’s hands, 
forage for hidden treats, and sing “I Left My 
Heart in San Francisco.” They also choose 
whom to bite, where to perch, and what to chew. 
Like all animals, parrots don’t just toss out 
behavior willy-nilly. Operant behavior is a 
function of its consequences. That is, parrots 
choose to behave in ways that produce valued 
outcomes and they modify or suppress behaviors 
that produce aversive outcomes. 

      Antecedent stimuli are important too but 
they don’t elicit or trigger operant behavior in 
any automatic sense. Antecedents convey 
information that a particular contingency is 
available: If you display the corresponding 
behavior, then reinforcement will follow. For 
example, an offered perch signals that stepping 
up will be reinforced. Still, in the presence of an 
offered perch, a bird may choose to step up or 
back away. This is why we describe operant 
antecedents as setting the occasion for, or 
promoting, a behavior rather than causing or 
triggering it. It is consequences -- strong positive 
reinforcers -- that build reliable antecedent cues 
and strong behavioral responses. 

     Based on an understanding of these basic 
operant principles, effective teachers teach new 
behaviors and decrease problem behaviors using 
the most positive, least intrusive, effective 
strategies such as shaping and differential 
reinforcement of an alternate behavior. The 
overriding goal is to thoughtfully arrange the 
environment so that the right behavior is easier 
to perform than the wrong behavior and more 
reinforcing.  

A Different Process  
     Although operant teaching technology 

has widespread applicability, not all behaviors, 

or behavior problems, involve only operant 
processes. There is another category of behavior, 
called respondent behaviors, which involve a 
different kind of behavior-environment relation. 
Respondent behaviors are automatic, involuntary 
responses. They are part of an individual’s 
genetic history and include simple reflexes (e.g., 
blinking, endorphin release, and rapid heart 
rate), and complex action patterns (e.g., nest 
building, bathing and mating patterns). 
Respondent behaviors are a function of eliciting 
antecedent stimuli, not consequences. Once the 
eliciting stimulus is presented, the corresponding 
respondent behavior is triggered automatically. 
For example, blinking is triggered by a puff of 
air, and complex mating patterns are triggered 
by a combination of antecedent stimuli, such as 
longer days, abundant food, and the presence of 
a potential mate.  

       Another important feature that 
distinguishes operant and respondent behavior is 
what is learned (see sidebar for a list of some 
distinguishing features). With operant learning 
new behaviors are learned but with respondent 
learning new eliciting triggers are learned. 
Respondent behaviors are “pre-wired” in the 
animal’s nervous system thus they require no 
prior experience to be demonstrated. Whereas 
operant learning is described with a 3-term 
contingency, stimulus-response-stimulus 
(antecedent-behavior-consequence, ABC), 
respondent learning is described with a 2-term 
contingency, antecedent stimulus-stimulus (S-S; 
since the behavior is not learned, R for response 
isn’t usually included in the notation). You will 
sometimes hear people criticize operant 
learning, or behavior analysis, for its 
mechanistic, simplistic S-S scope. These are 
people not well informed about the field of 
learning and behavior, as S-S learning describes 
respondent behavior; and operant learning is far 
from mechanistic. As a result of this 
misunderstanding their information can be 
woefully misleading.  



Journal of Applied Companion Animal Behavior 
Vol. 5, No. 1. 2012 

37 

     It is this process by which new triggers 
are learned for innate behaviors that is of utmost 
importance to parrot caregivers as it accounts for 
one of the most common and devastating 
behavior problems we face with our birds: 
Sudden, seemingly inexplicable, extreme fears. 

Respondent Learning 
     There are several specialized terms and 

corresponding acronyms used globally to 
describe respondent learning (also known as 
classical and Pavlovian conditioning). Some 
terms are used to describe both operant and 
respondent processes. Like any new language, 
these terms take some practice but once 
mastered they improve our ability to 
communicate easily and precisely with one 
another. The main terms follow below. 

     A stimulus is any object or event capable 
of affecting behavior. Both antecedents and 
consequences are stimuli. Antecedents stimulate 
the behavior they immediately precede and past 
consequences stimulate future behavior. As 
discussed above, respondent antecedents are 
automatic elicitors, whereas operant antecedents 
are just occasion setters or behavior promoters. 
The word unconditioned means innate or 
automatic (requires no prior experience). The 
word conditioned means acquired, as in 
something that is learned (requires prior 
experience). With respondent behavior, an 
unconditioned stimulus (US) automatically 
elicits an unconditioned response (UR) such as 
when a loud, sudden noise (US) elicits a startle 
response (UR). Animals don’t learn to startle at 
sudden loud noises -- the relation is innate. 

     Respondent learning takes place when a 
neutral stimulus acquires the eliciting function 
of an unconditioned stimulus (US). This is 
accomplished by the repeated, close temporal 
pairing of the neutral stimulus and the US. Once 
the neutral stimulus elicits the innate behavior, 
the neutral stimulus is called a conditioned 
stimulus (CS) and the innate behavior it elicits is 
called a conditioned response (CR; indicating 
that it is a response triggered by a CS, rather 
than a US). Thus repeated CS:US → UR 
pairings enable CS → CR, as with the familiar 
example of Pavlov’s dogs: As Pavlov 

demonstrated, meat-in-mouth (US) elicited 
salivation (UR). After repeatedly pairing the US 
with a preceding tone, the tone became a CS that 
elicited the CR salivating. This is the same 
process by which a clicker or other secondary 
reinforcers such as praise acquire reinforcing 
strength. By tightly pairing the neutral sound 
with a food treat (or other well-established 
reinforcers), the sound quickly becomes a 
learned reinforcer (technically referred to as a 
conditioned, or secondary, reinforcer).  

      With this background, it is easy to 
connect the dots between the process of learning 
new triggers for respondent behaviors and the 
distressing advent of a beloved parrot’s sudden, 
extreme fear reactions to stimuli that have never 
frightened them in the past and cannot hurt them 
in any case. The vast majority of birds 
demonstrating these extreme fears are not 
neurotic, psychotic or any other reified, 
hypothetical diagnostic construct. These birds 
have learned to fear specific items or events due 
to the process of respondent learning, which 
unfortunately often occurs below the radar of 
our every-day awareness of our birds’ lives in 
captivity. 

    For example, when a suddenly darkened 
veterinary exam room precedes being grabbed 
(US), it is not the parrot’s fear responses (UR) 
that are learned but rather, potentially, a new 
trigger for fear, i.e., suddenly darkened rooms 
(CS). Neutral stimuli can also become a CS by 
being paired with other well-established CSs. 
This is known as higher-order conditioning. In 
this way, pairing neutral stimuli with suddenly 
darkened rooms (CS) can result in a cascade of 
new CSs for fear such as towels, scales, white 
lab coats, eye glasses, tall men, etc., all of which 
were closely paired with an existing CS, the 
suddenly darkened room.  

A Robust Solution 
Systematic desensitization is a type of 

behavior therapy known as counterconditioning 
that is used to reverse the effects of prior 
respondent learning. It is a long-standing 
treatment that has proven to be highly effective 
for helping individuals to overcome a wide 
variety of extreme fears and anxieties. The basis 
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of systematic desensitization is respondent 
extinction, the procedure of repeatedly 
presenting a CS without the US, until the CS no 
longer elicits the CR. With systematic 
desensitization, this is accomplished by 
gradually exposing the fearful individual to the 
fear-eliciting stimulus in small, incremental 
steps. The criterion for advancing to the next 
step is calm behavior and the increments should 
be sufficiently small as to never trigger more 
than the very mildest anxious response. At the 
final step, exposure to the CS no longer triggers 
fear responses. To implement systematic 
desensitization effectively, one needs to be 
knowledgeable about what fear and calm 
behaviors look like, not only for the species in 
general, but the particular individual they are 
working with as well. In the case of parrots, this 
requires very keen observation of the subtlest 
changes in feathers, torso, eyes, legs, feet, head 
positions and activities.  

     In contrast to systematic desensitization, 
a procedure known as flooding consists of 
presenting the feared stimulus in full strength, 
all at once. The animal is blocked from escaping 
until the respondent trigger is extinguished. With 
parrots, this often takes the form of forcefully 
restraining a struggling parrot in a gloved hand 
until it exhausts itself. Few, if any, educated 
practitioners consider flooding an acceptable 
form of behavior therapy, especially given the 
more positive, less intrusive, effective 
alternative of systematic desensitization.  

A Hybrid Solution 
In a previous section, I made the point that 

not all behaviors involve only operant processes 
and we have seen the way in which respondent 
processes can account for learning new triggers 
for automatic fear responses. Now it’s time to 
flip the coin to make the point that not all fear 
responses involve only respondent processes. 
Since escaping a fear-eliciting stimulus reduces 
anxiety, the behaviors used to escape it (e.g., 
shrieking, moving away, flailing, and biting) are 
strengthened through the operant process called 
negative reinforcement (i.e., the strength of an 
escape behavior is increased by contingently 
removing an aversive stimulus).     

     By pairing systematic desensitization 
with negative reinforcement we can boost the 
effectiveness of our intervention. For example, 
consider a bird who responds fearfully to a 
particular family member approaching its cage. 
Starting at the closest distance that is 
comfortable for the bird, the person should 
advance only as many steps as the bird remains 
calm, perhaps two feet, and then hold still at that 
distance. When the bird shows any sign of 
relaxing further (e.g. preening, rousing, eating), 
the person can take one-half step back, thereby 
negatively reinforcing the behavior. In this way, 
the relaxed behaviors will increase as the 
automatic fear responses decrease. After a few 
seconds the person can advance another two 
feet, and again retreat one-half step contingent 
on an increase in relaxed behaviors. Once the 
person can stand close to the bird’s cage without 
triggering fear and escape behaviors, a food treat 
can be dropped into a food cup to positively 
reinforce calm behaviors (i.e., the strength of a 
behavior is increased by contingently adding a 
positive consequence). By repeatedly pairing the 
food treat with the person delivering it we once 
again rely on respondent conditioning of a new 
trigger, the caregiver, but this time she is a CS 
for positive automatic responses because her 
close proximity to the cage has been repeatedly 
paired with the food treat (US). Further, we 
expect to see an increase in the birds voluntary 
approach behaviors, at which time contingency 
learning can begin: When I approach the cage, if 
you come forward, then I deliver a treat. 

Conclusion 
     Although operant and respondent 

behaviors are often presented as a sharp 
dichotomy, they more accurately represent a 
continuum. Clearly, both processes are involved 
in the production of all behavior. And all 
behavior is flexible to some degree. Simple 
reflexes can be modified with sensitization and 
habituation, and complex action patterns can be 
modified with experience. At the same time, as 
Bob Bailey has often said, “Pavlov is always on 
your shoulder.” Bailey further explains that our 
job is to reduce fears and other respondent 
behaviors to the greatest extent possible, in order 
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to maximize our animals’ operant learning 
potential. 

     From an evolutionary or survival 
perspective, the process by which new fear 
triggers are conditioned makes so much sense. 
One only needs to get stung (US) by a bee one 
time for a buzzing (CS) sound to trigger fear 
responses (CR) and set the occasion for escape 
behaviors, which are negatively reinforced 

whenever the bee is successfully evaded. Yet, 
this same behavioral flexibility works against an 
animal’s quality of life when new triggers are in 
fact harmless. By understanding both operant 
and respondent learning processes, we are much 
better prepared to understand, predict and 
prevent benign neutral stimuli from becoming 
fear triggers. We can also resolve the problem 
more effectively and humanely when it 
unexpectedly arises. 

 

Side Bar - Distinguishing characteristics of operant and respondent behavior. 

Operant Behavior S-R-S 

(A-B-C) 

Respondent Behavior S-S-R 

(US-CS-CR) 

Environmental Basis Genetic Basis 

Learned Behavior Innate Behavior 

Voluntary Behavior Automatic Behavior 

Behavior that is a function of its  

consequences. 

Behavior that is function of its 

antecedent stimuli. 

What is learned: New behavior. 
What is learned: New antecedent  

eliciting stimuli. 

 

Originally published: Friedman, S.G. (2007).Pavlov’s parrots: Understanding and extinguishing 
learned fear triggers. Good Bird Magazine, 3(2), 27-30. 

 


