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Parrot communication goes well beyond “Polly wants a 
cracker.” The colorful birds—whose family includes para-
keets, like those on this page—actually speak in dialects. 

Biologist Timothy Wright and his team at New Mexico 
State University used sonograms to compare vocalizations 
of Amazon parrots living in Costa Rica. They discovered 
that all birds used a specific call to maintain contact with 
others in their flock, but the acoustic structure of that call 
varies by region. And when one bird heard the local dialect 
of another, it modified its own vocalizations to match the 
new tune. They found comparable patterns with small 
flocks of parakeets in the lab.    

Humans and parrots learn to vocalize similarly: Both 
listen and then repeat back what was heard. Relatively 
few animals develop communication this way. The trait 
may help explain why parrots are such popular pets. In the 
wild they form strong pair bonds and social systems; in 
captivity they may try to re-create that connectedness by 
mimicking the humans around them. 

“Learning how to sound like others is very important to 
parrots,” says Wright. “When you sound like another, that 
means you are a member of their group.” —Scott Burkhard

 Birdcalls

Wild Things

Experience the Amazon’s unfold-
ing drama at the height of flood 
season on Amazon Underworld, 
premiering Sunday, February 21, 
on Nat Geo WILD.
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