Animals & Psychology

The Science of KIndness

Why compassion matters in our interactions with animals

By Ted Brewer
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But one evening, her 10-year-old African grey, named Mohali,
refused to move from his perch and step onto her hand. So Friedman
took the three other birds in, waited 20 minutes or so, and then
returned to see if Mohali was ready. Again, he declined her hand.

The 55-year-old professor of behavioral psychology at Utah State
University considered several hypotheses. Perhaps Mohali didn’t
have the confidence to step onto her hand with her standing outside
the aviary, or perhaps he was uncomfortable with the trip from the
aviary to the inside of the house. In either case, she would need to
spend more time practicing that step. Or perhaps Mohali just wanted
to remain outside for the evening.

Friedman is someone who thinks deeply about the quality of life
she offers her four birds, three dogs and two cats, someone who
makes sure her animals have as many safe opportunities as possible
to engage their senses. So, she thought it would be enriching for
Mohali to experience a night under the stars, exposed to all the
sights, sounds and smells not available during the day. As an expert
in learning behavior, she thought it also might be beneficial for him
to experience the consequences of his decision (such as not having
the company of the other birds) so he might modify his behavior and
make a more informed decision next time. But ultimately Friedman
decided she could not guarantee his safety for the night. She had
to bring him in.

very afternoon, Susan

Friedman carries her four

parrots out to her back-

yard in Millville, Utah,
and places them inside an aviary.
The birds spend the rest of the
day flying from perch to perch,
interacting with the wild birds and
communing with nature. At dusk,
Friedman returns to the aviary,
sticks her arm through the small
window in the wire mesh covering
and offers each of them her hand.
The birds step up onto it, and she
removes them from the aviary and
carries them inside. Friedman has
been doing this for years.

This time she went inside the aviary armed with a number of
Mohali’s favorite treats, which she used to reward him for step-
ping onto her hand. When he was comfortable with standing on
her hand, she practiced carrying him across the aviary to the door.
Once he seemed relaxed around that activity, she carried him out
of the aviary, across the yard and inside the house, where he got
another reward.

Though this incident is not an extraordinary one in the day and
life of a parrot caregiver, the sensitivity, analysis and time that
Friedman invested in Mohali’s reluctance to go inside illustrates
a significant change in how we relate to, care for and train our
animals. Friedman is at the forefront of advocating for, teaching
and scientifically validating this new way of caring for animals.
Grounded in positive reinforcement, freedom of choice and the
least intrusive tactics, this method unites compassion and science,
and it shows that the two can go hand in hand.

Some animal trainers, raised in the old school of training-through-
domination, consider Friedman’s method a recipe for endanger-
ment and chaos. A fast-growing number of trainers, veterinarians,
700 keepers and caregivers are, however, finding her method so
profoundly effective in their relationships with animals that they’ve
begun to apply it to the relationships they have with their spouses,
partners and children.
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“I have never met anyone with Susan’s ability to engage and
inspire people,” says world-renowned animal trainer Steve Martin.
“She definitely has the power to help in ways that change lives —
people’s and animals’.”

How did a professor of behavioral psychology become so involved
in something that, at first glance, has nothing to do with her field
of expertise? “When people think of animal behavior,” Friedman
says, “they think of biologists and ethologists. When they think of
human behavior, they think of psychologists. Very few people are
generally aware that the psychology of learning behavior applies to
all animals. Learning is defined as behavior change due to experi-
ence. The consequence of our behavior is feedback to change what
we do next time or to do it the same way. And that basic behavior-
to-consequence connection is true for anything that’s alive.”

Arranging the environment in a manner that gives animals,
whether they are companions or captives, as many opportunities
as possible to make their own choices, to be empowered by making
those choices and to safely experience the resulting consequences is
what, Friedman says, “this new day is about.” For her and a legion
of animal lovers, coercion and domination are yesterday’s news.

A truant turns teacher

Though she has lived and taught in Colorado, Utah and
Africa for the last three decades, Friedman still speaks
with a slightly brash, streetwise cadence that gives away
her New York City origins. She’s charismatic, sharp, funny
and hyper-observant.

She’s also outspoken, always poised to back up her
teaching and training methods with data, principles and
laws from the science of behavioral psychology. Indeed,
she’s extremely difficult to argue with. And the people
she tends to argue with most vigorously are those who
would extol or exercise domination over others.

Friedman’s aversion to authoritarianism is well
entrenched and goes as far back as kindergarten. Her
hatred for school quickly diminished, though, when she began taking
psychology classes in college. She later found a job instructing at a New
Hampshire residential treatment center for juvenile offenders.

The treatment center turned out to be a hotbed for a relatively new
technique in psychology called applied behavioral analysis (ABA).
A legacy of Ivan Pavlov’s classical-conditioning dog studies and
B.F. Skinner’s operant-conditioning rat studies, ABA is a process
in which you teach animals (including humans) certain behaviors
by arranging the environment in such a way that it sets the stage
for certain behaviors and reinforces those behaviors with positive
outcomes.

Someone using ABA would place his subject among certain ante-
cedents (any kind of stimuli that immediately precedes an action —a
chair, for example) to prompt a certain behavior (sitting), which in
turn produces a good consequence (in this case, relaxation).

The director of the treatment center was a former student of
Skinner named Wells Hively. He became Friedman’s mentor in
ABA. After a few years at the treatment center, Friedman decided
to attend Utah State University’s Graduate School of Psychology, a
heavyweight in behavioral science. There, she immersed herself in
the education of children with behavior disorders. She met a Ph.D.
candidate in natural resources named Neal Artz, married him and
moved to the African country of Lesotho, where Artz had been
hired to help improve the country’s rangelands.

During her five years in Africa, the one-time despiser of school
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became principal of the country’s new American school, which gave
her the unique opportunity of rooting an institution’s curricula in
positive reinforcement and freedom of choice. After returning to the
U.S., she became a parrot caregiver by adopting Mohali.

Little did she know that Mohali (which means “brave warrior”
in the Lesotho language of Sesotho) would become the catalyst for,
as she says, “closing a circle in behavior analysis.” The school of
psychology that had sprung from the study of behavior in animals but
was meant for application to people would now, thanks to Friedman,
be making its way back to the animals, much to their benefit.

From people to parrots

In their first year with Mohali, Friedman and her family went
on a two-week vacation to New York. While they were away, the
parrot did something very typical of an anxious parrot: He started
plucking out his feathers. Friedman returned home to find a small
bare patch on his chest. Unsure of how to correct this behavior,
Friedman immediately e-mailed every parrot trainer she could think
of. Only one responded, and that was Bobbi Brinker, a specialist
in African greys.
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Brinker assured Friedman that it is not uncommon for a parrot to
pluck his feathers if his caregiver leaves him for an extended period.
Brinker offered Friedman some good suggestions that eventually
helped Mohali stop plucking.

“From that e-mail, she and I developed a relationship pretty
quickly,” says Friedman. “She would say some things [about parrots],
and I would say, ‘That’s very odd, because that isn’t true for any
other species of animals. Why would you say that about parrots?””
Friedman discovered that Brinker was, like many animal behavior
specialists, culling some of her ideas and practices from what
Friedman considers “folk wisdom”™ — a set of popular notions about
animal behavior, notions that only sometimes agree with what the
scientific data tell us. While Friedman helped Brinker shed these
notions, she also confirmed, scientifically, much of what Brinker
intuited to be true about parrots.

Since that e-mail exchange 11 years ago, Friedman has become a
kind of behaviorist guru to the animal training community, providing
scientific validation for the work of many progressive trainers. She
has become a frequent contributor to animal journals, popular bird
magazines and online seminars. She has developed her own online
seminar, called “Living and Learning with Parrots,” which has
taught behavioral analysis to thousands of animal professionals and
caregivers around the world. Her e-mail list-serve now reaches 1,200
caregivers who receive free advice from Friedman and her assistants
on how to work through behavior problems with their birds.






