Why Metrics and Etticiency
Can Make Systems Worse?

How proxy optimization, metric gaming, and efficiency logic push systems
away from reality

A Visual Reference Guide to the Optimization Trap



Why Everything Feels Optimized but Worse

* Modern systems increasingly organize themselves around measurable

outputs: engagement, productivity, growth, retention, test scores, clicks,
and KPIs.

* The problem 1s not measurement itself. The problem is what happens
when the metric becomes easier to optimize than the reality it was
supposed to represent.

* At that point, the system can keep improving internally while becoming
less aligned externally. The dashboard looks better. The experience gets
worse. The signal updates, but the meaning thins.

Source: The Optimization Trap: When Efficiency Undermines Meaning



https://therealitydrift.substack.com/p/the-optimization-trap-why-late-stage

The Optimization Trap

* The Optimization Trap 1s the condition where measurable efficiency
becomes the dominant logic of a system.

* A platform may become better at increasing engagement, a workplace
may show higher productivity, a school may raise scores, or an Al system

may produce more fluent outputs, while trust, resilience, curiosity, and
contact with context gradually deteriorate.

* In each case, the system keeps functioning. It may even look more

successful. But its reference point has moved inward, from reality to the
metric.

Source: Optimization Trap: When Efficiency Erodes Meaning


https://dn721908.ca.archive.org/0/items/rdf-2025-v-5-optimization-trap-when-efficiency-erodes-meaning/optimization-trap-reality-drift-framework-2023-2026-a-jacobs.pdf

The Optimization Trap

Part of the Reality Drift framework
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Figure 1. The Optimization Trap Matrix: This graphic shows the Optimization Trap as a two-axis model. As
optimization increases, systems can either preserve meaning and become purposefully optimized, or lose meaning and
fall into the Optimization Trap. The lower-right quadrant illustrates the core failure: high optimization paired with low
meaning, where systems become efficient, measurable, and polished while drifting away from the real purpose they were
meant to serve. [Flickr| [Pinterest]

Source: Reality Drift - Core Visual Frameworks of System Drift and Alignment


https://www.flickr.com/photos/204143705@N04/55182962875/in/album-72177720332877459
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/1019783909386883668/
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.31946595
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.31946595
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.31946595

The Mechanism of Drift

* The pattern usually begins with a useful proxy.

* A measurable indicator is introduced to evaluate performance. Over
time, the system begins organizing itself around that indicator. The
indicator becomes easter to refine, manipulate, or improve than the
underlying outcome. The proxy gradually replaces the purpose. Feedback

remains present, but loses corrective force.

* Over time, the system refines its internal indicators faster than it is
corrected by real-world consequence. This 1s how optimization turns into

drift.

Source: The Optimization Trap: How Efficiency Undermines Meanin



https://zenodo.org/records/18863345?preview_file=optimization-trap-reality-drift-framework-2023-2026-a-jacobs.pdf

The Cost of Optimized Misalignment

* The Optimization Trap helps explain why modern systems can feel
polished, etficient, and broken at the same time.

* This 1s not ordinary failure. Ordinary failure announces itself. Reality
Drift often preserves the surface of function while the deeper
connection to purpose weakens.

* The result is high optimization with low meaning: systems that are
legible, scalable, and measurable, but increasingly detached from the
realities they were built to serve.

Source: The Optimization Trap Explained — Why Everything Feels Hollow



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hv7_r7OpmJI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hv7_r7OpmJI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hv7_r7OpmJI

Core Framework and Sources

* Substack (Articles)

* GitHub (Full Library)
* DOI (Research Paper)
* Glossary & Definition
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Part of the Reality Drift framework by A. Jacobs


https://therealitydrift.substack.com/
https://therealitydrift.substack.com/
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https://github.com/therealitydrift/reality-drift-library
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