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Loved or loathed: 
what makes some 
Neotropical birds more 
popular than others?

Alejandra Echeverri, Daniel Karp 
and Joseph Tobias
Some birds are popular, others not. But why? 
A team of ornithologists decided to 
find out, using birds in northwest 
Costa Rica as their case study.

B irds have fascinated people for centuries, 
inspiring a wealth of poetry, music and art. 
Picasso painted flamingos; Beethoven used 

cuckoo calls in his Pastoral Symphony; John Keats 
penned odes to the nightingale. Some species 
have been prized for their song, others for their 
beautiful plumage. Around 500 years ago, in 
Central America, the tail feathers of Resplendent 
Quetzal Pharomachrus mocinno (Fig. 1) were 
used to create an ornate headdress for the Aztec 
Emperor Moctezuma. Much later, in the late 
Victorian era, Europeans were importing exotic 
plumes from a wide range of species including 
egrets, hummingbirds and parrots to make 
flamboyant hats for fashionable women.

Birds inspire many of us to this day. As 
ornithologists and birdwatchers, we have spent 
much of our lives studying, observing and 
listening to birds. Some chase rare birds over 
thousands of miles, while others conduct scientific 
research on particular study-species, but we are 
also fascinated by birds themselves. In similar 
ways, farmers and city dwellers all over the world 
derive pleasure from watching and listening to 
birds. Yet birds are not all equally popular and it’s 
not always obvious why. Why do some species 
seem to get all the attention while others are 
ignored? Why do people in rural communities 
seem to adore some species but consider others 
merely intruders and pests? More generally, what 
is it about birds that make them prone to be liked 
or disliked by different groups of people?

Unless otherwise stated, all photographs 
taken in Costa Rica by Daniel S. Karp.

1 Resplendent Quetzal Pharomachrus mocinno, 
Las Tablas, April 2012. The male’s tail feathers 
were once used to create an ornate headdress 

for the Aztec Emperor Moctezuma.
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