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Reality Drift Briefing Note 03 

Governance Drift: When Oversight Systems 
Lose Alignment With Outcomes 

Part of the Reality Drift framework by A. Jacobs 

Definition 

Governance drift is the gradual loss of alignment between decision-making structures and the 
outcomes they are meant to ensure, resulting in oversight systems that function formally but fail in 
practice. 

Recognition Signs 

• Decisions follow correct procedures but produce poor outcomes  
• Accountability exists in structure but not in effect  
• Oversight focuses on compliance rather than results  
• Responsibility is diffused across committees or layers  
• Failures recur without clear ownership or correction  

Overview 

Governance drift occurs when the systems designed to guide, constrain, and evaluate decisions 
continue to operate but become disconnected from real-world impact. Boards, committees, policies, 
and controls remain in place and active, yet they no longer ensure effective outcomes. Over time, 
governance becomes a formal process rather than a functional safeguard. 

Mechanism 

Governance drift emerges from structural dynamics in oversight systems: 

• Compliance substitution: Adherence to rules replaces evaluation of actual outcomes.  
• Responsibility diffusion: Decision authority and accountability are spread across multiple 

actors.  
• Process formalization: Governance becomes structured around procedures rather than 

judgment.  
• Information abstraction: Oversight relies on summarized reports instead of direct signals.  
• Incentive misalignment: Those responsible for governance are not directly affected by 

outcomes.  

As these forces compound, governance systems remain active but lose effectiveness. 
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Cross-Domain Examples 

Corporate Governance: Boards approve strategies and reports that meet formal standards but fail 
to detect underlying issues. 

Government Oversight: Regulatory bodies enforce compliance while systemic problems persist. 

Financial Systems: Risk frameworks appear robust while vulnerabilities accumulate beneath 
reporting layers. 

Healthcare Administration: Policies and oversight structures exist, but they do not ensure 
improved patient outcomes. 

Technology and AI Governance: Ethical guidelines and review processes are established but have 
limited impact on real system behavior. 

Implications 

Governance drift creates systems that appear controlled and accountable but fail to correct or 
prevent problems. 

Over time, this leads to: 

• Repeated failures without meaningful change  
• Loss of trust in oversight structures  
• Increased systemic risk  
• A gap between formal accountability and real responsibility  

Reality Drift Context 

Governance drift is a clear institutional form of Reality Drift because it shows how oversight can 
remain formally intact while losing contact with the outcomes it is meant to protect.  

Boards still meet, committees still review, policies still exist, and compliance processes still run, but 
the system increasingly proves that governance occurred rather than proving that reality was 
constrained. As information moves upward through reports, dashboards, and approval layers, 
accountability becomes easier to document than to enforce.  

The result is a system that appears controlled from the inside while recurring failures show that 
oversight has become too abstracted from consequence. 

Related Drift Types 

• Bureaucratic Drift — process expansion reduces effectiveness  
• Institutional Drift — broader system misalignment  
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• Leadership Drift — decision-makers become disconnected  
• Metric Drift — oversight relies on misleading indicators  
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Sources: Performativity Drift: When Visibility Becomes Value, Narrative Drift: When Stories Harden Faster 

Than Reality, Institutional Drift: How Meaning Fails Before Institutions Do 

Core Framework and Sources 

 
• Substack (Articles)  
• GitHub (Full Library)  
• DOI (Research Paper)  
• Glossary & Definition  

 

Figure 1. The Reality Drift Cycle Behind Organizational Drift 

This cycle describes the shared mechanism behind mission drift, leadership drift, and governance drift. As reality is 

filtered, compressed, and represented through symbolic systems, the original constraints weaken and drift compounds. 
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