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Overview

Most Al governance checklists focus on policies, approvals, documentation, security controls, and
compliance procedures. Those things matter, but they do not fully address the more subtle failure
mode. Al systems can remain operational, coherent, and formally approved while gradually losing
alignment with the reality they are supposed to support.

This checklist is designed to help organizations evaluate whether they are ready to govern Al
systems after deployment, when the most important risks often emerge slowly. Al failure does not
always appear as a dramatic error or visible breakdown. More often, it shows up as a weakening of
purpose, context, judgment, feedback, and real-world correction.

The goal of Al governance should be to maintain alighment over time.

This document is intended for organizations using Al in operational, analytical, customer-facing, or
decision-support contexts. It can support readiness reviews, governance planning, vendor
evaluation, policy development, and post-deployment risk assessment.

The Central Governance Question

An Al system can appear to work while drifting. It can produce fluent outputs, satisfy a workflow,
pass a dashboard check, and still become less useful, less grounded, or less faithful to the situation it
is meant to serve.

This is why governance cannot stop at launch approval. Al systems need ongoing evaluation
because the environment, users, workflows, prompts, data sources, model behavior, and
organizational incentives all change over time.

The central governance question is simple:

Is the organization capable of detecting and correcting Al drift before it becomes embedded
in decisions, policies, workflows, or institutional behavior?

That question makes this different from a standard model drift checklist. Technical drift reviews can
evaluate changes in data, performance, behavior, semantic alignment, and system outcomes. This
document focuses on whether the organization has the governance capacity to respond when drift
appears.
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Core Definitions

AI Governance Readiness is the degree to which an organization has the policies, roles,
monitoring systems, review practices, and correction mechanisms needed to manage Al systems
responsibly over time.

Reality Drift occurs when a system continues functioning while gradually losing alignment with the
real-world conditions it is supposed to reflect.

Semantic Fidelity refers to whether meaning, intent, context, and purpose are preserved as
information moves through models, workflows, summaries, dashboards, and decisions.

Constraint Collapse occurs when feedback still exists but no longer forces correction. The
organization may collect complaints, errors, metrics, and review notes, but those signals do not
meaningfully change system behavior.

Synthetic Realness describes outputs that feel polished, coherent, or convincing without being
adequately grounded in reality.

Al Governance Readiness Areas

1. Purpose Readiness

An organization cannot govern an Al system well if it cannot clearly state what the system is for.
Many Al failures begin before deployment because the tool is adopted around possibility rather than
purpose.

A purpose-ready organization can explain the system’s intended users, decision context, workflow
boundaries, human judgment requirements, and real-world outcome.

Purpose readiness is weak when the organization describes the system in vague terms like
“improving productivity,” “enhancing decision-making,” or “streamlining operations” without
specifying the task, judgment, or outcome being supported. A system with an unclear purpose is
vulnerable to drift because there is no stable reference point for determining whether it is still
aligned.

2. Policy Readiness

Al governance depends on more than general principles. Organizations need clear rules for where
Al can be used, where it should not be used, and when human review is required.

A policy-ready organization has documented acceptable use cases, restricted use cases, escalation
y y 5 )
procedures, disclosure requirements, review rules, and ownership responsibilities.
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Policy readiness is weak when Al use spreads informally across teams without clear boundaries. In
that environment, governance becomes reactive. The organization only discovers risks after Al has
already become embedded in daily workflows.

3. Monitoring Readiness

Al systems require post-deployment monitoring because the conditions around them change. Users
change how they interact with the system. Data sources change. Models update. Workflows adapt
around outputs. Small shifts can accumulate without producing an obvious failure.

A monitoring-ready organization reviews outputs over time. It maintains test prompts, sample tasks,
benchmark cases, user feedback channels, manual edge-case review, and qualitative evaluation. It
watches for outputs becoming more generic, more overconfident, less useful, or less connected to
the actual work being done.

Monitoring readiness is weak when the organization assumes that stable usage, low complaint
volume, or smooth operation means the system is aligned. Many Al problems first appear as
increasing correction burden, declining usefulness, subtle misinterpretation, or growing user distrust.

4. Semantic Fidelity Readiness

Al systems constantly transform information. They summarize, retrieve, classify, rewrite,
recommend, and explain. Fach transformation can preserve meaning, but it can also compress
context, remove caveats, or make uncertainty look more certain than it is.

A semantically ready organization does not judge outputs by fluency alone. It checks whether
summaries still reflect the original context, whether important nuance survives the handoff, and
whether the output still matches the user’s actual goal.

Semantic fidelity readiness is weak when polished language is treated as proof of quality. A response
can be clear and confident while still missing the point.

5. Constraint Readiness

Governance requires correction. It is not enough to collect feedback or document concerns. The
organization needs mechanisms that allow real-world outcomes to change how the system is used.

A constraint-ready organization gives users a clear way to report problems, assigns accountable
owners, and gives governance teams real authority. Serious failures can trigger pauses, restrictions,
rollbacks, or removal. Frontline feedback reaches decision-makers, and real-world outcomes can
override internal metrics.

Constraint readiness is weak when feedback is collected but nothing changes. This is the beginning

of constraint collapse. The system may still receive complaints, errors, and warnings, but they no
longer force correction.
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6. Vendor and Procurement Readiness

Many organizations adopt Al systems they did not build. This creates a governance problem. The
organization may be accountable for outputs without fully understanding how the system is
monitored, updated, evaluated, or constrained.

A vendor-ready organization evaluates systems beyond demos, claims, and interface polish. It asks
vendors how drift is detected, how systems are monitored after deployment, how model updates are
communicated, how errors are escalated, and whether evaluation results actually apply to the
organization’s use case.

Vendor readiness is weak when procurement decisions are based on polished demos, broad
b
performance claims, or generic compliance language.

7. Workflow Readiness

Al systems operate within existing workflows, incentives, habits, and institutional routines. Once
deployed, people adapt around the system. They may trust it too much, route decisions through it,
copy its language, or redesign their work around its outputs.

A workflow-ready organization maps where Al outputs enter the process, who uses them
downstream, which decisions they influence, where human review belongs, and whether outputs
need to be labeled or traceable. It also watches for dependency, where a tool that began as assistance

gradually becomes infrastructure.

Workflow readiness is weak when Al is added to a process without examining how it changes
behavior. Once people start adapting to the system’s logic, drift becomes harder to notice.

8. Observability Readiness

Al observability is the ability to see how the system behaves, how outputs are used, where failures
occur, and whether the system remains connected to its intended purpose.

An observable organization can inspect inputs, outputs, interactions, examples, recurring failure
patterns, and downstream effects. It can trace how Al outputs influence decisions.

Observability readiness is weak when the organization can see that the system is being used but
cannot tell whether it is helping. Smooth operation is not evidence that the system is preserving
meaning, judgment, or contact with reality.

9. Post-Deployment Governance Readiness

Al governance has to continue after launch. The system, environment, users, and organizational
incentives will keep changing. A one-time review cannot manage an evolving system.

A. Jacobs | Reality Drift Framework



A post-deployment-ready organization has scheduled review intervals, assigned ownership,
reassessment triggers, incident review, repeated drift audits, and a process for retiring or replacing
systems. Model updates, vendor changes, new use cases, and shifts in user behavior all trigger
renewed governance attention.

Post-deployment readiness is weak when approval is treated as the end of governance. The harder
task is maintaining alignment as the system becomes embedded in everyday work.

Al Governance Readiness Scorecard
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How This Complements Existing Al Risk Frameworks

This checklist is not a replacement for Al safety, compliance, privacy, security, or risk management
frameworks. This document addresses a specific failure mode they often under-specify. Systems that
remain operational and coherent while gradually losing alighment with user intent, organizational
purpose, and real-world constraints.

Traditional governance asks whether a system is approved, documented, and controlled. This
checklist asks whether the organization can tell when the system is still meaningful.
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That distinction matters because Al systems increasingly operate through layers of abstraction.
Outputs are summarized, ranked, reused, embedded into workflows, and interpreted by people who
may not see the original context. Each layer creates an opportunity for drift.

Common Failure Pattern

A typical governance failure begins with efficiency. An organization adopts an Al tool because it
appears to save time, reduce friction, or improve output quality. Early testing looks strong,
documentation is completed, policies are written, and teams begin integrating the system into
everyday workflows.

Over time, users rely on it more heavily. Outputs remain polished, but they become less context-
specific. Review becomes lighter because the system usually seems right. Feedback is collected, but
recurring issues are treated as isolated mistakes. The system continues operating because it saves
time.

Eventually, the organization realizes that the tool has changed the workflow, shaped judgment, and
introduced a new layer of abstraction between people and the reality they were trying to understand.
The failure was not that the system stopped working. It was that governance kept treating continued
operation as evidence of alignhment..

Practical Use Cases

This checklist is especially useful for organizations adopting generative Al, Al agents, retrieval
systems, internal copilots, customer-facing chatbots, or automated decision-support tools.

It can support Al readiness reviews, governance planning, vendor evaluation, internal risk
assessment, post-deployment monitoring, and human oversight design.

Summary

Al governance becomes a question of whether an organization can maintain alignhment as Al
systems become embedded in real workflows.

A system can remain coherent while drifting. It can remain useful in appearance while losing contact
with purpose. It can continue producing outputs while weakening the connection between language,
judgment, and real-world consequence.

Effective Al governance requires ongoing monitoring, semantic fidelity review, feedback authority,
organizational ownership, and the ability to correct course when the system begins optimizing for
the wrong thing.
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