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Introduction/Background 

Expected Results & Future Research 

Melopsittacus undulatus 

• Empathy is a complex emotional process 

that can be defined as the ability to be 

affected by, or share, the emotional state of 

another (Preston & De Waal, 2002) 

 

• Emotional contagion has been described as 

a basic form of empathy by which there is a 

triggered sharing of an emotional state 

simply by observing another  

 

• Given that various psychological conditions 

are associated with deficits in empathy 

(Baron-Cogen and Wheelwright, 2004), 

demonstrating the foundation of empathy in 

a range of non-human animal species is 

important for further basic and applied 

research in these areas 

• Budgerigars are highly social parrots, and 

demonstrate automatic imitation and 

behavioral contagion (Gallup et al., 2014) 

 

• Thus, they represent a good candidate 

species for investigating empathic 

capabilities 

12 Observer birds will each be tested in two separate conditions (randomized order) 
 

• 1) Witnessing a familiar Demonstrator bird undergo handling stress 

• 2) Witnessing an unfamiliar Demonstrator bird undergo handling stress 

• Expected results are that Observer birds will show heightened responses to the stress of familiar 

Demonstrator birds, as measured by hyperthermia, yawning frequency and behavioral contagion 

 

• If confirmed, further research will be preformed measuring other forms of empathy in this 

species, widening the knowledge of empathy and how it is processed 
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Dependent Measures of Emotional 

Contagion in the Observer Bird 

Stress-induced hyperthermia, yawning 

frequency, behavioral contagion, defecation 

Proposed Study 

• The design of this study was modeled from a 

recent experiment investigating emotional 

contagion in laboratory mice (Gonzalez-

Liencres et al., 2014) 

 

• We plan to investigate whether budgerigars 

(Melopsittacus undulatus) are capable of 

sharing an emotional state with conspecifics 

subjected to a stressful interaction (i.e., 

handling restraint) 

 

• We will compare responses within and 

between two isolated flocks of birds 

 

• If these animals possess empathy, Observer 

birds should show greater emotional 

contagion to the Demonstrator birds that 

they are more familiar with (i.e., cage mates 

compared to outgroup members)  


