
Cockatoos are their own worst enemy: The traits that draw us to them –beauty, 
intelligence, playfulness, and curiosity –bring a set of challenges that few families 
can meet long term.   They’re beautiful, so we want to cuddle them.  This can cause 
frustration and aggression in the bird. They learn quickly to forage, but that same 
skill can be used to open a cage door. 
I’ve shared my life with two cockatoos, so I am by no means an expert. But these two 
(Zeus, a male umbrella cockatoo, and Zoe, a female Moluccan) have taught me a lot. 
I’ve also learned about other types of cockatoos (goffins, bare-eyeds, Sulphur-crest-
ed) while working with foster and adopting families as an adoption coordinator for 
Phoenix Landing.  If you are thinking of bringing a cockatoo into your home, please 
consider the serious challenges.  (Cockatiels, the smallest cockatoos, are much eas-
ier to care for because of their size alone. Cockatiels make a great first bird, and 
Phoenix Landing has lots of tiels looking for homes too.)
While every bird is unique, a few generalizations apply to cockatoos: All cockatoos will be loud at some point during 
the day, if even just at dawn and dusk, and so are not appropriate to keep in an apartment, townhouse, or house 
holds where quiet times are mandatory. Cockatoos shed a fine powder down that can irritate those with allergies or 
compromised breathing. Cockatoos require more than the average parrot to keep them busy, as they are highly intel-
ligent and need activities to occupy them. Most cockatoos like to chew, so plan on providing safe woods, cardboard, 
or other appropriate materials.  
To solve problems with a cockatoo, or any parrot, rule out illness first: Be sure any issues with your bird are not re-
lated to sickness.  A sudden, drastic change in behavior may require a visit to your avian vet. For example, many long 
standing behavior problems with Zeus, the umbrella cockatoo I lived with for five years, may have been the result 
of small pieces of a zipper that he ingested and that were stuck in his crop. They weren’t discovered until he moved 
in with his current family. There was no way to know how long the zipper pieces had been there, but the constant 
irritation could have caused some of the behaviors that forced me to give him up.  
Most parrots that come to Phoenix Landing lose their homes because of changes in the family’s life style that prevent 
the family from spending time with the parrot. With cockatoos, this drop in attention can quickly escalate behavior 
problems such as biting and, most often, screaming, that make it difficult to place the birds.  Please take responsibil-
ity for the thing you have tamed, and work with your bird to ensure she has the skills to live with humans. 
SNUGGLING CAN BE DANGEROUS
It’s so hard to resist that cuddly Moluccan, or sweet little goffins, isn’t it? Many cockatoos seem to enjoy being 
touched, cuddled, and held more than other parrot species, and this intimate relationship is easy for us humans.  It’s 
problematic when we are overly physically affectionate with cockatoos for multiple reasons.  
In the wild, the creature that preens and snuggles with the cockatoo has one name only: mate! Snuggling sets up 
unrealistic expectations in your companion birds, as they come to identify you as a partner. Birds can become sexu-

ally excited at the slightest touch. I’ve seen panting and heaving, 
tongue clicking and masturbating, even egg-laying, as a result of 
overstimulation.  A sweet docile bird can turn on a dime when over 
stimulated, and we have had to move cockatoos who were over-
cuddled because the resulting frustration led to biting.
Another reason to ease up on touching: Our skin has oils and dirt 
that can be transferred to the feathers, and this can cause prob-
lems as we rub away the natural oils that birds work so hard to 
spread onto their feathers as they preen. Poor feather health can 
result in plucking, barbing, or over-preening. 
If you perpetuate a relationship that the bird sees as sexual, you 
cause problems for the bird’s future caretakers too. It’s likely that 
a cockatoo will need more than one home throughout her life, and 
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the problems you create now will decrease the bird’s chance of finding a 
home in the future.  An aggressive, overly stimulated, one-person bird is a 
challenge to work with, and difficult to place in a new home. 
THE PROBLEM? Over-cuddling can cause sexual frustration in the cocka-
too, which can lead to such problem behaviors as aggression, biting and 
screaming. Poor feather health, and difficulty in placing the bird in his new 
home, can also result.  
THE SOLUTION? Engage in activities with your bird that do not involve 
stroking, cuddling and petting. Preening a few pin feathers on the head is 
fine, and even a few affectionate scratches around the eyes might please 

your bird. But avoid stroking down the back, petting under the wings, rubbing around the tail and creating an overly 
intimate relationship. Instead, try singing and dancing, playing catch (many cockatoos like to throw an object), train-
ing husbandry and trick behaviors, and encouraging independent play while out of the cage.  One foster family I work 
with has their Moluccan “help” load the dishwasher. Another would provide popsicle sticks with the bird used as to 
scratch his own back for long, luxurious sessions.   
However you choose to interact with your bird, try to keep the physical touching to a minimum, and establish a re-
alistic schedule early in the relationship. When we bring home a new member of the family, it is tempting to spend 
hours interacting with the bird.  When reality sets in, we do not have as much time to spend with the bird. Any par-
rot, but especially cockatoos, can react to a decreased amount 
of attention with increased problem behaviors. 
POWDER PROBLEMS
Cockatoos have a type of feather called powder down.  As the 
bird releases this fine dust into the air while preening, it covers 
everything and is breathed in by people and other birds. Those 
with compromised breathing should avoid bringing a cockatoo 
into their homes. Macaws are also susceptible to lung damage 
due to Macaw Hypersensitivity Syndrome, which can be the re-
sult of exposure to powder down, and can drastically shorten 
the macaw’s lifespan. If you keep both species, invest in a good 
air filter (a HEPA filter is recommended) and keep the birds in 
separate rooms if possible. 
THE PROBLEM? Cockatoo dust can get everywhere, and can be 
dangerous to breathe.
THE SOLUTION? Cockatoos produce this down naturally, and there’s no way to stop it. However, you can reduce the 
powder by spritzing (with water, or a diluted vinegar and water solution) any newspapers at the cage bottom before 
moving them.  Wipe down the cage daily, and encourage the cockatoo to bathe often. Invest in a high-quality HEPA 
filter, and clean the filter frequently.
VOLUME CONTROL
Your neighbors will almost certainly know you have a cockatoo. Moluccan cockatoo calls have been measured at 
135 decibels, comparable to a jet plane taking off. Some screaming is inevitable: In the wild, parrots communicate 
to each other over vast distances with raucous calls. In our homes, this sound can be overwhelming.  It is often the 
volume and intensity of these screams that causes foster families to beg me to remove cockatoos from their homes 

yesterday. 
THE PROBLEM? Cockatoos are really, really loud. While some screaming 
is a given from almost every cockatoo, excessive screaming is an issue.
THE SOLUTION?  Before you bring a cockatoo into your home, be certain 
you’ve heard the bird in person so you can know what to expect.   I can 
remember clearly the first time I heard Zeus the umbrella scream. It was 
on the first day we brought him home, and it was intense! I was in the 
next room, and I thought, “What have I gotten myself in to?”
Given that cockatoos do scream, the best response to screaming is no 
response at all: not a look or a single word. If you are in the room when 
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the bird is screaming, leave the room when there is a slight 
break in the noise (you do not want the bird to associate 
screaming with your leaving the room). Praise or give a 
special treat for the first 5 seconds of silence you hear, and 
slowly extend the time when you praise or give treats as 
you shape longer and longer silences. 
Teach an alternative behavior, a word, a whistle, or even 
picking up a toy on cue: Something the bird cannot do at 
the same time that she is screaming. Then, when the bird 
screams, cue the alternative behavior. 
You can reduce screaming using this method, but it does 

take patience and consistency and devotion to not reinforcing the scream. All family members must be in 
agreement. Any reaction will reinforce the behavior. 
COCKATOO SMARTS: KEEPING THEM BUSY
In the wild, parrots spend a lot of time engaged in foraging for food and interacting with the flock: both activities that 
have created a keen intelligence, an insatiable curiosity and an uncanny mastery of anything mechanical. After Zeus, 
an umbrella cockatoo, had let himself out of his cage, we had to lock the door with a bike lock. He spent a good deal 
of time trying to figure out how to open that, and once when we left the key in the lock, almost managed it.  Cocka-
toos are quick studies too.  Just last week, I was sharing an apple with Zoe, a Moluccan, and Henry, an African grey. I 
offered Zoe the apple to take a bite, but she looked at it, puzzled. I then held it up for Henry, who eagerly bit into the 
fruit. Zoe watched a few repetitions, then, when presented with the apple again, gingerly bit into it and tasted the 
fruit delicately with her tongue. I could see the light bulb go off: “I know what this is!” and then she eagerly took a 
large bite.  This learning is fascinating to watch, but imagine all of the things that your bird can learn from watching 
you that you DON’T want them to know? (Curse words, anyone?)
THE PROBLEM?  Without lots of activities, cockatoos can engage in lots of problem behaviors, including screaming 
and feather destruction. When not give appropriate outlets for their energy, curiosity, and propensity for chewing, a 
cockatoo may destroy items in your home, their own feathers, and, in extreme cases, their own skin.
THE SOLUTION?  Offer plenty of foraging activities, and teach foraging if your bird doesn’t know how by presenting 
foraging in the simplest manner possible. Start with your bird watching, tuck his favorite treat under a piece of paper 
in his cage or on her play gym. The DVD available from Dr. Scott Echols, “Captive Foraging,” provides a case study of 
a female umbrella cockatoo who was plucking her feathers until she learned to forage.  There are many great ideas 
on this DVD for foraging toys you can make from items you might otherwise throw away. 
Give your cockatoo lots of safe wood to chew. Many of a cockatoo’s natural behaviors involve chewing wood, such as 
nest building and bark eating. Give your bird untreated wood, cardboard boxes, phone books (a favorite of Moluccan 
Zoe is paperbacks).  
Puzzle toys are reusable, economic options that can entertain a bird for hours.  Come to one of our upcoming classes 
for lots of ideas on practical, safe ways to occupy your parrots’ mind, or join our yahoo group and download the Par-
rot Enrichment and Activity Book. It’s free, and available from the Files section. 
Give them multiple areas away from the cage, such as a playstand or tree. One of Zoe 
the Moluccan’s favorite hang outs when away from her cage is her travel cage. She 
spends a lot of time going in and out of it, and it’s hung with all kinds of toys. When 
it’s time to take her out in the travel cage, she eagerly goes into it, and is comfortable 
spending time there.
OUCH!: HOW TO AVOID THE BITE
One of the most difficult things I have ever had to do was to give up my umbrella cocka-
too Zeus.  He did not work in my home, but he has found a wonderful family in Megan 
and Doug. I am so happy he is with them and is thriving under their care. 
Why didn’t Zeus work for me? Because of his excessive screaming, but mostly because 
of the painful bites.  When I brought Zeus into my home, my understanding of parrot 
behavior was rudimentary at best. I made all the mistakes and then some. By the time 
I understood enough to attempt to work with Zeus, the patterns of biting had already 
been established, and I had grown to fear the painful crunch of beak on flesh. 
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Zoe, the Moluccan who now shares my home, is not 
a biter. In fact, if she is unsteady while on my arm, 
she will place her beak on me to steady herself, but 
will not even grip with it.  Zoe never learned to bite 
to get what she wanted, as Zeus did, probably before 
he came to live at our house. 
Biting is not a natural behavior. In the wild, parrots 
rarely, if ever, bite other birds in the flock. Biting is 
a learned response to a situation in captivity. Biting 
can also become patterned. 
THE PROBLEM?   Parrots can learn to bite to com-
municate, and, because the response is immediate 
(we stop doing whatever it was that made the par-
rot bite) they quickly learn it is a very effective tool.  
Biting is painful and can cause a parrot to lose her 
home. 
THE SOLUTION?  If you do receive a bite, stop im-

mediately what you are doing, and evaluate what happened. What were you doing right before he bite occurred? Do 
not do that again! It sounds simple, but I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard, “Every time I ask him to step up 
form inside the cage, he bites me.” The answer is to instead ask the bird to step up from outside the cage, or to target 
the bird to a special perch in the cage that she comes to recognize as her “step up” perch.   When and if you get a bite, 
change the situation that caused it. 
Don’t assume familiarity immediately. It may take a long time for a bird to trust, and stepping up on to the hand requires 
a large amount of it. Use a stick, perch, or stand to move the bird around.
Take time to learn your parrot’s body language before you interact physically. Learn what the cockatoo look like when 
he is relaxed, and when he is agitated. Cockatoos communicate with their crests by raising and lowering them, but also 
with their feathers, by positioning them away from or against the body. Cockatoos also communicate with the shape of 
the eye, whether the beak is open or closed, how far apart the feet are held, whether the tail is flared, and many other 
postures. Learn what each of these means, and listen to what your bird is saying. Cockatoos are especially communica-
tive in this manner. 
Respect personal space: When offering a treat or a toy, hold it at least a foot from the parrot’s beak, so that she must 
approach the object to retrieve it.  You can then gauge her interest, and observe her body language to see if the object 
elicits aggression and fear, or eager excitement. 
A GOOD FIT?
Is a cockatoo the right bird for your Family? It depends on your family dynamic and the bird’s personality. Some parrots 
thrive in a busy household with lots of activity, and want to be the center 
of the chaos. Others react by escalating their screams to an ear splitting 
level to compete with the noise level around them.  If the bird isn’t working 
in your home, work to change the situation. Come to our classes, join our 
yahoo group, and ask questions! We are all always learning.
Finally, remember that cockatoos aren’t little feathered children. They have 
different needs. It’s hard to have a successful relationship when your ex-
pectations are wrong from the start. Treat your cockatoo like a wild, intel-
ligent, valued member of your household, and commit to what’s best for 
the bird, even if it means finding him a new home. 
Establish patterns of behavior between the two of you that teach your bird 
what is expected of him to live successfully in your home. Ignore what you 
do not want to see, and praise what you do. If it’s possible share your home 
with more than one parrot, even if only one of them is a cockatoo, they will 
surely benefit from the presence of the flock. 
Finally, please consider adoption first. We have so many wonderful cocka-
toos that need homes, and you will be helping a parrot that deserves it.
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