
137

© 2022 Universities Federation for Animal Welfare 
The Old School, Brewhouse Hill, Wheathampstead, 
Hertfordshire AL4 8AN, UK 
www.ufaw.org.uk

Animal Welfare 2022, 31: 137-154 
ISSN 0962-7286 

doi: 10.7120/09627286.31.1.012

The owner-bird relationship: Relevance for pet bird welfare

A-K Burmeister†, K Drasch‡, M Rinder*†, S Prechsl‡, A Peschel†, R Korbel† and NJ Saam‡

† Centre for Clinical Veterinary Medicine, Clinic for Birds, Small Mammals, Reptiles and Ornamental Fish, University of Munich, Munich, 
Germany 
‡ Institute of Sociology, Friedrich-Alexander University, Erlangen-Nürnberg, Germany 
* Contact for correspondence: monika.rinder@lmu.de

Abstract

Empathy and anthropomorphism, well-established components of the human-pet relationship, are considered to be especially related 
to pet animal welfare. We have developed a systematic and standardised approach to explore the effect of the human-pet relationship 
on animal welfare, focusing on pet birds. Based on a data set measuring the owner-bird relationship as well as bird welfare, cluster 
analysis and multivariate regressions were used to identify empirical types of bird owners and analyse their effect on bird welfare. Five 
empirical types of bird owners were identified based on the multi-dimensional relationship between owner and bird which consisted 
of: (i) the closeness-appreciating anthropomorphising owner; (ii) the closeness-appreciating socially supported owner; (iii) the anthro-
pomorphising socially supported owner; (iv) the inattentive owner; and (v) the distance-appreciating owner. These differed in terms of 
the owner’s tendency to anthropomorphism, the social support the bird provides to the owner, the empathy, attentiveness and respect 
of the owner towards the bird, and the bird’s relationship with the owner. In particular, the inattentive type, but also both anthropo-
morphising types, raised serious questions as to the well-being of the pet bird. We found significant correlations to bird behaviour, such 
as imprinting aspects, aggressiveness towards humans, conspecifics and other pet animals, as well as behavioural disorders, such as 
locomotor stereotypies, courtship behaviour towards humans and feather-plucking.  
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Introduction  
Companion animal keeping is deep-rooted, historically, 
within Western society. Companion animals or pets (the 
terms are used synonymously here) are generally kept for 
company or entertainment. Approximately 34 million 
pets — excluding ornamental fish and animals living in 
terraria — live in Germany alone. Around 45% of all 
households and 63% of all households with children in 
Germany own at least one pet, and 4.8 million of these 
animals are pet birds (Industrieverband Heimtierbedarf & 
Zentralverband Zoologischer Fachbetriebe Deutschlands 
2019). Recently, there has been increasing public interest 
in and research activities on human-animal relationships 
and their influence on the physical and mental health of 
the owner. Only a few studies focusing on the health and 
welfare of the animal, however, are available in this rela-
tively new research area, especially in regard to 
companion birds (Arluke et al 2015). In order to develop 
hypotheses regarding possible effects of the human-animal 
relationship on the welfare of companion birds, different 
concepts linked to anthrozoology were first considered. 

Concepts of human relationships with companion 
animals  
According to Hinde (1979), a human-human relationship 
includes a series of interactions, and the actors are interde-
pendent (Kelley 1997). The characteristics of both individ-
uals influence the relationship, which is always an ongoing 
process (Auhagen & Hinde 1997). When using the human-
human relationship as a model for human-animal relation-
ships, scientists must consider that humans and animals may 
have different anatomical, physiological, biological and 
cognitive skills. It is not possible for humans to fully 
capture the perspective of the animal (Nagel 1974). Thus, 
the scientific concept of the human-animal relationship is 
susceptible to bias. 
It has to be noted that there are a variety of relationships 
with animals. Thieme (2015) suggested using the term 
‘human-animal relation’ in a broader meaning for contacts 
between humans and non-human animals, whether these 
interactions are beneficial or detrimental, real or symbolic, 
factual or fictional, contemporary or historical (Jürgens 
2017), and to reserve the term ‘human-animal relationship’ 
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