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The keeping of parrots as companion pets is rap-
idly growing in popularity, and they are often 
perceived as easier to care for than dogs and 
more sociable than cats. It is generally accepted 

that birds (including parrots, finches, and canaries) are the 
sixth most popular companion animal after both indoor 
and outdoor fish, dogs, cats and rabbits (PFMA, 2017). Un-
like cats and dogs, birds are not considered domesticated 
animals even when bred in captivity, as many are only one 
or two generations removed from the wild and, thus, they 
retain all of their wild bird instincts and behaviours (Davis, 
1998; Graham, 1998). When birds are kept as companion 
animals, constraints are often placed on them in terms of 
social interaction, flight, foraging, access to appropriate 
species-specific diets and maintenance behaviour such as 
nest building, bathing, and preening. These constraints may 
also be a variable for the occurrence of abnormal behav-
iours such as feather damaging behaviours (FDBs), repro-
ductive behaviours directed towards caregivers, caregiver- 
directed aggression, extreme vocalisation, and serotypic 
behaviours, (Van Zeeland et al, 2009)

 
Wild ethology of Grey Parrots
Unlike the abundance of research produced on cats and 
dogs, there has been little actual research conducted on 
wild Grey Parrots (Psittacus erithacus)  or Timneh Parrots 
(Psittacus timneh), other than feeding habits (Tose, personal 
communication), vocalisation, and mimicry (Cruickshank et 
al, 1993; May, 1996), flight path and habitat use (Amuno et 
al, 2007).  Little is known about their social behaviour with 
conspecifics and other species, nutrition, preferred nesting 

and roosting locations, and general movement around ter-
ritory.  In their review of available literature of the ecology 
of the wild Grey Parrot and Timneh Parrot, Greenwell and 
Montrose (2017) suggest that providing suitable care in cap-
tivity will be challenging for caregivers not  the least because 
little is known with regards to the parrots’ behaviour in the 
wild. This is important, as it means that advice to caregivers 
is often inferred rather than reliably based on any scientific 
fact. This author visited Uganda last year and will return this 
year to continue studying the social behaviour of wild Grey 
Parrots  (Figure 1).

 
How limited knowledge of wild Grey 
Parrots may be used to reduce stress in 
the captive environment
Know your flock
There are more than 390 known parrot species divided into 
three main super-families, i.e.  Strigopoidea, Cacatuoidea, 
and Psittacoidea. The super-family Strigopoidea has two 
families: Strigopidae and Nestoridae. The super-family Ca-
catuoidea has one family — that is, Cacatuidae. And the 
super-family Psittacoidea has three families, i.e. Psittacidae, 
Psittrichasidae, and Psittaculidae. Although all parrots will 
display common innate behaviours, they may differ in how 
these behaviours manifest. Parrots in the wild will form two 
types of social groups: mono specific and multi specific. 
Mono-specific parrots consist of a single species of parrot: 
for example, the Grey Parrot or the Timneh Parrot (one 
will not witness a flock of both Grey Parrots and Timneh 
Parrots in the wild.) Multi-specific parrots form smaller 
groups containing different species of parrots; for example, 
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Macaws, Amazons, and Conures may be seen together. In 
captivity, multi-specific parrots may be more sociable with 
other species of parrots and humans, whereas mono-specif-
ic parrots may be reluctant to engage with other species of 
parrots in the household or with a human other than their 
primary caregiver.

To consider: it is important for caregivers of multi-spe-
cies of parrots to consider if these parrots are mono-specific 
or multi-specific, and to arrange housing and the environ-
ment accordingly in order to prevent distress. 

 
Intelligence and cognition
Research comparing the variance in intelligence and cogni-
tion skills between species of parrots is limited (Greenwell 
and Montrose, 2017). However, the Grey Parrot is noted for 
its cognitive abilities such as problem solving, reasoning, 
inter-species communication, and numeracy (Pepperberg, 
1994, 2002, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2007, 2012). It is likely that the 
Timneh Parrot is equally as intelligent as the Grey Parrot, 
although this has not been tested. This intelligence comes 
at a cost to the Grey Parrot in captivity, with Rosskopf and 
Woerpel (1991) suggesting that this is why Grey Parrots 
are more susceptible to FDB than other species of parrots, 
apart from the Cockatoo. 

Both in captivity and in the wild, Grey Parrots are re-
ported to be neophobic and shy, and to avoid contact with 
unknown humans (Silva, 1991; Wilson and Luescher, 2006); 
however, Tamungang et al (2013) noted that in Campo in 
the South and Ndikinimeki in Central Cameroon, most 
Grey Parrots roost in villages close to human houses and 
thus gain protection from the villagers. This author also 
noted the close proximity of several flocks of Grey Parrots 
to local villages. 

To consider: a lack of stimulation may be a contribu-
tory factor in developing behavioural problems and distress 
through boredom (Meehan et al, 2003). Parrots have different 
play styles: they may be either acrobats, shredders, chain saws, 
or a combination of all; thus, providing a variety of different 
toys both inside and outside of their cages is important for 
enriching their lives. Giving the parrot foraging toys provides 
mental stimulation, decreases boredom, and may provide ex-
ercise opportunities; these toys need not be expensive (Figure 
2, Figure 3).

 
Rearing environment
Due to the newly introduced ban on the capture and trans-
port of wild Grey Parrots and Timneh Parrots to satisfy the 
pet trade demand, the majority of newly sold Grey Parrots 
and Timneh Parrots will be captive bred. Traditionally, par-
rots were hand reared with the belief being that these indi-
viduals would make better companion birds, as they would 
be tamer, more confident, and easier to handle (Rosskopf 
and Woerpel, 1991). This belief should be treated with cau-
tion, however, as this was comparing hand-reared parrots 
with those reared by captive bred or wild caught parents, and 
with wild caught parrots, who were nervous of humans and 

Figure 1. Grey Parrots as seen on Bulago Island, Uganda 2016

Figure 2. Example of parrot enrichment, hiding some nuts inside a treasure trove- 
image taken by the author.

Figure 3. A cardboard box, with paper and the addition of a few nuts, provides 
enrichment.
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may have taught their chicks to be nervous of humans too. 
Of interest, Aengus and Millam (1999), report that 

orange-winged Amazon Parrot (Amazonica amazonica) 
chicks from parents who were not shy of humans, and were 
touched in the natal nest as they developed, may show 
comparable levels of tameness to hand-reared individuals. 
However, there will be individual difference influencing ne-
ophobia (Fox and Milliam, 2004). Schmid et al (2006) sum-
marised that once adulthood is reached, hand-reared Grey 
Parrots demonstrate more problem behaviours than those 
naturally reared. Comparatively, from studies of other spe-
cies such cats and dogs, hand rearing in isolation and with-
out social contact with conspecifics is detrimental in terms 
of behavioural development and those individuals reared 
in this manner may develop peculiar behavioural issues as 
a consequence. 

Although it is likely that parrots and Grey Parrots in 
particular have sensitive periods of behavioural develop-
ment, it is not known when they occur. Athan and Dexter 
(2000) state that the Grey Parrot will fledge at around 12 
weeks of age, but does not reach independence until 2 to 3 
years of age, at the time of social and sexual maturity; it is 
likely that sensitive periods of development may occur at 
12 weeks of age, when the chick leaves the safety of the nest 
cavity, and again between 2–3 years of age, when the adult 
chick leaves the parents.

To consider: just as with other species, i.e. cats and 
dogs, the rearing environment has the greatest impact on 
future physical and behavioural development; and, just as 
with cats and dogs, it is at this stage that the Grey Parrot is 
more susceptible to developing abnormal behaviours. Thus, 
breeders should be encouraged to allow parent rearing with 
habituation to humans when the chicks are in the natal 
nest. Chicks should not be sold before weaning and fledg-
ing, as hand weaning may be difficult for novice caregivers. 
Breeders should allow for chicks of comparable species to 
be housed together and given the opportunity to interact. 
Transition from breeder to caregiver will be stressful for the 
chick; and, as knowledge of wild parrot behaviour grows, 
so will advice for caregivers on how to make this transition 
less stressful for the chicks’ development.

Housing and environment
For many parrots, their cage is their safe place; thus, the 
location of the cage is an important consideration, with 
Brinker and Friedman (1999) recommending that the cage 
should be placed against a wall, preferably in a corner, so 
that there may be high visibility of family activities, but also 
safety. For foot health, there should be a variety of perches 
in terms of size and substance (Speer, 2016). This author 
recommends that there should be a perch in the far corner 
away from approaching humans and above human eye level 
to allow for a feeling of safety when the bird is approached 
by a human. Frightened parrots are more likely to become 
aggressive when approached with direct eye contact by 
unknown humans. At least one perch should be of a safe 

Case Study
Roy is a 32-year old (DNA tested) male Grey Parrot who came to live with me 4 years 
ago, after he had been abandoned in a small dog cage inside a garage  for the previous 
3 years, following the death of his primary caregiver. Roy had self- mutilated, was 
emotionally shut down,  and had a fear of enclosed cages. As part of his behaviour 
modification, the cage door was removed and, when he was sufficiently settled, the 
cage was moved to the hall. Roy’s first task was to make a path from the top of his 
cage to access the stairs and the upstairs of his home; he did this by chewing the 
wooden bannister (Figure 7). This project provided him with much needed enrichment. 
Once upstairs,  Roy liked to go into corners and rip wallpaper from the wall, which he 
then placed into the corner and made into a nest. Observing his need to build a nest, 
I provided him with books to enable this enrichment activity. Currently, Roy has several 
nests around the house, which he frequents and attends to on a daily basis (Figure 8). 
Today, Roy has grown back the feathers on his back; however, those on his chest will 
never grow back due to follicle damage. What is enriching to an animal is very much 
down to individual preferences; what is enriching to one, may not be to another. 

Figure 8. Roy proudly showing off one of his nests. It is unknown if in the wild it is the 
male or female Grey Parrot that builds nests, or both. In captivity, many parrots have a 
biological need to nest build and should be provided with that opportunity, as long as 
the females are not prolific egg layers — as nest building and excessive egg production 
may lead to a reduction in calcium levels and ill health.

Figure 7. Roy proudly showing off his newly chewed wooden banister; of note, the 
stain on the bannister was non-toxic for parrots
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and chewable substance, for example wood or chewable 
calcium. 

To consider: many cages sold to caregivers as suit-
able for large species of parrots do not allow for wings to 
be stretched out, for locomotion around the cage, and for 
adequate toys and enrichment; thus, caregivers should be 
advised to purchase the largest possible cage that allows for 
a perch to be above their eye level when approaching the 
cage. A cage sold as a macaw cage, that is W 91 x D 66 x H 
175, is the minimum cage size for a Grey Parrot. Although 
toys and enrichment are important, the cage should be so 
cluttered as to prevent movement (Figure 4). It is unlikely 
that an indoor cage, due to size limitations, will allow flying 
opportunities; hence the need for adequate time being giv-
en out of the cage. Parrot caregivers should be encouraged 
where possible to provide an outdoor flight cage, which 
while allowing some flight will also provide the parrot with 
daylight and fresh air. 

 
Social contact with conspecifics and caregiver
In the wild, one rarely observes a solitary parrot for any 
significant time; wild Grey Parrots have been observed at 
roosting sites in flocks consisting of several hundred indi-
viduals; and, during the day, smaller groups will fly together 
on foraging trips (Juniper and Parr, 1998).  Strong monoga-
mous pair-bonds are reported (de Grahl, 1987; Aydinonat 
et al, 2014). Individuals are observed flock calling to each 
other when resting or foraging, and to indicate arrival or 
departure from a chosen location. This author observed 
beak rubbing as a means of social greeting between two and 
more individuals. Aydinonat et al (2014) demonstrated that 
solitary-housed birds have significantly shorter telomeres 
than pair-housed birds, that solitary-housed birds at 9 years 
of age had comparable relative telomere length to pair-
housed birds that were 32 years old. Of concern, shortened 
telomere lengths are associated with age-related diseases in 
humans, and are indicative of chronic stress. What is not 
known is if contact with human caregivers can make up for 
lack of contact with conspecifics. Certainly, Gaskins and 
Hungerford (2014) report that being out of a cage for more 
than 8 hours per day and having a minimum of 4 hours per 
day contact with a human caregiver can decrease the risk of 
FDB by nearly 90%. 

The sense of touch is very important to humans who 
may use this for both discrimination and emotionality to 
convey feelings of affection (McGlone et al, 2007). Accord-
ing to Keltner (2010), touch, fundamental to bonding, is a 
primary means by which humans communicate compas-
sion to one another. Punyanunt-Carter and Wrench (2007), 
in the first study that considered the effects of touch dep-
rivation in adults, found that touch deprivation decreased 
humans’ self-esteem and increased depression.  Similarly, 
touch is essential to human/non-human relationships 
(Beck and Katcher, 1996) wherein blood pressure, heart 
rate, and respiratory rate were recorded in humans petting 
an unknown cat or dog (Baun et al, 1984). 

Figure 4. This cage layout does not provide an adequate sense of security to this 
Timneh Parrot, whose body language is tense and apprehensive of the person 
approaching. This situation could be helped if the parrot was in a taller cage with a 
perch in the far corner, and thus be above the approaching humans line of vision.

Touch between conspecifics is important in parrot so-
cial relationships, especially between pair-bonded indi-
viduals (Seibert, 2006a,b). However, most physical contact 
between adult parrots is for courtship and mating purposes 
(Van Sant, 2006), although mutual grooming around the 
head area and beak rubbing are often observed among non-
pair-bonded parrots and juveniles.  It is not known if touch 
deprivation with parrots in captivity, or lacking access to 
conspecifics or touch relationship with caregivers, has a sig-
nificant effect on a parrot’s emotional wellbeing.

Parrots that do not wish to be touched, cuddled, or han-
dled by caregivers are often labelled as ‘mean, vicious, dom-
inant, punishing’, or ‘wanting to burn the world’ (Friedman 
et al, 2006). Although these constructs are unhelpful in un-
derstanding why parrots bite, their use informs us of nega-
tive feelings caregivers have towards their parrots who bite 
them.  These feelings are perhaps intensified when caregiv-
ers are bombarded with images of the perfect parrot that 
understands language and speaks, performs amazing tricks, 
and snuggles and cuddles with caregivers.  

To consider: potential Grey Parrot caregivers should be 
advised that if they are not able to spend a minimum of 4 
hours with their Grey Parrot, and more so if that Grey Par-
rot lacks contact with conspecifics, then they should recon-
sider their choice of companion parrot. It is not necessary 
for the 4 hours to be spent concurrently; therefore, caregiv-
ers may spend time with their parrots before work/other 
commitments and after work/other commitments. There is 
no need to strictly impose a 12-hour bedtime routine every 
night, as this may limit valuable time with caregivers and 
the parrot will nap when its caregivers are not available 
for attention, thus avoiding sleep deprivation. However, it 
should be noted that stress associated with inadequate rest 
can lower a bird’s immune response to disease, may cause 
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hyperactivity, aggression, excessive vocalisation — espe-
cially after sunset — and FDBs, as well as unwanted repro-
ductive behaviours. 

Covering a parrot’s cage, while the cage is situated in the 
family or living area, is not helpful for the parrot, who may 
become stressed at hearing sounds it cannot see; ideally, the 
parrot should have a sleeping room that is free from artifi-
cial light, both inside and outside.

Being highly social animals, they benefit from partici-
pating in or observing normal family activities, such as hav-
ing dinner or watching TV with their caregivers.

Caution should be observed if introducing a new par-
rot to the social group, and expert and professional advice 
should be sought to ease possible social tensions. Both po-
tential and existing Grey Parrot caregivers should be edu-
cated to the fact that not all parrots welcome touch; and, 
when touch is allowed, that this should be appropriate and 
non-sexual. Sexual touch for a parrot will include touching 
their lower back and vent; thus, it is advisable to suggest 
that caregivers to scratch their parrots’ heads and feet only.

Wing clipping 
The veterinary team at the Dick Veterinary School in Ed-
inburgh has published a statement on their reasons for 
no longer routinely clipping the wings of parrots; in the 
UK, many other avian veterinary surgeons are no longer 
advocating this practice. Schmid et al (2006) found that 
wing-clipped parrots were five times more likely to show 
FBD than flighted birds; although Gaskins and Hungerford 
(2014) suggest that there could be other factors to consider 
including levels of social contact with both conspecifics and 
caregivers, adequate housing, and rearing environment. In 
this author’s opinion and of note, and not considered by re-
searchers into the causes of FDBs, is that there may be a 
genetic component if one or more parent displayed FDBs, 
as it is known that in other species of animals there may a 
genetic component to compulsive behaviours.

Apart from having evolved a pulmonary and cardio-vas-
cular system that has been designed for coping with flight, 
parrots have evolved to use their skill in flight behaviour-
ally; flight is their primary means of locomotion, parrots fly 
as a form of defence to escape predation, or a stimulus that 
they are frightened of. Removing the option for flight will 
increase the likelihood of aggression (Figure 5).

To consider: caregivers should be informed that parrots 
that have been wing clipped still have the potential to fly 
and therefore escape and that wing clipping is not a substi-
tute for poor environmental management. Alternatives to 
wing clipping include harness training and taking the par-
rot outdoors in a bird carrier (Figure 6).

 
Feeding
Parrots should be fed a biologically and species appropriate 
diet. In the wild, parrots spend a great deal of their time 
locating food and manipulating that food for consumption, 
with Snyder et al (1987) estimating this taking between 4–8 
hours of a day; thus, feeding from a food bowl leaves a great 
deal of the captive parrots’ day with little to do. Van Zeeland 
et al (2009) suggest that even when food is freely available 
in bowls, parrots prefer to work for food, as this gives them 
something to do. 

To consider: feeding parrots using enrichment toys 
and devices; these need not be expensive and will prevent 
boredom and destruction of other household objects; even 

Figure 6, Speciality Parrot Carriers are a safe option for 
taking one’s parrot outdoors; giving the parrot further 
enrichment opportunities as well as fresh air.

Figure 5, Parrots have evolved to fly, as this provides them with exercise, escape and 
choice. This is Milo, who has lived with me since he was a chick and he has always 
been allowed to fly.
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when parrots are given toys, they may reject those in favour 
of household items. There is a wealth of information avail-
able on line regarding parrot enrichment.

  Suggested websites for parrot enrichment. http://www.
parrotenrichment.com

 
Conclusion
The Grey Parrot and Timneh Parrot, and other species of 
parrots are remarkable birds and make wonderful pets.  
However, individuals considering parrots as potential pets 
should take that responsibility seriously and pay heed to 
available research and information garnered from experts 
in the field. Additionally, caregivers will find the foregoing 
suggestions helpful in providing a supportive and nurtur-
ing environment that will enhance their parrot’s social de-
velopment and assist in ensuring its positive behaviour and 
adaptation to its new home and family life.  VN  
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KEY POINTS
zz Unlike cats and dogs, birds are not considered domesticated animals even 

when bred in captivity, as many are only one or two generations removed from 
the wild and, thus, they retain all of their wild bird instincts and behaviours.
zz When birds are kept as companion animals, constraints are often placed on 

them in terms of social interaction, flight, foraging, access to appropriate 
species-specific diets and maintenance behaviour such as nest building, 
bathing, and preening.
zz Unlike the abundance of research on cats and dogs, there has been little actual 

research conducted on wild parrots; and thus knowledge of how to keep them 
in captivity is limited.
zz All species of parrots are very intelligent and have an evolutionary need for 

social living. 
zz A lack of stimulation may be a contributory factor in developing behavioural 

problems and distress through boredom. 


