
The ZW System in Birds. 

 

Paragraph 1. Introduction 

 

Birds are wonderful creatures, they fly, they make unique vocalizations, but they are surprisingly 

different from other animals. They have a syrinx instead of a larynx, they have feathers, but they 

also have different [things] in their DNA. Determining the sex of a pet bird is difficult, since 

often times you can’t tell simply by looking at it, so the next thing to do it take a look at their 

chromosomes. Scientists came up with a way to do that by using DNA testing. 

 

Paragraph 2.  Bird sex chromosomes information 

 

Birds do not use the XY sex determination system like humans and other mammals. Instead, 

their sex is determined by the ZW sex determination system, which is also used by other animals 

including crustaceans, insects and reptiles. In the XY system, females have two X chromosomes, 

while males have an X and a Y chromosome. In the ZW system, males have the two same 

chromosomes Z, but the females have both a Z and a W chromosome. Finally, in the XY system, 

the sperm (father cell) controls the sex of the offspring, but in the ZW system that role is played 

by the egg (mother cell). 

 

Paragraph 3.  Bird DNA testing and how it works 

 

When trying to find out the bird’s sex, it’s pretty difficult. In some cases, you can’t tell by their 

looks. Back when DNA testing in birds wasn’t discovered yet, they would anesthetize the bird 

and visually examine the internal reproductive organs. This worked, but it came with the risk of 

the fact that birds don’t do very well under anesthesia and that there could be some human errors 



involved in the process. Eventually, DNA testing was found and is now used around the world 

by pet owners, veterinarians and breeders.  

 

Paragraph 4.  Sources of DNA for bird sex testing 

 

The typical way that most veterinarians obtain bird DNA is by drawing blood. Even though it’s 

the most efficient way of getting the DNA, birds don’t have much of it to lose. Another way is to 

pluck a feather from the bird’s breast or collect fecal samples. Of these two, only feather DNA is 

usually used for bird DNA testing.  Once the sample is collected, they send it to a lab, where they 

extract the DNA and use a technique called polymerase chain reaction, or PCR for short. Using a 

Z chromosome specific gene discovered in 1995 by two scientists named Griffiths and Tiwari, 

another two scientists named Fridolfsson and Hans Ellegren were able to tell the difference 

between male birds and female birds by measuring that gene using PCR.  Although they do not 

publish their methods, companies that test bird DNA for sex identification probably use this 

method. 

 

Paragraph 5.  Conclusion 

 

To sum it all up, birds have very different chromosomes than mammals. With all these ways to 

discover the sex of one, it’s become a pretty easy thing to do. It’s important to know these things, 

especially if you own them. Maybe in the future, we’ll have even easier ways to find out our 

feathered friends' so-called “gender”! 
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