
Avian aggression

I will be focusing on parrots but the basic rules can be applied to any avians. Parrots
are not domestic animals but have been tamed to accept living in a human household,
often their needs clash with the needs of their owners. Parrots that mimic human
speech often bear the brunt of this as humans often do not understand that an animal
that can ‘talk’ like them, are not the same as them and their needs are not even
remotely similar. The main reasons that birds display aggression are as a result of fear,
learnt behaviour or to protect their territory or resources (usually a cage in captive
animals).

Aggression and submission
Signs of aggression:

 The feathers on the nape of a bird’s neck are used for communication: The
higher they raise the higher the level of aggression is becoming. A happy,
relaxed bird has their nape feathers flattened and will raise the feathers on
the cere (above the beak) will be raised if they are interested in an item.

 Watching the perceived threat very closely, rarely breaking eye contact. Pinning
or flashing of the pupils.

 Pointing their beaks towards the target of their aggression. They may show an
open mouth and moving tongue.

 Often show pronounced breathing that looks agitated and is audible.
 Drawing their heads back and then dropping their heads just before lunging or

biting.
 Wings are held close to the body in early stages of aggression but as the

aggression escalates they are held further away from the body.
Signs of submission:

 Streamlined feathers flattened against the body.
 Darting eyes held very wide open and frantic looking around.
 Quiet breathing, the respiration rate increases as the level of fear increases.
 Bent knees.
 Standing holding the body horizontally



An African Grey (Congo Grey) showing submissive behavior.

An African Grey (Congo Grey) about to lunge and attack.

Fear aggression
Fear aggression is caused by the bird being unable to retreat from a perceived threat
in a natural way. Birds in captivity usually have their wings clipped and are kept in a
cage so they are unable to flee when feeling threatened and their only other option is
to fight. General signals of a bird in a state of fear will be darting looks, leaning away
from the approaching threat and trying to escape to a secure area. A bird that bites in
this situation is generally displaying learnt aggression. Fear aggression: In their natural
environment a bird will retreat and hide but in a captive environment birds are caged
and often have clipped wings so they cannot retreat in the face of danger.

Territorial / Social aggression
Territorial aggression is usually seen in correlation with the hormonal changes caused
by age and the change in the seasons. This behaviour is also reinforced by the presence
of birds of an opposite gender or a nesting box being available. This behaviour is also
linked to bonding behaviour which is often expressed by regurgitation. Social



aggression is seen in sexually mature birds, especially after they form pair bonds and is
seen as a form of territorial aggression. A parrot that has formed a bond will defend
its perceived territory (cage, room or person). If a parrot spends an excessive amount
of time with a single person they will often behave aggressively towards ‘intruders’ in
their territory / person and this can lead to full blown attacks and cases of redirected
aggression.

Possessive or resource guarding aggression
Possessive or resource guarding aggression is a way of protecting oneself and is an
expression of the survival instinct. Birds in a stressed and physically depleted
environment will often refuse to share resources as they are looking after number one.

Learnt aggression
Learnt aggression is very common, especially in cage birds as they begin to bite to get
rid of a threat and then learn through positive reinforcement. Often birds will bite
when they are removed or put back into their cages. This behaviour is reinforced as
humans tend to back off once bitten. Any behaviour that is reinforced will be repeated.
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