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ABSTRACT

Chronic disease self-management interventions are broadly effective in randomised controlled
trials and substantially attenuated in the real world; the dominant account attributes this gap to
poor adherence. This study argues that the attribution conceals a structurally distinct class of
failure: the patient does perform the recommended behaviour, and the outcome still does not
improve — adherent yet ineffective. The root of the phenomenon lies in an unbooked difference

between trial and life: in trials the target behaviour is provisioned by the research apparatus




(scheduling, facilities, equipment, prompting, follow-up) and the participant need only execute it;
in life the same behaviour must be extracted from the patient's own finite time, energy, attention
and volition — and the account it is extracted from appears on no trial's measurement list. Two
concepts are proposed: displacement cost, the resources a behaviour change must withdraw from
other parts of a living system and the consequences thereof; and compensatory restoration, the
process by which that system returns the target quantity to its prior position through other
channels, yielding a net effect at or below zero while adherence measures still record compliance.
It is argued that compensatory restoration runs along at least three pathways — resource
displacement, physiological adaptation, and moral licensing — differing in mechanism and
timescale, yet all invisible under an adherence framework, because that framework measures
whether a behaviour occurred and never where the resources for it came from. Five falsifiable
predictions are advanced with an EMA and N-of-1 crossover design, and the framework's reach is
tested against metabolic adaptation in weight-loss research, compensatory eating after exercise,
and risk compensation. A design constraint for self-management tools follows: a tool that never

asks what a recommended behaviour will be taken out of is writing cheques that nobody books.
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