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BACKGROUND
Displacement behavior represents a biobehavioral mechanism in the brains of all animals that allows the animal to deal with situations that cannot readily be faced yet cannot
be avoided -- situations involving uncertainty,
confusion, conflict, or a feeling of being
trapped or thwarted
The displacement mechanism is thought to
be due to rechanneling of overflow mental
energy to another drive (e.g., feeding drive)
when two drives, e.g., fight or flight, equally
oppose each other.
Although adaptive, if displacement behavior
occurs excessively, it may become destructive; for example, socially isolated dogs may
lick their paws raw [Fig 2]. Eating can function as a displacement behavior and also
potentially lead to maladaptive outcomes. For
instance, sheep threatened by a predator will
graze despite the danger [Fig 1].
The displacement mechanism is triggered by
sensory cues. Initially, a specific sensory cue
(e.g., food taste) suggests to the brain that
the behavior or drive (e.g., feeding) associated with the cue might be used as a displacement behavior to deal with
problems/stressors/thwarting and overflow
mental energy. The brain then appears to
lock onto the respective drive (e.g., feeding
drive), and henceforth similar cues trigger the
displacement mechanism to activate that
drive in stressful situations.
Moving the opposing drives out of equilibrium,
by resolving the person’s underlying
problem/stressful situations, theoretically
should mitigate the displacement mechanism
and serve as a treatment for addictive
overeating (eating addiction) [Fig 5].
Also, it seems possible for the individual to
rechannel the overflow mental energy to a
nondestructive behavior, e.g., hobbies [Fig 6].
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Action plan

Dreaded situation
School: Big assignments in
school (mainly math and
English).

Fig 1: When threatened by a predator, sheep will
graze as displacement behavior, despite danger

2
Glasner

Plan and take small steps at a time to
not get overwhelmed. Prioritize
assignments.

Mental: I don’t like not having I’m going to find something I’m pasmotivation to do things or feel- sionate about and make a schedule
ing useless or without purpose. every day to do something productive
and do something fun.
Weight: Breaking the snacking
Possibly find new hobbies to keep me
rule.
entertained or distracted enough.
Family: My dad was hospitalized and I felt extremely lone- Spend more time with my dad.
ly.
Draw. Cook. Play video games.
Activities: Being home all day. Facetime your bestie.
Health: Diabetes - could get it. Eat healthier food.

Fig 2: Normal licking displacement behavior in
dogs may become excessive and destructive

Friends: Friends that will hang
out with me.

Keep myself busy and cultivate relationships.

Financial: Studio tuition

Create payment plan.

Table 1: Thematic Dread List example situations and action plans

METHODS
We developed a mobile phone intervention targeting addictive overeating that included a displacement mechanism component. A displacement use subgroup (N=37) ages 14-18, mean
BMI = 38.1, identified life situations they could
neither face nor avoid, or that were thwarting,
and developed action plans to address each.
RESULTS
The majority (26/37 – 70%) in the displacement
subgroup used the core “Dread List” feature
[Fig 5] to input a total of 90 (M= 3.5, SD= 2.3)
individual problems/stressors fueling displacement-based overeating, coupled with 161 (M=
6.2, SD=4.1) corresponding problemsolving/action plans, as summarized in Table 1.
Anecdotally, cue sensitivity decreased if displacement sources were addressed by action
plans, e.g., a 20-year-old female, 5’ 9”, 187 lb.
Before leaving work each day, she would identify the difficult situations in her life and create
an action plan to deal with each one. After
doing so, she was surprised that when driving
home past McDonald’s and Taco Bell, she no
longer was tempted to stop and binge.
DISCUSSION
Results suggest that presenting the displace2
ment intervention via a mobile phone platform
is feasible.
Targeting the stressors or problems that may
fuel eating as displacement behavior, along
with rechanneling the displacement, is acceptable to young people who suffer from obesity.

Fig 3: Feather plucking, hair pulling, and nail biting appear to
be displacement behavior gone rogue in birds and humans

CONCLUSIONS
Reconceptualization of obesity and eating
addiction as displacement behavior may be
warranted and treated accordingly.
Fig 4: Eating addiction and obesity appears to be destructive
displacement behavior in animals and humans

Fig 5: Dread List in app

Fig 6: Rechanneling in app
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