Reality Drift - Mechanics and Taxonomy

A. Jacobs — Reality Drift Framework (2023-2026)

Canonical Definition of Reality Drift

Reality Drift describes the gradual separation between systems and the realities they are meant to
represent or support. It emerges when optimization pressures prioritize measurable outputs over
underlying goals, when scale and abstraction weaken direct feedback from real conditions, and when
information is repeatedly filtered through layers of mediation that compress context and reshape
meaning. As alignment weakens, systems can remain operational and internally coherent while losing
their capacity for reliable correction. This produces what can be understood as the paradox of
operational continuity without correction.

Drift = Operational Continuity — Reality Alignment

The Drift Mechanics & Architecture Framework

Reality Drift is not a single phenomenon but a systemic dynamic that operates across multiple
domains simultaneously. At its core, drift occurs whenever:

* optimization outpaces fidelity
* scale weakens feedback loops

* mediation compresses context

This produces a structural condition where systems remain operational while gradually decoupling
from underlying reality. The following sections formalize how this process unfolds.

The Drift Causation Chain

Reality Drift emerges through a consistent causal sequence that appears across technological,
institutional, and cultural systems. These mechanics describe how representational systems gradually
lose their capacity for self-correction while remaining operational.

The Core Drift Chain

Core Drift Mechanism:

Optimization Pressure + Weakening Constraints — Compression — Context Loss — Fidelity
Collapse — Drift

Optimization Pressure: Systems are increasingly optimized for measurable indicators such as
efficiency, engagement, compliance, or performance metrics rather than underlying goals.
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Compression: To enable optimization at scale, complex reality is simplified into abstract
representations such as metrics, models, or symbolic indicators.

Context Loss: As compression increases, contextual nuance is removed. The relationship
between indicators and real-world conditions weakens.

Fidelity Decay: Representations gradually diverge from what they were originally meant to
reflect. Systems continue operating using internally consistent logic even as their connection to real-
world conditions weakens.

Drift: The system remains functional while progressively losing alignment with reality. Divergence
becomes structural rather than visible.

Reality Drift does not arise from optimization alone, but from the imbalance between increasing
representational optimization and the weakening of the constraints that bind systems to reality. In
this sense, drift emerges when optimization outpaces constraint, allowing representations to evolve
faster than corrective forces can maintain alignment with underlying conditions.

The Drift Lifecycle Model

Reality Drift typically unfolds through predictable stages over time.

Phase 1 — Alignment Phase

Systems operate with strong grounding in real-world conditions. Feedback loops remain direct and
reliable. Indicators closely reflect underlying reality.

Phase 2 — Optimization Phase

Performance improvements become prioritized. Systems increasingly rely on measurable indicators
to guide decision-making. Efficiency gains are achieved without immediate loss of alignment.

Phase 3 — Decoupling Phase

Indicators begin to diverge from underlying conditions. Feedback loops weaken due to scale,
abstraction, or mediation. This stage is rarely recognized because system outputs remain stable.

Phase 4 — Synthetic Realness Phase

Systems achieve internal coherence despite declining external alignment. Performance indicators
remain strong, but real-world outcomes degrade or become distorted.
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This stage often produces:
e institutional fragility

* erosion of meaning
* declining trust

Phase 5 — Constraint Collapse or Correction Phase

Two outcomes become possible:
Collapse: Divergence becomes too great, producing visible system failure.

Correction: Realignment mechanisms restore feedback loops and fidelity.

The Correction Layer

Reality Drift is not purely degenerative. It can be mitigated through corrective processes that restore
alignment between systems and reality. This distinguishes the Reality Drift framework as a systems
theory of correction rather than merely a diagnostic model.

Core Correction Mechanisms

Semantic Fidelity: Preserving context, nuance, and meaning across communication and
representation systems. Opposes compression-driven drift.

Recursive Correction Loops: Reintroducing real-wotld feedback at multiple system layets.
Prevents internal logic from diverging unchecked.

Reality Anchoring Mechanisms: Structures that maintain direct contact with undetlying
conditions, such as:

¢ ground-truth measurement
* lived experience feedback

* decentralized verification

These mechanisms counteract abstraction-driven drift.

Drift Taxonomy by Domain

The following taxonomy categorizes how Reality Drift manifests across different domains of
systems, cognition, and social life. These domains represent the primary layers through which Reality
Drift manifests across modern systems and lived experience.
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Meaning & Language Drift
These describe drift in symbols, communication, and shared understanding.

Semantic Drift — Meaning weakens as language is paraphrased, optimized, or detached from
original context.

Memetic Drift — Ideas distort as they spread through high-compression environments.
Narrative Drift — Stories gradually detach from underlying events or reality.

Conversational Drift — Communication shifts toward fluency, performance, or engagement over
substance.

Epistemic Drift — Shared standards of knowledge, truth, and evidence diverge.
Concept Drift — Categories and assumptions quietly shift beneath stable terminology.

Data Drift — Changes in underlying data distributions alter system behavior or interpretation.

Cognitive & Psychological Drift

These describe drift within individual perception, cognition, and experience.

Cognitive Drift — Internal coherence weakens under accelerated and mediated environments.
Attention Drift — Focus fragments across competing stimuli and signals.

Emotional Drift — Feelings become increasingly mediated, performed, or monetized.
Identity Drift — Personal continuity softens under shifting social and digital contexts.

Habit Drift — Behavioral patterns gradually decouple from intended goals.

Capacity Drift — Functional ability declines despite stable outward performance.

Social & Cultural Drift

These describe shifts in norms, identity, and shared social meaning.
Cultural Drift — Shared cultural anchors fragment under rapid change and mediation.
Generational Drift — Value systems diverge across cohorts due to differing environments.

Normative Drift — Standards of acceptable behavior shift gradually over time.
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Authenticity Drift — Expression moves from sincerity toward optimized self-presentation.
Performativity Drift — Identity increasingly becomes shaped by audience and visibility.
Relationship Drift — Social bonds weaken or become mediated through systems and platforms.

Spiritual Drift — Existential grounding erodes within highly mediated environments.

Institutional & Structural Drift

These describe drift within formal systems and governance structures.

Institutional Drift — Organizations maintain form while losing functional alignment with purpose.
Policy Drift — Laws remain stable while real-world implementation shifts.

Legal Drift — Interpretation gradually diverges from original intent.

Political Drift — Governance priorities shift away from public outcomes.

Vendor Drift — External dependencies reshape institutional behavior and incentives.

Operational Drift — Processes gradually diverge from intended outcomes.

Alignment Drift — System goals diverge from stakeholder needs or real-world conditions.

Economic & Incentive Drift

These describe drift driven by market and reward systems.

Incentive Drift — Reward structures gradually misalign with intended goals.
Financial Drift — Markets prioritize extraction over value creation.

Market Drift — Competitive dynamics shift away from real demand or utility.
Career Drift — Professional roles detach from meaningful contribution.

Measurement Drift — Metrics diverge from what they were originally designed to represent.

Technological & AI Drift

These describe drift in technological and computational systems.

AI Drift — Al outputs diverge from human intent, context, or real-world alignment.
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Model Drift — System performance degrades as environments or data distributions change.
Diagnostic Drift — Automated or standardized assessments misalign with real conditions.
Design Drift — Systems evolve away from original user needs and purposes.

Forecast Drift — Predictive systems gradually lose real-world accuracy.

Temporal & Experiential Drift

These describe distortions in lived experience and perception of reality.
Temporal Drift — Shared perception of time becomes fragmented or unstable.
Healthcare Drift — Care systems prioritize process, reporting, or compliance over outcomes.

Medical Drift — Treatment frameworks diverge from patient reality or lived experience.

Scientific & Natural Drift

These describe drift in natural or biological systems.

Genetic Drift — Random variation alters biological populations over time.

Purpose and Attribution

This document formalizes Reality Drift as a systemic dynamic that operates across technological,
institutional, cultural, and cognitive domains. Its purpose is to provide a unified vocabulary, map the
underlying mechanics of drift, identify early warning signals of misalighment, and support corrective
realighment before divergence becomes structural.

Reality Drift is a structural feature of complex, optimized systems. It emerges wherever efficiency
pressures, abstraction, and recursive mediation gradually weaken the connection between systems
and the realities they are intended to represent or support. The framework does not seek to
eliminate drift, but to make it visible early enough to enable correction before misalignment
becomes embedded.

The Reality Drift framework was developed by A. Jacobs between 2023 and 2026 as part of an
ongoing body of research examining how modern technological, institutional, and cultural systems
reshape perception, meaning, and shared reality. Making drift visible is the first step toward restoring
alignment. Drift cannot be eliminated, but it can be made visible — and visibility is the first
condition for realignment.
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