
 

GROWING UP PARROT 
STAGES OF DEVELOPMENT OF COMPANION PARROTS 

Jamie Whittaker 

Many people approach parrots as if they are all exactly alike, regardless of species, regardless 
of age, regardless of training or experiences. Humans think of birds growing in size as they 
mature. It is hard to look at a fully feathered bird, the same size as an adult and understand that 
it is just a baby. 

Parrots have life stages that influence their behaviors. I believe that by looking at the 
developmental milestones in nature that we can better understand bird behaviors in the living 
room. Learning to use the natural behaviors, and the natural learning windows makes our 
relationship with our parrots better for everyone. 

NEONATES: (FROM HATCH TO FLEDGE) 

Baby Parrots are altricial when they hatch. They can’t see, can’t hear, and are totally 
dependent on their parents for food and warmth. Most captive bred handfed birds are taken 
from the parents at two to four weeks old. Their eyes are open; they are starting to get 
pinfeathers and are reacting to outside stimulation. At this time they are handfed by people and 
become trusting of people. People become nurturing, care-giving providers.  

At this stage the baby parrot develops very quickly. Their primary purpose is to grow and too 
much stimulation is difficult for them to process. In nature, they are in dark nesting hollows 
and their time is spent eating and sleeping and growing.  

This is a very dangerous time in nature, many chicks die during this stage of development. 
They are very vulnerable to predators at this time. The adult birds will often feed only the 
older chicks to ensure their survival and allow the younger chicks to die.  

At the end of this stage they are starting to climb out of the nest and watch the world around 
them. They are now completely feathered and ready for the next step in life. 

FLEDGLINGS: (FROM FLEDGE TO INDEPENDENCE) 

The babies are now ready to fly. They are extremely open to learning at this time. Fledgling 
parrots must learn many things very quickly in order to survive. They are designed to absorb 
tremendous amounts of information in this short time frame.  

In nature, most of them follow their parents during this phase and learn what to eat and what 
to not eat. They are not food independent yet. Finding the food is only a part of becoming food 
independent; they also need to develop their food manipulation skills. Their parents are still 
feeding them and in captivity, we are still hand feeding them.  Not long after they fly, the 
babies are fully weaned and eating on their own. Baby birds in the fledgling stage are still 
developing motor skills and muscles. They are learning about their lives and the world in 
which they live.  



Babies in this stage are very beaky. They want to touch, taste, and feel everything. Their beak 
and tongue are very important to their sensory exploration of their world. It is critical that 
people not take beaking or nipping personally. Biting is not a natural part of a birds behavior. 
Beaking can easily become biting when people react inappropriately.  

Parrots are also developing their motor skills at this time. They are learning to climb and slide 
and flap and jump. It is important that they be allowed to be physical at this age in a safe 
manner.  

Fledgling parrots are also learning about the world and forming impressions about things 
around them. During this period if they are not exposed to new people or to new toys or new 
experiences they can become easily frightened. 

JUVENILES:  (FROM INDEPENDENCE TO MATURITY) 

Young parrots that have learned about the world around them are now ready to find their place 
in that world. Parrots at this stage start becoming interested in learning how to manipulate 
their environments. 

When a neonate parrot cries, he requires comfort or food. When a fledgling parrot cries he 
wants reassurance that he is not alone and that he is alright. When a juvenile parrot cries he 
often wants to see what response he receives. He uses this information to manipulate the 
environment in the future.  

When a neonate parrot grabs with the beak he is looking for physical security. When a 
fledgling grabs with the beak he is looking for food. When a juvenile grabs with his beak he 
wants to see what will happen next. He will add that information to his available behaviors for 
future manipulation of the environment too. 

Juvenile parrots are sponges. They want to know how everything works. They want as much 
control over their environment as possible, and they are looking for ways to manipulate 
everything. Parrots are prey animals, being able to quickly manipulate the environment may 
mean the difference between life and death in nature.  

Parrots that do not learn to play independently at this stage can become too dependent on 
people for stimulation.  

TEENAGE: (FROM THE ONSET OF SEXUAL MATURITY  TO ADULTHOOD) 

This can begin as early as one year old for cockatiels, lovebirds, quakers and some small 
parrots or it can start as late as five years old for large parrots. The span of time for the smaller 
birds is generally just a year or two and for large birds this stage can last for five years or 
more. 

In nature, as parrots start to mature, they start thinking about a mate and reproduction. Parrots 
are different than other companion animals in their approach to reproduction. Parrots need 
more than the hormonal drive to reproduce. In order to reproduce, parrots must feel secure in 
their environment, have a bountiful supply of food and have a bond with a suitable mate. In a 
family situation, many parrots have that bountiful supply of food and they have that safe 



environment. When these birds become sexually mature they are only missing the suitable 
mate. Most will exhibit more territorial behaviors. Many will become more solicitous of 
physical attention. These feelings are new to them; they have a natural instinct that drives 
them to look for a suitable mate and to look for suitable nesting sites. It is very important for 
their families to understand what is happening to the bird. A young bird needs to continue to 
learn independent, self rewarding behaviors at this time.  

Screaming, or excessive noise is one of the biggest complaints that I receive about pet birds in 
the home. It is during this stage of development that this behavior usually begins. Vocalizing 
is a common way to stay in touch with the flock and to advertise for a potential mate. Families 
usually reward the behavior for a year or two before they decide that they can no longer live 
with it. Eventually the parrot becomes comfortable with the single life and becomes more 
relaxed even during their natural breeding season. 

ADULT PARROT: (FROM MATURITY TO END OF LIFE) 

Adult parrots are the most awesome companions. They know who they are, they know 
who you are. They know all your buttons, but no longer feel the need to push them. A 
well socialized adult parrot can be the perfect companion. They are relaxed with their 
families, they are accepting of new people. They no longer feel a need to destroy their 
toys or to scream throughout the day.  
 
Parrots have very long life expectancies in comparison to other companion animals. It is 
almost always necessary for a parrot to have more than one home in its lifetime. Parrots, 
like people, are very adaptable and can make changes in their lives easily. It is important 
that the people in their lives understand their developmental stage in life and deal with 
issues that arise appropriately for that individual. 
 
I believe that the more that we understand about the natural development and behavior of 
parrots, the easier it is to help parrots to stay in their homes and live happy lives.. 
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