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BLACKWELL’S FIVE-MINUTE VETERINARY CONSULT

FEATHER-DAMAGING AND SELF-INJURIOUS BEHAVIOR

BASICS
DEFINITION

Self-injurious behavior includes all behavior
in which the bird damages its own tissues,
typically by using its beak. In case of
feather-damaging behavior, the self-inflicted
damage is directed to the feathers and can
involve chewing, biting, plueking) and/or
fraying of coverts, down feathers, remiges,
and rectrices. Typically, the feathers of the
head and crest remain unaffected, as these are
inaccessible to the bird’s beak. In case of
self-mutilation or automutilation, the skin
and/or deeper structures are also affected.
While automutilation and feather-damaging
behavior are both classified among self-
injurious behaviors and some overlap in
causes may exist, the behaviors should be
considered as two separate entities.

PATHOPHYSIOLOGY

In general, three underlying
pathophysiological mechanisms should be
taken into consideration for self-injurious
behavior: (1) Maladaptive behavior, resulting
from attempts of the animal to cope with a
suboptimal or inadequate environment,
which is lacking the appropriate stimuli
needed and/or in which aversive stimuli or
stressors are present. (2) Malfunctional
behavior, resulting from an abnormal
psychology, brain development, or altered
neurochemistry, which may have developed
as a result of the bird’s living conditions,
particularly in early life. (3) Behavior
performed to alleviate pain, pruritus,
irritation, or other type of discomfort
resulting from an underlying medical

(physical) problem.
SYSTEMS AFFECTED

Behavioral: Birds may spend more time on
preening and/or preen more intensively,
which results in damaged feathers and/or
skin; other problem behaviors including
anxiety and fear-related behavior, excessive
vocalization, sexual behavior, or abnormal
repetitive behaviors (such as stereotypic
behavior) may also be seen.

Skin/exocrine: Feathers may be pulled and/or
frayed resulting in generalized or patchy
alopeeia in areas that are accessible to the
bird’s beak. Covert and/or down feathers are
the main target, although remiges and/or
rectrices may be targeted as well. Skin
damage and/or (secondary) infections may
also be present.

Endocrine/metabolic: Metabolic needs may
be increased due to lack of insulation and
decreased thermoregulatory abilities.
Hemic/lymphatic/immune: Blood loss may
occur in birds with self-injurious behavior.

GENETICS

Genetic factors are thought to be involved
because of species predilections. Results of a
study in feather-damaging Amazon parrots
demonstrated high heritability estimates,
thereby supporting the hypothesis that a

genetic basis may indeed exist.

INCIDENCE/PREVALENCE

Feather-damaging behavior is estimated to
occur in 10-15% of captive parrots.

GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION
N/A

SIGNALMENT

Species predilections: Although
feather-damaging behavior may occur in
any parrot species, grey parrots (Psittacus
erithacus), Eclectus parrots (Eclectus roratus),
cockatoos (Cacatua spp.) and conures
(Pyrrhura spp.) appear particularly prone.
The condition is seemingly less common in
budgerigars (Melopsittacus spp.). Aside from
parrots, the condition may also be observed
in other bird species, including birds of
prey, of which the Harris hawk (Parabuteo
unicinctus) is noted as a highly susceptible
species. Similar to feather-damaging
behavior, automutilation can occur in any
species, but specific species predilections
have been associated with specific
mutilation syndromes. For example,
(ventral) propatagial mutilation is
commonly observed in grey parrots; sternal
mutilation is commonly seen in cockatoos,
particularly the umbrella (Cacatua alba),
rose-breasted (Eolophus roseicapilla), and
Moluccan cockatoo (Cacatua moluccencis);
wing-tip mutilation is common in
cockatiels (Nymphicus hollandicus);
lovebirds (Agapornis spp.) are predisposed to
axillary and tail-base mutilation; and
Amazon parrots (Amazona spp.) and monk
parakeets (Myiopsitta monachus) are prone
to mutilate the feet and neck or chest.
Mean age and range: Although
feather-damaging behavior may occur at any
age, it has been suggested that the age of
onset lies around the time when parrots
become sexually mature. With increasing age,
the likelihood of a parrot displaying
feather-damaging behavior also increases.
Predominant sex: Feather-damaging may
occur both in male and female parrots, with a
suggested predilection for the female sex.

SIGNS

General Comments

Feather-damaging behavior is usually
self-inflicted, but in some cases it can be
directed to cage mates or nestlings. Severity
of self-injurious behavior may vary from mild
or localized feather damage or alnpeeia to
severe forms with generalized feather damage,
alopecia and/or self-mutilation.

Historical Findings

The most noticeable sign in birds with
feather-damaging or self-injurious behavior is
the presence of featherless areas and/or skin
damage. Owners may note the bird plucking,
biting or pulling its feathers or damaging its
skin, but the behavior may be difficult to
distinguish from normal preening and may
also occur when the owner is not present.
Extensive history taking is needed to identify
potential underlying medical and/or
behavioral causes, and should include
information about the self-injurious behavior
(onset, duration, clinical course, conditions
under which it occurs), possible other
behavior or medical problems, and the bird’s
general condition, as well as a detailed

description of the bird’s living environment
(e.g. housing, enrichment, nutrition) and
prior history (incl. rearing conditions).

Physical Examination Findings

Presence of featherless areas and/or damage to
the feathers (fraying, chewing) and/or skin.
Feathers are mainly plucked in the easy
accessible regions of the neck, chest, flank,
inner thigh, and ventral wing surface; feathers
of the head and crest are typically unaffected
as these are inaccessible to the bird’s beak.
Contour and down feathers are usually
affected, but some birds may also damage the
tail and ﬂight feathers. In some birds with
skin damage, secondary infections and/or
hemorrhage may be present. Location, extent,
and type of feather and/or skin damage, as
well as any other abnormalities found during
the physical examination should be noted, as
these may provide clues towards the potential
underlying cause, thereby ernphasizing the
importance of conducting a thorough and
systematic hands-on examination.

CAUSES

Numerous causes for feather damaging and/or
automutilation have been reported. However,
a definitive causation is not always clear or
unambiguous. In essence, any disease or
condition causing pain, pruritis or other type
of discomfort could initiate self-injurious
behavior.

Underlying medical conditions: Some
medical underlying diseases leading to
self-injurious behavior include ecto- and
endoparasites (e.g. Knemidocoptes, teather or
quill mites, lice, Giardia, Spironucleus, protozoal
infection, particularly in cockatiels); bacterial or
fungal dermatitis and/or folliculitis (including
Staphylococcus, Aspergillus, Candida, Malassezia
spp.); viral infections such as polyomavirus,
PBED (circovirus) and bornavirus; infectious
skin and/or feather disease (bacterial, fungal,
viral). Skin neoplasia (e.g. xanthoma, lipoma,
squamous cell carcinoma). Nutritional
deficiencies (e.g. hypovitaminosis A) and/or

dietary imbalances. Low humidity levels, lack of
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wound management, 481-483

sodium benzoate, 260
sodium bicarbonate, 75—76
spinal trauma, 462

discospondylitis, 137

spirochete infection, 413—414

spironucleosis

SP!
SP!
SP!

enteritis and gastritis, 165
flagellate enteritis, 177-178
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een diseases, 415—417
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adenoviruses, 2
chlamydiosis, 79
hemoparasites, 197
myocardial diseases, 279
passerid herpesvirus-1, 213
reovirus, 384

sepsis, 409

toxoplasmosis, 454
yersiniosis, 486

squamous cell carcinoma (SCC)

gastrointestinal and hepatic neoplasia,
282-283

integumental neoplasia, 284

respiratory neoplasia, 298

Staphylococcus spp., 136—137

statins

atherosclerosis, 38
dyslipidemia/hyperlipidemia, 140

neurologic disorders, 303

Sternostoma tracheacolum, 8
straw feather disease, 174
Streptococcus spp., 137

stress-associated immune depression, 422

subcutaneous emphysema, air sac rupture,

10-11

sudden/unexpected death

adenoviruses, 1

duck enteritis virus, 210
myocardial diseases, 279
passerid herpesvirus-1, 213
pasteurellosis, 345

psittacid herpesviruses, 215
reproductive neoplasia, 296-297

usutu virus, 476

sulfonamides, 105—-106

superﬁcial chronic ulcerative dermatitis

(SCUD), 347

syncope, 405-4006

syringeal diseases, 457—460
syringe-feeding, 25

systemic coccidiosis, 104-106

T

T-2 toxin, 422
T-cell lymphocytic leukemia, 288

temporary tarsorrhaphy, 31 4
tendinitis and tenosynovitis, 418—421

tendonorhaphy, 349
tension band technique, 49, 52
teratoma, 291
testicular neoplasia, 295-297
lameness, 245
thermal trauma, 77-78
thermography
discospondylitis, 137
electrocution, 160-161
lameness, 244
thiamine supplementation, 164
thrombocytes, 99
thrombocytopenia, 98
thymus diseases, 422423
thyroid diseases, 424—425
thyroid hyperplasia, 424425
thyroid neoplasia, 424425
ticks, 151-153
toe and nail diseases, 426—430
cere and skin color changes, 77
tongue diseases, 431-433
toxoplasmosis, 454—456
tracheal diseases, 457—-460
tracheal neoplasia, 457
tracheoscopy, 458-459
tracheotomy, 458-459
traditional water deprivation test, 363
transfrontal pin and tension band, 49

trauma, 461-464

air sac rupture, 10

anemia, 17

angular limb deformity, 22
beak injuries, 45—-46

brachial plexus injury, 64-65
cere and skin color changes, 77-78
cutaneous papillomatosis, 343
discospondylitis, 137

egg abnormalities, 154, 156
electrocution, 160-161
emaciation, 162
feather-damaging, 171-172
feather disorders, 174
fractures, 183—-185

gastrointestinal foreign bodies, 181
hemorrhage, 199
hernia/pseudohernia, 206

Horner syndrome, 220-221
hypotension and hypovolemia, 228
joint diseases, 241

lameness, 243-244

luxations, 256

myiasis, 277

neurologic disorders, 305-307
patagium diseases, 347

phallus prolapse, 351
pododermatitis, 358—-360

renal diseases, 381

seizures, 405

tendinitis and tenosynovitis, 418
toe and nail diseases, 426—428
tracheal and syringeal diseases, 457
uropygial gland disease, 474-475
wound management, 481-483




