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Houston Airport effect in pigeons

Tatsumi Itokazu (Graduate School of Comprehensive Human Sciences, University of Tsukuba) and
Koji Hori (College of Contemporary Psychology, Rikkyo University)

Some years ago, Houston airport was annoyed by an inordinate number of complaints about long waits at
the baggage claim. In response, the airport authorities moved the arrival gates away from the main terminal
and routed bags to the outermost baggage claim carousel. Passengers had to walk longer than before to claim
their bags, but complaints concerning waiting time dropped to almost zero. In the present study, we named this
phenomenon the “Houston Airport effect” and attempted to simulate the same effect in pigeons’ response for
food under a concurrent chain reinforcement schedule. In a two-key operant chamber, a variable interval 20-s
was the first link of the schedule operated on white keys. When pigeons entered a “wait” second link, food was
presented according to a fixed time (FT) 20-s. On the other hand, when pigeons entered a “walk” second link,
food was presented according to a conjunctive schedule composed of an FT 20-s and either of a fixed ratio (FR)
5 or an FR 20. The results showed that the “walk” alternative was consistently preferred to the “wait” alternative
by one of the four pigeons. Two pigeons showed preference for the “wait” alternative, and one pigeon did not
show consistent preference for either alternative. Further studies are required to identify the variables producing
the individual differences in preference.
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