
Fun Facts Friday: Elephant Displacement Behavior 

Displacement behavior occurs when an animal is caught between two possible responses and 
performs an action that seems unrelated to the situation. It is seen across many species, including 
humans, birds, primates, dogs, and elephants. 

In elephants, it may occur when an individual wants to approach another elephant, a person, or a 
valued resource while also feeling cautious or threatened. This conflict can arise during 
confrontations, courtship, encounters with potential threats, or competition for food, water, mud 
wallows, or space. Rather than immediately advancing or withdrawing, the elephant may pluck 
at vegetation without eating it, dust or groom at an unusual moment, scratch, touch its face, suck 
its trunk when young, or lift and swing a foot. 

Distinguishing displacement behavior from ordinary activity requires careful observation. A 
single action means little on its own. Someone familiar with the elephant considers what 
happened immediately beforehand, where his or her attention is focused, and whether the action 
is completed as normal feeding or grooming would be. Knowledge of the individual’s history, 
temperament, and relationships provides essential context for interpreting the behavior. 

Video: In this interaction, Carol explains that Tarra was using the crosswalk to get to the waterer; 
Bo wanted to play. Tarra engaged, then adjusted her route, showing why context matters when 
interpreting elephant behavior. https://youtu.be/yppi6KtyNXE 
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