
    
 

 

RFAWA 
INFORMATION SHEET 

 
 

                  
 
 
 

UNDERSTANDING, AND MEASURES TO AVOID 
MAL-IMPRINTING IN RAPTORS UNDERGOING 

REHABILITATION



    
 

 
 
                                      UNDERSTANDING, AND MEASURES TO AVOID MAL-IMPRINTING IN RAPTORS 
UNDERGOING REHABILITATION 

Purpose 
To define the process and measures required to avoid the mal-imprinting of raptors undergoing 
rehabilitation; and to outline the impact of mal-imprinting on raptors.  
 
Please note:  These guidance notes are entirely with regard to wild orphaned/juvenile raptors 
undergoing care/rehabilitation and intended for release back to the wild environment. 
 

Imprinting 
‘Imprinting’ is an entirely natural process.  It is a function which keeps the species pure by ensuring 
they seek to breed only with their own kind, and perfectly adapted to their particular niche and role 
in the environment.  The young of all birds and animals naturally imprint onto their parents for self-
identification purposes, appropriate nesting and breeding areas, and appropriate food items.   
 
The function of naturally imprinting in raptors is largely completed by fledging time and in normal 
circumstances is set for life.  This prepares them to later identify and select a suitable mate and area 
in which to breed.   
 
As an example, a Kestrel would choose another Kestrel to pair and breed with, rather than 
attempting to breed with any other raptor or random bird.  So, it can be seen that imprinting is not 
only entirely natural but also an essential function for the on-going survival of the species in the wild 
environment. 
 
Running concurrently with the imprinting process, the fear response (fight or flight) develops 
through lack of familiarity - not being exposed to other living things, or by the chick observing their 
parent’s appropriate response to anything that may present a danger to them.   
 
This mechanism naturally compels them to stay away from dangers (anything they don’t recognise 
or aren’t comfortable with) in the nest, after fledging, and for the rest of their lives.  So, although 
imprinting and the fear response are wrapped together in the same developmental package, they 
can be considered as separate entities with differing functions.  As will become clear, one is 
eventually set, the other is flexible.  
 
In natural situations, parental imprinting is essential if a young bird is to function and interact 
appropriately with other members of the same species, and to later successfully contribute to the 
wild gene pool.   
 
Complications can occur when the young raptor has no natural parent to feed it from the time it can 
first focus (typically about 5 to 8 days old for a Kestrel for example), through to fledging, and to a 
much lesser degree thereafter, depending upon the species.  
 
Because imprinting is a natural and essential process, for the purposes of this paper hereafter, we 
refer to non-natural imprinting as ‘mal-imprinting’. 
 
  



    
 

Implications of mal-imprinting 
In rescue or rehabilitation situations, if a pre-fledging raptor comes into care before natural 
imprinting onto its parents is complete, the mechanism and requirement to imprint is still strong.   
 
Unless measures are taken to avoid it, the young raptor may very easily ‘mal-imprint’ onto its 
substitute parent.  This may include any non-conspecific raptor within regular sight or housed within 
the same aviary as the young raptor.   
 
In cases where the young raptor becomes mal-imprinted, the main two factors where there can be a 
significant and lasting negative effect are with regard to its own sexual identity (for example it may 
believe it is a human and will later seek to pair and breed with a human) and the development of the 
fear response is compromised.  This in itself can lead to two dangers.   
 
Firstly, that the bird develops an inappropriately low or non-existent fear of humans and other 
natural predators.  This can expose it to all manner of danger. Secondly, but perhaps more 
significantly, in extreme circumstances this lack of fear can manifest itself in the bird attacking 
random people, pets or other inappropriate living things and or objects particularly if they are not 
doing well in the wild and are hungry, or when they come into breeding condition .  In the case of 
eagles and the more powerful raptors, this has the potential to be dangerous in the extreme. 
 
Other undesirable and unnatural behavioural consequences of mal-imprinting during the 
rehabilitation process may emerge. However, the level of typical mal-imprint behaviour is often 
subjective, and specific to the species or individual character of the raptor.  
 
As with most living things, raptors can vary in temperament and some may exhibit extreme 
behavioural traits, while others exposed to very similar conditions and influences during the critical 
development period appear to exhibit almost normal, naturally imprinted behaviour.   
 
However, when hungry or isolated from company for any length of time, a bird’s true psychological 
status and the indicators of mal-imprinting becomes clear.   Indications are, the presence of any or 
all of these behavioural traits:  
 

 The lack of or inappropriately low fear response to humans and other predators. 

 Head twisting and twitching (this is often seen in mal-imprints whether hungry or not and is 
often interpreted as ‘cute’). 

 Possessively (and often aggressively) mantling over food, in some cases even when they are not 
particularly hungry. 

 Vocalisation, particularly incessant screaming. 
 
In the case of any raptor that is intended to go back to the wild environment, mal-imprinting should 
be avoided at all costs.   
 
As a responsible raptor interest group RFAWA actively discourages mal-imprinting and provides 
sound advice when and where we can.  It’s our ethical and legal responsibility to ensure that any 
raptor we put back to the wild is ‘fit’ for such a purpose. 
  



    
 

Taming 
Conditioning through taming for the purposes of facilitating a relatively stress-free experience for 
the raptor during free exercise rehabilitation, is NOT the same as mal-imprinting.   
 
It is different because in already fully-fledged birds, with some prior experience of free-living before 
they come into care, the imprinting process is already complete in the vast majority of cases.   
 
This taming is actually nothing more than the process which negates the fear response by 
desensitising the raptor to the training environment and is normally temporary and totally reversible 
in a short amount of time.  
 
When the use of these ‘hands-on’ management techniques ceases, many raptors become 
unapproachable even within the confines of an aviary within a few days.  This reversal is even more 
quickly and obviously pronounced once they are released back to the wild environment.  Often any 
approach to within 50 metres results in the previously tame bird flying immediately away.   
 
This is evidenced by many thousands of raptors previously used for falconry which upon release to 
the wild quickly reverted to a state of total wildness.   
 

Measures to avoid mal-imprinting  

When any rescued nestling raptor cannot, within a reasonable amount of time be placed back within 
the nest and care of the natural parents, and it must be taken into care to be rehabilitated, there are 
several things to consider, and a few things that can be done to avoid all-together, or certainly 
lessen the odds that any bird may become mal-imprinted and possibly as a result, become 
unsuitable as a candidate for release back to the wild. 
 
When any very young raptor which cannot yet feed itself is taken into care, it should be kept in a 
large container with adequate ventilation and an artificial nest.  The nest should replicate as near as 
possible the environment in which it would naturally be brought up in 
 
At this very early stage, food can be given via forceps through a small hole in a sheet or blanket 
which acts as a screen and completely conceals the person and the false ’environment’ beyond it.   
 
Better still, replace the forceps with a replica of the natural parent’s head and neck.   Most young 
raptors can be taught to feed themselves within days of opening their eyes.  Ideally, the container 
should be in a room set aside for the purpose, where there is no other intrusion or disturbance other 
than for the covert provision of food.  It is also important to remember that raptors also imprint on 
sound almost before sight, so keeping quiet, or better still playing a recording of the species involved 
is important. 
 
Once the raptor can self-feed from freshly chopped natural food out of a bowl, we recommend 
placing the bowl into the container using a screen or sheet to obscure the handler from view.  The 
bird should NEVER make the association between the food and the human supplier.  
 
If it can already see, mirrors may be firmly affixed to adjoining corners of the container where the 
food bowl is placed, so the raptor can see its own reflection as it feeds.  This helps it with self-
identification as a raptor.   
 



    
 

Ethical considerations  
It should be noted that the practice of hand-feeding without subterfuge, and allowing the bird to live 
in close proximity and full sight of humans as it grows, or stroking, cuddling and vocalising to the bird 
may drastically reduce its chances of ever being a suitable candidate for release back to the wild.   
 
Mal-imprinting can damage the bird for life and has no place in the field of ethical raptor 
rehabilitation. There is no place for misplaced anthropomorphic sentiment in the ethical 
rehabilitation of raptors. As soon as it can stand, feed itself and thermo-regulate, the bird may be 
placed into a suitable ‘seclusion’ design aviary with adults of the same species to be foster reared. It 
is essential that the particular bird(s) they are placed with are suitable for such a purpose.   
 
Even when the foster parents may not actively feed and rear the chick, but present no danger to it, a 
food chute may be utilised so that daily rations can be dropped directly onto a nest ledge without 
the supplier being seen by the birds (particularly the young ones). 
 
If the rearing aviary has built into it at least one side of shade-cloth (with an external secure layer of 
weldmesh) or other suitable material which the young raptor can see through into adjacent 
woodland or open vista where there is ordinarily little or no un-natural disturbance, all the better. 
 
Once fully grown and fledged, it’s up to the rehabilitator to consider whether the bird has any 
realistic chance of survival if simply released.  Depending upon the species, they may want to 
consider ‘hacking’ or the use of free-flying techniques by a qualified and ethical practitioner.   
 
Perhaps most importantly, carefully consider and evaluate whether any orphaned raptor can 
actually be successfully rehabilitated and released back to the wild.   Does it have a reasonable 
chance of survival? Will it be a potential contributor to the wild gene pool? 
 
Naturally, it’s important that the bird is in good health physically, and seems to be ‘fit’ from 
observations of the bird flying within the confines of an aviary, and everything seems to working as it 
should.  It’s also important that the bird is capable, or will quickly become so, of successfully foraging 
for, or hunting its own natural prey in the wild environment.   
 
Equally as important is that the bird is NOT mal-imprinted and therefore can (possibly) make a 
meaningful contribution to the wild gene pool.  It’s also important to consider whether the young 
raptor has a reasonable level of predator awareness and is capable of escape.  
 

Survival 
Why can’t an inexperienced (dynamic hunter) raptor catch and kill whatever it wants?  It may look to 
be in fantastic condition with bright alert eyes, strong legs and feet with razor sharp talons.  It 
appears to be the epitome of an apex predator, surely it can catch its food, its easy, right?  Well, the 
fact is that it’s certainly not easy.   
 
If it were easy, there would be no natural requirement for young Peregrines (for example) to stay 
together as a family group for up to three months in most cases after fledging, whilst they learn and 
then refine all the finer points of hunting which allow them to become a successful apex predator.  
Even then, on average only about 30% of them will survive their first winter.    
 
A juvenile that has never flown free in its natural and very demanding wild environment and which 
has totally missed out on all such parental guidance has virtually no chance of survival.  
In these cases, free-exercise techniques are incredibly useful and at times necessary for the realistic 
survival of the raptor once released. 



    
 

The difference between Searchers and Dynamic Hunters    
In the raptor kingdom, birds may be loosely categorised as hunters, or searchers.  Within these 
categories there are inexperienced juveniles, and those which have had prior extensive free-living 
experience of the wild environment.     
 
The dynamic hunters are most likely to be better suited to rehabilitation by a handler suitably 
qualified in hacking and/or free flying, in order to be successfully rehabilitated. 
 
Most others may not require free-flying techniques. Often, they can recover within the confines of 
an aviary until such a time as they are deemed to be ready for release. 
RFAWA commends efforts to provide the most suitable rehabilitation aviaries whenever they are 
appropriate in the circumstances. 
 

Conclusion 
From a raptor rehabilitation perspective, the aim is to fully restore the raptor back to the wild so 
that it may live out its life naturally with the likelihood that it will survive and contribute to the wild 
gene pool. 
 
From an ethical, objective, environmental and/or biological perspective, irreversibly mal-imprinted 
raptors should not be released to the wild environment.   
 
In the vast majority of cases, mal-imprinted individuals may do no more than take from the 
environment but give nothing back.  They may also cause damage by un-productively occupying a 
breeding or hunting territory that might otherwise be suitable for a natural and productive breeding 
pair.   
 
Mal-imprinted birds are likely to be more vulnerable to attacks from all manner of predators that 
they would normally instinctively recognise and evade.   
 
In the worst cases, mal-imprinted raptors when hungry can become aggressive towards people and 
pets.   When kept in captivity, they require very careful handling with the safety of the public 
paramount.  In addition, methods of food provision particularly need to be managed appropriately 
by skilled practitioners.  
 

Summary 
 ‘Imprinting’ is an entirely natural process which occurs during the early part of any raptor’s life, 

it is during this time frame that any ‘mal-imprinting’ may occur. 

 Raptors that have already become independent of their parents are past the age where mal-
imprinting normally occurs. 

 Taming (manning) by skilled practitioners for the purpose of free-exercise flight training is NOT 
the same as mal-imprinting. 

 Taming is a temporary state of mind which is entirely reversible and has no lasting effects on 
raptors returned to the wild environment, whereas imprinting/mal-imprinting is permanent and 
should be avoided. 

 
 
 
 
 


