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Abstract: In nature, animals expend energy foraging and competing with others to access resources while 
avoiding predation. Hence, most animals aim to forage optimally to obtain the highest caloric intake in 
the shortest time with the least effort. In captivity, we observe contrafreeloading, the choice to expend 
excess energy by foregoing freely available food to extract food from a puzzle box. Colleagues and 
I tested grey parrots,1 kea,2 and umbrella cockatoos3 on contrafreeloading tasks differing in ecologic 
relevance. On one task, more kea contrafreeloaded than grey parrots and did so slightly more often, but 
kea completely ignored a second task (i.e., shelled versus unshelled nuts). Cockatoos tested on the second 
task also exceeded the grey parrots but results were affected by dominant or subordinate behavior and 
other individual differences. A subsequent study (unpublished) on grey parrots examined specific effects 
of task or task familiarity on contrafreeloading. Results suggest contrafreeloading occurs if birds consider 
tasks as play, not work, which would influence design of enrichment programs. Acknowledging parrots’ 
intelligence, individual differences, and playfulness can ensure their welfare.       

References

1.	 Smith GE, Greene D, Hartsfield LA, Pepperberg IM. Initial evidence for eliciting contrafreeloading in 
grey parrots (Psittacus erithacus) via the opportunity for playful foraging. J Comp Psychol. 2021;135(4): 
516-533.

2.	 Smith GE, Bastos APM, Chodorow M, et al. Contrafreeloading in kea (Nestor notabilis) in comparison to 
grey parrots (Psittacus erithacus). Sci Rep. 2022;12(1):17415. doi: 10.1038/s41598-022-21370-6.

3.	 Caroll A, Pepperberg IM. Contrafreeloading in umbrella cockatoos (Cacatua alba): further evaluation of 
the play hypothesis. J Comp Psychol. 2025;139(2):84-97.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-21370-6

