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Moving Character Displacement beyond
Characters Using Contemporary
Coexistence Theory
Rachel M. Germain,1,2,4,* Jennifer L. Williams,3,4 Dolph Schluter,2,4 and Amy L. Angert1,2,4
Character displacement is one of the most studied phenomena in evolutionary
biology, yet research has narrowly focused on demonstrating whether or not
displacement has occurred. We propose a new experimental approach,
adopted from the coexistence literature, that directly measures interspeciﬁc
competition among sympatric and allopatric populations of species. Doing so
allows increased ability to (i) test predictions of character displacement without
biases inherent to character-centric tests, (ii) quantify its effect on the stability
of coexistence, (iii) resolve the phenotypic pathways through which competitive
divergence is achieved, and (iv) perform comparative tests. Our approach
extends research to forms of character displacement not readily identiﬁed
by past methods and will lead to a broader understanding of its consequences
for community structure.

Trends
Recent evaluations of tests of character displacement suggest major gaps
in our understanding.
We advocate for adopting an experimental approach from the ecological
literature to allow researchers to test
long-standing theory about when,
where, and how character displacement occurs.
The approach adopts an invasibility
criterion, and in practice is assessed
by measuring the population growth
rate of a species when rare competing
against a background of individuals of
another species from either sympatric
or allopatric populations.

A Brief History of Character Displacement Research
High ecological similarity among species precludes stable coexistence [1], meaning that
competing species will ultimately exclude one another unless differences that promote stabilization evolve [2]. The process by which character (see Glossary) shifts evolve in response to
the presence of interspeciﬁc competition is known as ecological character displacement
[3]; we refer to ecological character displacement as ‘character displacement’ for brevity
henceforward, exclusive of reproductive character displacement [4]. Character displacement
was classically considered a phenomenon that occurs primarily among closely related or
incipient species [5], given their assumed ecological similarity, but has since been generalized
to include distant relatives [6] and entire communities [7]. We do not wish to review the rich
history of character displacement research, as this has been achieved elsewhere [8–10], but
note that character displacement has been studied for about 50 years to understand its role in
population divergence, speciation, diversiﬁcation, and community structure [4].
Although character displacement remains central to understanding how genetic, phenotypic, and species diversity arise [4,8], most empirical tests do not go far beyond demonstrating its existence, often with unclear success. In 1992, Schluter and McPhail [11]
outlined six criteria (see Box S1 in the Supplemental Information online) that must be
met to rule out alternative explanations for patterns consistent with character displacement;
>20 years and 144 case studies later, all six criteria were met in only 5% of studies [10]. Yet,
theory continues to advance, providing predictions for when and how character displacement might play out [12–14], as well as its consequences for ecological communities [15].
For example, theory provides insight into how character displacement might manifest under
different forms of competition (resource vs. apparent [16]) and in the presence of abiotic
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We show how adopting this approach
will provide unbiased demonstrations
of whether character displacement is
present, as well as reveal its evolutionary underpinnings and ecological
consequences.
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gradients [14], as well as its consequences for resource use and the outcome of competition [17]. To keep pace, empiricists need methods that efﬁciently meet all six criteria while
simultaneously being able to provide answers to classic and emerging questions beyond
tests of whether character displacement does or does not exist.
We propose a new experimental framework, adopted from the contemporary coexistence
literature in ecology, that can answer fundamental questions that underlie character displacement research as well as move the ﬁeld forward in new directions. To achieve this, we ﬁrst argue
that traditional character-based approaches to character displacement introduce biases that
underestimate its prevalence and provide a narrow perspective of the phenotypic pathways
through which it is achieved. We then describe a speciﬁc type of competition experiment that
allows tests of character displacement that are not contingent on understanding how character
differences map onto competitive differences, and that meets Schluter and McPhail’s [11] six
criteria (Box S1). Finally, we detail how our method opens up new research avenues toward
elucidating the evolutionary underpinnings and ecological consequences of character displacement. Overall, our goals are to bring to light rarely acknowledged limitations of existing
character displacement research, to present a new method that overcomes those limitations
identiﬁed by us and past research [10,11] using methods borrowed from community ecology,
and to present testable predictions for how competitive differences between species might
evolve in sympatry.
Sources of Bias in Traditional Character-Centric Tests of Character Displacement
We contend that character-centric tests of character displacement offer a biased perspective
of its diversity and prevalence, and rely on assumptions about the relationships between
characters, competition, and evolution that are often unsupported [18,19]. To demonstrate this
argument, we break down a traditional case study of character displacement into three steps.
Step 1: in the ﬁeld, the researcher observes character differences among two species in
sympatry that appear more exaggerated than in allopatry. Step 2: the researcher ﬁnds
replicated sympatric and allopatric populations, and measures a suite of characters that might
affect resource use and therefore mediate competition among species. Step 3: the researcher
performs statistical tests to determine whether differences are signiﬁcantly different in sympatry
than in allopatry. The ﬁrst step results in an accumulation of character displacement research
on organisms in which there are initial observations that it might exist. Though this approach is
not a problem for the inferences of individual studies, and is a feature of any study driven by
natural history observations, it likely underestimates the phenomenon of character displacement as a whole and is biased toward its most conspicuous forms.
The second step relies on our ability to understand the characters that mediate competitive
interactions, and can underestimate instances of character displacement in three scenarios.
First, one might measure characters that are unimportant to differences in resource use among
competing species (Figure 1A), missing those few characters that have responded to character
displacement. Although a partial solution is to measure many characters, doing so inﬂates the
risk of committing type I errors and might still miss important characters that are less obvious or
difﬁcult to measure. In a recent test of character displacement in plants, two of 11 characters
showed greater character divergence in sympatry than in allopatry [20]. If those two characters
had been overlooked, then character divergence in sympatry would have been missed, which
highlights the potential for character choices to inﬂuence discovery rates. Second, univariate
character differences among species can map poorly onto resource-use differences if resource
partitioning is achieved via character combinations (Figure 1B) [21]. In annual plants, for
example, the characters that underlie resource partitioning are multidimensional [22],

Glossary
Allopatry: regions in landscapes in
which two species do not co-occur.
Character: an observable feature or
phenotypic trait of an organism;
could be morphological,
physiological, behavioral, or
phenological.
Ecological character
displacement: the process by
which interspeciﬁc competition drives
evolutionary change, giving rise to
character shifts among populations
of a given species in regions where
its distribution overlaps with one or
more competitors relative to regions
of allopatry.
Evolutionary rescue: evolution
allows the recovery of a population
that had been declining to extinction.
Fitness difference: differences in
the competitive abilities and intrinsic
population growth rates among two
competing species, which reduce the
possibility of stable coexistence.
Note that ecological ‘ﬁtness
differences’ are not the same as
individual ﬁtness in an evolutionary
context.
Intrinsic population growth rate:
the growth rate of a population when
at low abundance and not
experiencing competition.
Invasibility framework: population
growth rates of a focal population or
species when grown at low relative
frequencies in competition with
another population or species.
Non-repeatable character
evolution: the idiosyncratic evolution
of different character states in
independent populations in response
to similar ecological pressures.
Stabilizing difference: the
magnitude to which intraspeciﬁc
competition is greater than
interspeciﬁc competition, which
increases negative frequency
dependence and thus increases the
stability of coexistence.
Sympatry: regions in landscapes in
which two species co-occur.
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Figure 1. Four Scenarios in Which Focusing on Speciﬁc Characters Would Miss Instances of Character Displacement. Focal characters are depicted in
the corner of each panel. The characters that are measured might be (A) unimportant to competitive interactions, or (B) important only as part of multivariate character
combinations. Non-repeatable character displacement would be missed by traditional tests if (C) single characters are displaced in different directions in different
sympatric populations (e.g., beak size decreases in population 1 of species A but increases in population 2), or if (D) different characters are displaced in different
sympatric populations (e.g., beak size diverges among species in population 1 but limb size diverges in population 2). Light gray points = populations of species A, dark
gray points = populations of species B, Chr. = character.

suggesting that evolution of differences that partition resources might also be multidimensional.
Third, theory predicts that character divergence is only one outcome of the process of
character displacement; character convergence and parallel shifts are also possible
[3,13,17], but empirical examples are rare [20,23]. The compounding problem of missing
important characters and important combinations of characters means that less conspicuous
or less intuitive but important forms of character displacement are underestimated.
The third step assumes that character divergence via character displacement proceeds
repeatedly in the same direction and involves the same characters – that species A always
increases, while species B always decreases in character x in response to competition.
However, what matters to competitive interactions is not the direction of character evolution,
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or even the evolution of differences in single characters, but rather how resource-use differences evolve among species, which could be achieved via multiple phenotypic solutions [24].
We argue that character displacement encompasses (i) the evolution of similar absolute
differences in character x among species A and B in sympatry, but in variable directions
(Figure 1C), as well as (ii) the evolution of different characters in different populations (Figure 1D).
Although our argument is consistent with existing deﬁnitions of character displacement,
instances of non-repeatable character evolution have not been considered in theoretical
or empirical treatments of character displacement, and cannot be detected by the statistical
averaging of characters among replicated sympatric populations. Disentangling repeatable
versus non-repeatable phenotypic evolution is key to providing a full picture of how selection
has led to phenotypic divergence in competitive environments [25].
For the reasons detailed above, we argue that the existing literature underestimates the
prevalence of character displacement and offers a biased perspective of the phenotypic
pathways through which it is achieved. We do not suggest that evolution of speciﬁc characters
is unimportant to understanding the phenomenon of character displacement; the fact that
many forms of character evolution are possible in response to competition suggests a rich
opportunity to study the relative importance of alternative phenotypic pathways to character
displacement. Later, we discuss how characters could be invoked secondarily to a new
experimental approach to understand the individual and combined effects of speciﬁc
characters.

A New Approach to Testing Predictions of Character Displacement
Experimental tests of interspeciﬁc competition are needed to move character displacement
research forward without the biases inherent to character-centric tests. Such experiments
would allow tests of a fundamental prediction of character displacement [26]: that interspeciﬁc
competition is weaker among competitors that evolved in sympatry than those that evolved in
allopatry. Testing that character displacement shapes competitive interactions remains the
least frequently met of Schluter and McPhail’s [11] six criteria [10] despite it being the key
criterion that links pattern to process [27]. Although weakened interactions in sympatry are the
expectation if character displacement results in resource divergence [5], convergence in
resource use (increased overlap of resource use in sympatry compared with allopatry [3])
might prevail in some circumstances, even in the presence of some divergence [13,17]. In the
main text, we restrict our discussion to character displacement that results in divergence of
resource use, but provide an in-depth comparison of character divergence versus convergence during the evolution of competitive interactions in Box S2 and Box 1 (viewed from the
perspective of contemporary coexistence theory).
Although many experimental designs exist to test competitive interactions among species, a
way forward in character displacement research is to use tests of the invasibility criterion,
which offer high inferential power [28,29]. To assess the invasibility criterion, population growth
rates are measured when each species is rare and their competitors are at their single-species
equilibrium population sizes (or are abundant if equilibrium population sizes are difﬁcult to know
a priori; see Supplemental Information), such that competition is mostly interspeciﬁc for the rare
species. The more intensely a species experiences interspeciﬁc competition, the lower its
population growth rate will be when rare while growing with a competitor (lrare; Figure 2A). This
method can be applied to test the consequences of coevolutionary history on interspeciﬁc
competition by assessing the invasibility criterion among populations that either co-occur in
sympatry (reciprocally for populations of species A and B that overlap geographically; orange
region of Figure 2B) or are allopatric and have no history of interaction (reciprocally for
Trends in Ecology & Evolution, February 2018, Vol. 33, No. 2
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populations of species A and B that do not overlap geographically; red and yellow regions of
Figure 2B). Though this approach is not appropriate for all study organisms, the goal of
employing it is not to be able to test character displacement on all organisms or even on
the same organisms as past studies. Rather, the goal is to be able to test character displacement across taxa even if the characters being displaced are not obvious or measurable.
Figure S1 provides a decision tree to aid researchers in determining whether a given system is
appropriate for invasibility experiments.
Statistically, a model to test character displacement could use lrare as the response variable,
and population origin (sympatry or allopatry), species, and their interaction as predictor
variables. A main effect of population origin without an interaction would be evidence that
the process of character displacement has shaped the strength of interspeciﬁc competition,
whereas an interaction would indicate that character displacement is present but asymmetrical
between species. Note that our deﬁnition of character displacement is most aligned with that of
Grant [3], which is based on differences among populations within species based on history of
sympatry or allopatry with a competitor, rather than Brown and Wilson’s [5] deﬁnition of
differences among species in sympatry versus allopatry. Although we contend that any
direction of change could be interpreted as evidence of character displacement, resourceuse divergence in sympatry predicts that species evolve higher lrare in sympatry than lrare
Box 1. Disentangling Divergent versus Convergent Character Displacement
Abrams [13] theoretically demonstrated that character divergence among species in response to competition is only
one form of character displacement, and, perhaps counterintuitively, that competition can also drive convergence in
characters [17]. For example, co-occurring weasels (Mustela spp.) converge in dentition in sympatry, a character
associated with dietary niches [23]. The basic premise is that, to coexist in sympatry, species must be different enough
to partition resources, but not so different that they compete poorly under the speciﬁc conditions and resources
available at a given locality [17,46]. Individuals of an inferior competitor that use resources more similarly to superior
competitors will have higher ﬁtness [46], causing species to converge in resource use and the mediating characters.
Although character convergence in response to interspeciﬁc competition is often dismissed as a special case, character
displacement has been understudied in organisms in which it is most likely to emerge, such as those for which
resources are not substitutable (e.g., plants) [17].
Although invasibility is the net effect of divergence or convergence in resource use (Box S2), it cannot disentangle their
relative magnitudes. However, with a few additional experimental treatments, invasibility experiments can be extended
to quantify the magnitudes of two types of competitive differences that are likely to diverge and converge as a
consequence of character displacement. Speciﬁcally, the strength of interspeciﬁc competition estimated via invasibility
experiments can be viewed as the net outcome of competitive differences that stabilize coexistence and those that
destabilize it, termed ‘stabilizing differences’ and ‘ﬁtness differences’, respectively [31,47]. Stabilizing differences
are the phenomenological outcome of resource partitioning between two species on population dynamics [31], and are
calculated from the relative intensities of interspeciﬁc compared with intraspeciﬁc competition. Coexistence is increasingly stabilized as their ratio approaches 0, by introducing negative frequency dependence that buffers populations from
exclusion when rare. By contrast, ﬁtness differences arise from competitive asymmetries between two species in a given
resource environment [31], and are estimated by the products of intrinsic population growth rate and competitive
response ratios [37].
The net outcome of competition – coexistence or the eventual competitive dominance of one species over the other – is
determined by the relative magnitudes of stabilizing differences that act to promote coexistence and ﬁtness differences
that act to preclude it. When ﬁtness differences increase through increased differences in competitive ability or intrinsic
population growth rates between two species, stable coexistence is only possible if those increases are balanced by
existing stabilizing differences or the evolution of increased stabilizing differences. Though we will not detail the speciﬁc
methods of how stabilizing and ﬁtness differences are calculated, they generally include three components: (i)
quantifying population growth rates when each species is rare (competing mainly with heterospeciﬁcs) and abundant
(competing mainly with conspeciﬁcs), (ii) rearing each species at low densities in the absence of competitors, and (iii)
ﬁtting competition models to those data to parameterize the competition coefﬁcients and intrinsic population growth
rates. More speciﬁc methodological details can be found in published examples that use annual plants [37], perennial
plants [48], plankton [49], and mollusks [50].
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respectively. Because stabilizing differences arise via resource partitioning, and character divergence via character
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sympatry than those that originate from allopatry (Figure IB). Note that character displacement could result only in
resource-use divergence [only stabilizing differences evolve; Figure IC (i)], only in resource-use convergence [only ﬁtness
differences evolve; Figure IC (ii)], or some combination [both types of differences evolve; Figure IC (iii)], and in all cases,
coexistence is increasingly stabilized. A scenario in which only one type of difference is under selection in sympatry
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Figure I. Predicted Consequences of Character Displacement for Coexistence Mechanisms. (A) Stabilizing
differences arising from resource partitioning among species are predicted to increase as a consequence of character
displacement (i.e., divergence in resource use [15,46]) – stabilizing differences are bounded by 0 and 1, with 1 meaning
that population dynamics of both competitors are strongly negative frequency dependent and stable coexistence is
likely. (B) Fitness differences arising from competitive asymmetries among species are predicted to decrease as a
consequence of character displacement [i.e., convergence in resource use [15,46]) – ﬁtness differences are bound
between 1 (competitive symmetry) and inﬁnity (competitive asymmetry]. (C) Coexistence outcomes (deﬁned by mutual
invasibility; coexistence = shaded region, competitive exclusion = unshaded region) depend on the relative strengths of
stabilizing differences and ﬁtness differences. Character displacement is predicted to move sympatric population pairs
(‘S’) further into the shaded region compared with allopatric population pairs (‘A’), either through (i) increased stabilizing
differences, (ii) decreased ﬁtness differences, or (iii) both.

between allopatric populations in response to competition (lrare[sympatric] > lrare[allopatric];
Figure 2C). However, it is possible that emerging empirical evidence will highlight a mismatch
between theory and data; a recent study found no difference in invasibility among sympatric
and allopatric populations of experimentally evolved seed beetles despite evolution in resource
use [30]. Whether this outcome is general and also emerges in retrospective tests of character
displacement in the ﬁeld are not known.
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Figure 2. Demonstrating Character Displacement Using Invasibility Experiments. (A) To test invasibility, population growth rates are estimated while each
species is rare and its competitor is at carrying capacity (or ‘abundant’ if carrying capacities are not known, see Supplemental Information). (B) To test character
displacement using the invasibility framework, the competitive trials shown in panel A must be performed in four treatments: 1. Species Arare[sympatric] versus Species
Babundant[sympatric], 2. Brare[sympatric] versus Aabundant[sympatric], 3. Arare[allopatric] versus Babundant[allopatric], and 4. Brare[allopatric] versus Aabundant[allopatric]. Replication can be
achieved by sampling additional populations in each colored region to compete multiple unique pairs of sympatric and allopatric populations (one replicate per origin
shown). (C) Character displacement that results in resource-use divergence is present when a species’ ability to increase its population when rare (lrare) is greater when
sympatric population pairs compete compared with allopatric ones (aka treatments 1 vs. 3 and 2 vs. 4); see Box S2 for predictions consistent with character
displacement via convergence in resource use. Light gray points = populations of species A, dark gray points = populations of species B.

The invasibility framework overcomes many shortcomings of prior approaches (Box S1) and
has six additional advantages to assessing character displacement and tests of competition
more generally. First, differences among populations of species are inferred via population
growth responses, which can be viewed as the phenomenological outcome of all characters
that underlie those differences [31]. As a result, the invasion framework is not contingent on an a
priori understanding of the ecological importance of speciﬁc characters, and competitive
differences consistent with character displacement can emerge even if character displacement
is multidimensional or non-repeatable. Second, by examining the population growth rates of
species when rare and primarily interacting with heterospeciﬁc individuals, invasibility experiments isolate the effect of interspeciﬁc competition while holding total density constant [32].
Third, as we discuss below, the invasibility criterion allows a clear assessment of the role of
character displacement for the stability of coexistence. That character displacement stabilizes
coexistence among species that would otherwise exclude one another (given enough time and
without dispersal) is often assumed but rarely tested. Fourth, the method itself is straightforward to perform, analyze, and interpret relative to other competition designs [32]. It is
particularly useful for species with slow population dynamics or long generation times, for
which the multigenerational experiments needed to explore population dynamics and reach
equilibrium population sizes are not feasible. Thus, the experimental design we have proposed
serves as a base model for how invasibility experiments can be used to test predictions of
character displacement, and can be modiﬁed to test a diversity of questions (see Outstanding
Questions). Fifth, invasibility outcomes can be extended to test the evolutionary consequences
of other interactions affecting coexistence, such as apparent competition via predators,
parasites, or mutualists (e.g., [33]). Finally, evaluating character displacement via population
growth rates, a currency common to a diversity of taxa, would facilitate comparative explorations of factors that inﬂuence its strength.
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A key consideration in experimental tests of competitive differences is the small spatial and
temporal scales of inference, which are limited to the resource environment in which competition is measured. In community ecology, this limitation is viewed as a current challenge to
understanding the mechanisms that maintain diversity at local and regional scales, and across
temporally ﬂuctuating environments [34]. In the context of character displacement, however,
inferences made at the local scale have clear utility given that character displacement by
deﬁnition manifests in sympatry, and sympatry by deﬁnition is the scale at which species
interact. Although differentiation can occur in sympatry via partitioning of microhabitats, a
phenomenon sometimes referred to as ‘microallopatry’ [35], invasibility experiments can
accommodate this form of differentiation either by using mesocosms that incorporate microhabitat heterogeneity (e.g., ﬁsh reared in ponds with benthic and limnetic zones [26] or seasonal
variation in growing conditions [36]) or by replicating the experiment across relevant microhabitats that vary through space (e.g., plants competing in deep and shallow soils [20]) or time
(e.g., simulating interannual rainfall [37]).

An Agenda for Future Character Displacement Research
We have argued that the outcome of invasibility experiments can reveal the net effect of
character displacement on the intensity of interspeciﬁc competition, even in cases in which the
speciﬁc underlying characters are not readily identiﬁable and when character displacement
results in both divergence and convergence in resource use [3] (Box S2). Such experiments
would bridge a critical gap between theory and empirical research. In the following sections, we
detail two additional research avenues at the intersection of ecology and evolution that can be
explored using the invasibility framework.
Is Character Displacement an Evolutionary Pathway to Species Coexistence?
A major unanswered question is the degree to which character displacement facilitates species
coexistence. To aid our discussion, it is critical to ﬁrst note that ‘coexistence’ does not simply
include all species found to co-occur in a speciﬁc area, but rather, only those species whose
populations are buffered from extinction at low abundance. Many species might be found
together that have no intrinsic mechanism that stabilizes coexistence, such as species whose
populations are maintained via dispersal from elsewhere [38] or those in which exclusion is
inevitable but takes time to play out [39]; Siepielski and McPeek [29] refer to these species as
‘co-occurring’ but not ‘coexisting’. In other words, we consider the effect of character
displacement on the mechanisms that stabilize coexistence among competing species, rather
than on their probability of co-occurring by any mechanism.
We have thus far discussed the invasibility framework only in terms of its ability to quantify the
intensity of interspeciﬁc competition, but its greatest utility is its application to predicting the
stability of coexistence [29]. The invasibility test simulates population dynamics when species
are driven to low abundance or disperse to new sites, and are thus rare relative to their
competitors. To relate the invasibility criterion to coexistence, one must examine where lrare
falls relative to a persistence threshold (l = 1, dashed lines in Figure 3); above this threshold,
populations should increase and below it they should decline to extinction. Coexistence is
predicted when both species can increase in population size when rare (both l > 1), whereas
coexistence is absent if one or both species decrease in population size when rare (l < 1).
Although some authors predict that character displacement necessarily leads to coexistence
among species that would otherwise exclude each other [40,41], empirical evidence testing this
prediction is lacking. If this prediction is true, then character displacement might provide
evolutionary rescue to populations [34,35], facilitating coexistence among species that
Trends in Ecology & Evolution, February 2018, Vol. 33, No. 2
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Figure 3. Relating Evidence of Character Displacement via Invasibility Experiments to Coexistence Outcomes. Character displacement that results in
divergent resource use is present when a species’ ability to increase its population when rare (lrare) is greater among sympatric population pairs than allopatric ones;
stable coexistence is predicted when both species maintain population growth rates above 1 (dashed line) when rare. Here we illustrate three outcomes: (A) character
displacement in sympatry increases the likelihood of coexistence among species that would otherwise exclude each other, (B) character displacement has no effect on
coexistence outcomes but increases the stability of coexistence, meaning that sympatric population pairs should reach larger, more even abundances than allopatric
ones, and (C) neither sympatric nor allopatric population pairs coexist stably; co-occurrence in sympatry is either transient or maintained via dispersal. Light gray
points = populations of species A, dark gray points = populations of species B.

would not otherwise coexist [42], such as when species are competitively asymmetric prior to
evolution in sympatry (i.e., lrare[sympatric] > 1 > lrare[allopatric]; Figure 3A). However, two other
outcomes are possible. First, both sympatric and allopatric population pairs might coexist if
species are preadapted in allopatry to coexist upon contact, with character displacement
increasing the stability of coexistence (i.e., lrare[sympatric] > lrare[allopatric] > 1; Figure 3B). By
increased stability, we mean a strengthening of negative frequency-dependent population
growth rates, or lrare of both species that increasingly exceed 1. Second, stable coexistence
might not be possible for either sympatric or allopatric population pairs, even if character
displacement has brought lrare closer to 1 (i.e., 1 > lrare[sympatric] > lrare[allopatric]; Figure 3C). In
this case, a state of ‘sympatry’ reﬂects co-occurrence but not coexistence, and might be
transient in the absence of further character displacement. In other words, assessments using
lrare simultaneously allow inferences about whether competitive interactions have evolved in
response to coevolutionary history (i.e., lrare[sympatric] 6¼ lrare[allopatric]), and if so, the consequences of this evolution for coexistence outcomes (i.e., where lrare fall relative to 1). As discussed
earlier, all three outcomes are consistent with character displacement theory under resourceuse divergence (i.e., that interspeciﬁc competition should be weaker among sympatric population pairs compared with allopatric ones [15]), yet not all outcomes lead to stable coexistence.
How Do Speciﬁc Characters Contribute to Competitive Divergence?
Rather than abandoning traditional explorations of character evolution in response to competition, we suggest that characters be measured as a complement to the invasibility framework to
identify the phenotypic pathways through which character displacement is achieved, and the
contributions of individual characters to total competitive divergence. Speciﬁcally, when competitive divergence is estimated via invasibility experiments on replicated sympatric and
allopatric population pairs, one could simultaneously measure characters that would be
measured in a traditional study of character displacement. The analyses might take the form
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of multiple regression, where for example, effect sizes of how lrare responds to a history of
sympatry or allopatry are regressed against effect sizes of how speciﬁc characters also respond
to a history of sympatry or allopatry. Doing so would identify what fraction of total competitive
divergence is attributable to speciﬁc characters, as well as how much variance in competitive
divergence remains unexplained, potentially due to missing important characters or character
combinations (Figure 1). Partitioning the relative contributions of speciﬁc characters would
reveal whether character displacement is achieved via large effects of few characters or small
effects of many characters, conceptually analogous to questions about whether adaptation is
achieved via few genes of large effect or many mutations of small effect [43]. We note that the
‘phenomenon ﬁrst’ workﬂow proposed here (ﬁrst test emergent effects on competitive divergence and then identify causal characters) is analogous to the approach taken by the related
study of reproductive isolation, where degree of isolation is ﬁrst quantiﬁed and its underlying
ecological and genetic drivers are then partitioned [44]. Note that although these types of
analyses can only be performed in systems with highly replicated sympatric versus allopatric
pairs due to the statistical power needed to perform multiple regression, doing so would
provide invaluable answers to questions that have not been asked because methods that
explicitly link character differences to resource-use differences had not been clear.

Concluding Remarks
We have suggested a new empirical approach to better test predictions of character displacement while allowing new insight into its mechanistic underpinnings and its ecological consequences. The approach will allow character displacement to be examined with greater
inferential power in a diverse subset of organisms that are amenable to experimental tests. This
includes some classic model organisms of past character displacement research (e.g., Anolis
lizards [45]), as well as organisms that have been underrepresented thus far (e.g., plants and
insects). Theoretical treatment of character displacement continues to advance in new directions – the challenge now falls on empiricists to test classic and emerging theory, for which the
invasibility framework offers a way forward.

Outstanding Questions
How prevalent is character displacement across species, and does it
depend on species’ life histories, landscape characteristics, or taxonomy?
How often does character displacement provide evolutionary rescue for
species that could not otherwise stably
coexist?
How strongly do speciﬁc characters
explain differences in the strength of
interspeciﬁc competition among population pairs that are sympatric versus
those that are allopatric?
How does character displacement
interact with local adaptation to abiotic
conditions?
How does character displacement
play out in diverse communities with
many species? How might invasibility
experiments be applied to identify
community-wide
character
displacement?

Acknowledgments
We thank members of the Angert Lab, Srivastava Lab, Luke Mahler, Locke Rowe, and two anonymous reviewers for
helpful feedback on earlier versions of the manuscript. Funding was provided to R.M.G. by the Biodiversity Research
Centre and Killam Trust.

Supplemental Information
Supplemental information associated with this article can be found online at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tree.2017.11.002.

References
1. MacArthur, R. and Levins, R. (1967) The limiting similarity, convergence, and divergence of coexisting species. Am. Nat. 101,
377–385

7. Zuppinger-Dingley, D. et al. (2014) Selection for niche differentiation in plant communities increases biodiversity effects. Nature
515, 108–111

2. Mayﬁeld, M.M. and Levine, J.M. (2010) Opposing effects of
competitive exclusion on the phylogenetic structure of communities. Ecol. Lett. 13, 1085–1093

8. Schluter, D. (2000) The Ecology of Adaptive Radiation, Oxford
University Press

3. Grant, P.R. (1972) Convergent and divergent character displacement. Biol. J. Linn. Soc. Lond. 4, 39–68
4. Pfennig, D.W. and Pfennig, K.S. (2010) Character displacement
and the origins of diversity. Am. Nat. 176, S26–S44
5. Brown, W.L. and Wilson, E.O. (1956) Character displacement.
Syst. Zool. 5, 49–64
6. Turkington, R. (1989) The growth, distribution and neighbour
relationships of Trifolium repens in a permanent pasture. V.
The coevolution of competitors. J. Ecol. 77, 717–733

9. Dayan, T. and Simberloff, D. (2005) Ecological and communitywide character displacement: the next generation. Ecol. Lett. 8,
875–894
10. Stuart, Y.E. and Losos, J.B. (2013) Ecological character displacement: glass half full or half empty? Trends Ecol. Evol. 28,
402–408
11. Schluter, D. and McPhail, J.D. (1992) Ecological character displacement and speciation in sticklebacks. Am. Nat. 140, 85–108
12. Slatkin, M. (1980) Ecological character displacement. Ecology 61,
163–177

Trends in Ecology & Evolution, February 2018, Vol. 33, No. 2

83

13. Abrams, P.A. (1986) Character displacement and niche shift
analyzed using consumer-resource models of competition.
Theor. Popul. Biol. 29, 107–160

31. HilleRisLambers, J. et al. (2013) Rethinking community assembly
through the lens of coexistence theory. Annu. Rev. Ecol. Evol.
Syst. 43, 227–248

14. Goldberg, E.E. and Lande, R. (2006) Ecological and reproductive
character displacement on an environmental gradient. Evolution
60, 1344–1357

32. Jolliffe, P.A. (2000) The replacement series. J. Ecol. 88, 371–385

15. Lankau, R.A. (2011) Rapid evolutionary change and the coexistence of species. Annu. Rev. Ecol. Evol. Syst. 42, 335–354
16. Abrams, P.A. and Chen, X. (2002) The evolution of traits affecting
resource acquisition and predator vulnerability: character displacement under real and apparent competition. Am. Nat. 160,
692–704
17. Fox, J.W. and Vasseur, D.A. (2008) Character convergence under
competition for nutritionally essential resources. Am. Nat. 172,
667–680
18. Westneat, M.W. et al. (2005) Local phylogenetic divergence and
global evolutionary convergence of skull function in reef ﬁshes of
the family Labridae. Proc. Biol. Sci. 272, 993–1000
19. McGee, M.D. and Wainwright, P.C. (2013) Convergent evolution
as a generator of phenotypic diversity in threespine stickleback.
Evolution 67, 1204–1208

33. Mordecai, E.A. (2013) Consequences of pathogen spillover for
cheatgrass-invaded grasslands: coexistence, competitive exclusion, or priority effects. Am. Nat. 181, 737–747
34. Kraft, N.J.B. et al. (2015) Community assembly, coexistence and
the environmental ﬁltering metaphor. Funct. Ecol. 29, 592–599
35. Fitzpatrick, B.M. et al. (2008) What, if anything, is sympatric
speciation? J. Evol. Biol. 21, 1452–1459
36. Godoy, O. and Levine, J.M. (2014) Phenology effects on invasion
success: insights from coupling ﬁeld experiments to coexistence
theory. Ecology 95, 726–736
37. Germain, R.M. et al. (2016) Species coexistence: macroevolutionary relationships and the contingency of historical interactions. Proc. Biol. Sci. 283, 20160047
38. Pulliam, H.R. (2000) On the relationship between niche and
distribution. Ecol. Lett. 3, 349–361
39. Hylander, K. and Ehrlén, J. (2013) The mechanisms causing
extinction debts. Trends Ecol. Evol. 28, 341–346

20. Kooyers, N.J. et al. (2017) Competition drives trait evolution and
character displacement between Mimulus species along an environmental gradient. Evolution 71, 1205–1221

40. Fenchel, T. (1975) Character displacement and coexistence in
mud snails (Hydrobiidae). Oecologia 20, 19–32

21. Wainwright, P.C. (2007) Functional versus morphological diversity in macroevolution. Annu. Rev. Ecol. Evol. Syst. 38, 381–401

41. Pfennig, K.S. and Pfennig, D.W. (2009) Character displacement:
ecological and reproductive responses to a common evolutionary
problem. Q. Rev. Biol. 84, 253–276

22. Kraft, N.J.B. et al. (2015) Plant functional traits and the multidimensional nature of species coexistence. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci.
U. S. A. 112, 797–802
23. Meiri, S. et al. (2011) Community-wide character displacement in
the presence of clines: a test of Holarctic weasel guilds. J. Anim.
Ecol. 80, 824–834
24. Losos, J.B. (2011) Convergence, adaptation, and constraint.
Evolution 65, 1827–1840
25. Laughlin, D.C. and Messier, J. (2015) Fitness of multidimensional
phenotypes in dynamic adaptive landscapes. Trends Ecol. Evol.
30, 487–496
26. Pritchard, J.R. and Schluter, D. (2001) Declining interspeciﬁc
competition during character displacement: summoning the
ghost of competition past. Evol. Ecol. Res. 3, 209–220
27. Abrams, P.A. and Cortez, M.H. (2015) Is competition needed for
ecological character displacement? Does displacement decrease
competition? Evolution 69, 3039–3053
28. Chesson, P. (2000) Mechanisms and maintenance of species
diversity. Annu. Rev. Ecol. Evol. Syst. 31, 343–366
29. Siepielski, A. and McPeek, M.A. (2010) On the evidence for
species coexistence: a critique of the coexistence program.
Ecology 91, 3153–3164
30. Hausch, S.J. et al. (2017) Coevolution of competing Callosobruchus species does not stabilize coexistence. Ecol. Evol. 7, 6540–
6548

84

Trends in Ecology & Evolution, February 2018, Vol. 33, No. 2

42. Bassar, R.D. et al. (2016) The evolution of coexistence: reciprocal
adaptation promotes the assembly of a simple community. Evolution 71, 373–385
43. Linnen, C.R. et al. (2013) Adaptive evolution of multiple traits
through multiple mutations at a single gene. Science 130,
1312–1316
44. Ostevik, K.L. et al. (2016) Multiple reproductive barriers separate
recently diverged sunﬂower ecotypes. Evolution 70,
2322–2335
45. Losos, J.B. (1990) A phylogenetic analysis of character displacement in Caribbean Anolis lizards. Evolution 44, 558–569
46. Chase, J.M. and Leibold, M.A. (2003) Ecological Niches: Linking
Classical and Contemporary Approaches, University of Chicago
47. Adler, P.B. et al. (2007) A niche for neutrality. Ecol. Lett. 10, 95–
104
48. Adler, P.B. et al. (2010) Coexistence of perennial plants: an
embarrassment of niches. Ecol. Lett. 13, 1019–1029
49. Narwani, A. et al. (2013) Experimental evidence that evolutionary
relatedness does not affect the ecological mechanisms of coexistence in freshwater green algae. Ecol. Lett. 16, 1373–1381
50. Wilson, W.G. et al. (1999) Complementary foraging behaviors
allow coexistence of two consumers. Ecology 80, 2358–2372

