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The science of behavior change teaches us the ‘ABC’s: the antecedent (A) conditions in 
the environment which precede the behavior (B), and are followed by the consequences 
(C) of the behavior which help predict whether it will happen more or less often in the 
future. As trainers, the antecedents and the consequences are our collective 
wheelhouse; they’re the things we can influence and alter to help change and shape the 
behaviors our animals express. While consequences drive future behavior and are an 
incredibly important tool for the trainer to use competently, newer trainers (or those 
who are making the transition from more ‘traditional’ methods of training) can 
sometimes overlook the power of skillful antecedent arrangement when it comes to 
making progress with birds of prey. This article is all about antecedent changes as 
motivating operations and was written with birds of prey in mind, though it certainly 
applies to other species as well. 
 
As trainers, we are mainly interested in examining antecedents that we can alter in the 
environment (or in ourselves!) to help set the stage for our birds to be successful, or to 
make it physically easier for the bird to do the behavior we’re asking. There are plenty 
of antecedents we can’t influence much or at all, including the more distant ones: past 
experiences in certain environments and with certain people (lab coats = vet = yikes!), 
previous health concerns, and nutritional states. Our focus is on those that we can 
change. 
 
Why does a well-considered environment matter in training? Raptors, particularly new 
or legacy birds with a minimal trust account with their trainers or keepers, seem 
especially sensitive to situations with poor antecedent arrangement. It is easy to blame 
poor training progress on the bird, or even on trainer skill or mechanics, when part of 
issue may be far simpler: a poorly placed perch, or a scale that wobbles. When a trainer 
can’t identify these issues or how they negatively impact a bird’s motivation, it becomes 
harder to make consistent progress—and rather than moving the perch or stabilizing the 
scale, the trainer may choose instead to increase motivation through reducing the 
provided diet. Food is certainly one of our primary available reinforcers when working 
birds of prey, but we also know that hunger or deprivation is not the only motivating 
operation we can alter in order to make sure that a trainer working a bird can make 
positive progress.  
 



Still, with lots of time and/or increased levels of motivation, we can absolutely train 
behaviors without resolving any poorly managed antecedents—or without even noticing 
that the environment may make a behavior more difficult for the bird to accomplish in 
the first place. All animals are learners. The hawk will land on the perch right next to the 
enclosure wall, hitting its wings each and every time, leading to ragged feather 
condition over time or carpal damage. The eagle will eventually make (or at least 
attempt) the flight to the trainer set up with a strong tailwind, despite the risk of injury. 
The owl will hop in the crate with the perch that’s too high, and hunch over 
uncomfortably the entire time he’s in the box. The falcon will station on the scale that 
tilts and tips every time she jumps to it. An artful trainer, however, won’t be satisfied 
with the ‘success’ achieved under these circumstances. 
 

 
Well-turfed platforms with no obstructions nearby provide 
 safe, easy places to land. 

 
 
Sometimes it is true that we may require difficult or uncomfortable behaviors from our 
animals, but behaviors should never be kept difficult by our inability to see the ways in 



which we could make them easier to achieve. If our goal is high-level welfare, it is our 
job as trainers to actively seek out efficiencies in antecedent arrangement. 
 
With this in mind, what does “setting up the environment appropriately” look like for 
raptors and how do we learn to recognize those antecedents that may be impeding 
progress? We all work different birds with different histories in different situations, so 
any suggestions must be general ones, but there are some basic considerations that can 
apply across the board. It may be useful to address them in the form of questions you 
can ask yourself about the environment: 
 

Is the perching stable where I want to the bird to land? Is there open space where 
I’d like the bird to land or is the perch tight against the wall where wings or a tail 
may hit other surfaces? Is the perch too short, or tucked into a corner? Is it too 
low, making for an awkwardly steep flight and forcing me to be in my bird’s 
space? Is the perching slippery, slick, or difficult to land on? Is the environment set 
up that the bird can move away from me easily if she wants without making 
herself vulnerable? If the bird wants to approach me, can she do so safely and 
without difficulty, with retreat as an easy option no matter where she is? 

 
It is equally important to ask questions about the behavior itself, and what it really 
needs to look like to be successful. Can you change the criteria for the behavior because 
you recognize the requirements are unnecessary? This may seem like accepting ‘good 
enough’ rather than ‘excellent’, but if ‘good enough’ allows a bird to have additional 
agency and more fluent behavior, that in itself should be considered an excellent 
accomplishment for the trainer: 

 
Do I actually need to enter the bird’s space to accomplish my goal behavior? Can I 
install a shift door and weigh or crate from outside the enclosure? Do I absolutely 
need to put the scale on the ground, or can I make it easier to reach by installing a 
platform? Do I need to have the bird tied on the glove, or could she station 
comfortably on a nearby perch instead? Can I take myself out of the behavior, or 
reduce my presence in a way that may make the bird more comfortable, while still 
achieving my desired goals? 

 
Training the mind and the eye to look for these antecedent efficiencies comes with time 
and experience, and nobody is perfect or knows it all. Rely on keen-eyed coworkers for 
help and stay open to feedback from all sources. If you aren’t sure, reach out to 
colleagues and friends in the field to ask how they’ve managed similar training sessions 
and learn from their experiences. We are so fortunate that we are a part of an 
organization that ensures we do not need to struggle to learn each lesson from scratch, 



on our own—we have a vibrant and helpful community full of experience to learn from. 
Sometimes, you just need a coworker pointing out that the hawk isn’t landing where 
you’re asking on the perch because your hand is in their path for you to have a 
forehead-smacking “D’oh!” moment, make a quick antecedent change, and finally move 
on to the next part of your behavior. 
 

 
Flat-topped scale: a tall t-perch topper on a scale may wobble 
 or tip when a bird hops to it voluntarily. 

 
Perhaps even more importantly than the feedback from your peers and mentors is the 
feedback from your bird. Watch them and how they interact with you and the 
environment with a keen and questioning mind. Look for reasons beyond the easy 
answer and their behavior will give you important clues on what may need to change to 
help the animal succeed. Some of those changes are surprisingly small: resolving a 
problem with latency when a kestrel is given a cue to fly to the trainer’s glove may have 
nothing to do with hunger—it may instead be as simple as walking a short distance so 
that the wind is more favorable, or removing the swivel that swings up and hits the bird 
in the tail when flying on creance. Fixing hesitant or inconsistent weighing may be as 



easy as weighing the bird on a platform near a favored perch or by using a flat-topped 
scale with traction rather than a wobbly T-perch. Though it may seem one of the 
simplest considerations, the biological fact that it is easier for a bird to step up than to 
step down can inspire an easy antecedent change: moving your arm up (or down) an 
inch or two could make as much difference in comfort to a seasoned education 
peregrine as it does for the nervous young barn owl learning to trust a glove for the very 
first time.  
 

 
For this hybrid falcon, down is harder than up! 

 

Ultimately, the greatest consequence for a trainer that keeps a keen eye on their 
antecedent arrangement training session, is easier, faster achievement of behavioral 
fluency for the animal, and less of a reliance on hunger as a major motivating operation. 
It also trains the trainer to be flexible, to be quick to make changes and try new things, 
and to try to see things from the point of view of their birds. Well-managed antecedents 
increase welfare for the animal and the trainer across the board, and that’s an outcome 
we should all be eager to achieve! 
 
 
 
 


