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Leadership Drift: When Decision-Making
Detaches From Reality

Part of the Reality Drift framework by A. Jacobs

Definition

Leadership drift is the gradual loss of alignment between leadership decisions and the real-world
conditions those decisions are meant to address.

Recognition Signs

e Leadership messaging remains consistent while outcomes decline
e Decisions are made with limited exposure to frontline reality

e Problems are acknowledged but not acted on effectively

e Feedback is filtered or reframed before reaching decision-makers
e Confidence in direction remains high despite weak results

Overview

Leadership drift occurs when leaders continue to operate with coherent strategies and narratives but
become increasingly disconnected from the realities of the organization or environment. Decision-
making remains structured and deliberate, yet it is based on incomplete, delayed, or distorted
information. Over time, leadership becomes internally aligned but externally misaligned.

Mechanism

Leadership drift emerges from structural dynamics within organizations:

o Information filtering: Data and feedback are shaped as they move upward, reducing
accuracy.

e Distance from execution: Leaders operate further from the environments where decisions
take effect.

e Narrative reinforcement: Leadership maintains a consistent story to preserve confidence
and stability.

¢ Incentive insulation: Consequences of decisions are delayed or absorbed by lower levels.

e Authority concentration: Decision-making becomes centralized, reducing corrective input.

As these forces compound, leadership remains decisive but less grounded.

Cross-Domain Examples
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Corporate Leadership: Executives rely on dashboards and reports that do not reflect day-to-day
operational issues.

Government Leadership: Policies are shaped by high-level models rather than direct conditions on
the ground.

Large Organizations: Strategic decisions are made without understanding implementation
constraints.

Startups at Scale: Founders lose visibility into the product or customer experience as the company
grows.

Al-Driven Decision Systems: Leaders rely on model outputs without fully understanding
underlying assumptions or limitations.

Implications

Leadership drift reduces an organization’s ability to respond effectively, even as leadership appears
confident and aligned.

Over time, this leads to:

e Misguided strategic decisions

e Loss of trust from employees and stakeholders
e Slow or ineffective response to real problems

o Increased risk of sudden failure under pressure

Reality Drift Context

Leadership drift is a direct expression of Reality Drift because it shows how decision-making can
remain confident, coherent, and formally strategic while losing contact with the conditions it is
supposed to address.

The leader still has a plan, the message still sounds stable, and the organization may still appear
aligned from the top, but the model of reality guiding decisions becomes increasingly filtered
through dashboards, reports, incentives, and internal narratives. As distance from execution grows
leaders can begin optimizing for consistency, confidence, or control rather than correction.

b

The result is leadership that still looks decisive while becoming less responsive to the real-world
feedback that should constrain it.

Related Drift Types

e Corporate Strategy Drift — plans diverge from real conditions
¢ Institutional Drift — organizational systems lose alignment
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e Narrative Drift — leadership explanations detach from reality
e Cognitive Drift — leaders rely on internal models over external signals
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from execution, narrative reinforcement, why leaders lose touch, leadership messaging vs ontcomes, internal alignment vs
external misalignment, dashboards and executive decision-making, strategic decisions without ground truth, corporate
leadership drift, government leadership failure, startup founder drift, Al-driven decision systems, cognitive drift,

narrative drift, institutional drift, Reality Drift leadership drift

Sources: Performativity Drift: When 1 isibility Becomes 1V alue, Narrative Drift: When Stories Harden Faster
Than Reality, Institutional Drift: How Meaning Fails Before Institutions Do

Core Framework and Sources

e Substack (Articles)

o GitHub (Full Library)
e DOI (Research Paper)
e 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 componnds.
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As feedback from reality degrades, symbols replace constraints, and drift compounds.

Part of the Reality Drift framework
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https://therealitydrift.substack.com/p/the-performativity-spiral-why-modern
https://therealitydrift.substack.com/p/narrative-drift-when-stories-harden
https://therealitydrift.substack.com/p/narrative-drift-when-stories-harden
https://therealitydrift.substack.com/p/institutional-drift-how-meaning-fails
https://therealitydrift.substack.com/
https://github.com/therealitydrift/reality-drift-library
https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.5958795
https://offbrandguy.com/reality-drift-glossary/

