
A. Jacobs | Reality Drift Framework  

The Drift Principle 

Part of the Reality Drift framework by A. Jacobs 

Canonical Definition 

The Drift Principle states that when systems rely on compressed representations and optimization 
accelerates faster than constraint, alignment with reality degrades over time even as functionality is 
preserved. 

Systems continue to operate, update, and produce outputs, but the relationship between 
representation and underlying reality weakens. Coherence remains visible while grounding erodes. 

Drift becomes a default trajectory of systems operating under these conditions. 

Note: Earlier versions of the Drift Principle described drift as the result of entropy outpacing compression. The 
current formulation generalizes this insight by focusing on the relationship between compression, optimization, and 
constraint across all complex systems. 

What Makes It Distinct 

The Drift Principle differs from traditional models of failure that focus on error, breakdown, or 
inefficiency. Most frameworks assume systems fail when they stop working. 

The Drift Principle describes a different pattern. Systems continue to function, outputs remain 
structured, and performance metrics may improve, but alignment with reality weakens over time. 
Failure is not required. Misalignment accumulates within continued operation. 

Drift emerges because optimization and representation become easier to improve than correction. 
The system becomes better at refining its internal models while becoming less responsive to the 
realities those models were meant to track. 

Under these conditions, drift becomes the expected outcome rather than an exception. 

Mechanism 

The Drift Principle emerges from the interaction of three core dynamics: 

• Compression: Complex reality is reduced into simplified representations that can be stored, 
transmitted, and optimized  

• Optimization: Systems refine internal representations and metrics for efficiency and 
performance  

• Constraint: Feedback from reality enforces correction and maintains alignment  
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Drift occurs when compression and optimization outpace constraint. As this imbalance grows, 
representations become easier to improve than to verify, internal models begin replacing direct 
reference, and feedback becomes less capable of correcting error. The system grows more internally 
coherent while becoming less grounded in reality. 
 
Recursive transformation makes drift harder to see. The representation can keep its form across 
repeated reuse while losing contact with what it originally referred to. 
 

How It Shows Up 

The Drift Principle produces consistent patterns across systems: 

• Metrics improve while outcomes degrade  
• Representations substitute for direct reference  
• Feedback is present but does not enforce correction  
• Systems optimize internal coherence over external alignment  
• Outputs remain structured despite weakening grounding  

Nothing appears broken. But alignment with reality becomes progressively less stable. 

Cross-Domain Effects 

The Drift Principle applies across all complex systems: 

AI / Technology: Models improve on benchmarks while drifting from real-world usefulness or 
intent. 

Institutions: Organizations optimize processes and metrics while losing responsiveness to actual 
conditions. 

Media / Culture: Narratives become coherent and repeatable while detaching from lived 
experience. 

Human Cognition: Thought becomes increasingly shaped by representations rather than direct 
interaction with reality. 

Theoretical Context 

The Drift Principle is the core dynamic underlying the Reality Drift framework. 

• Reality Drift describes the condition produced by this principle  
• Recursive Compression explains how representations are formed and reused  
• The Optimization Trap captures how internal metrics are over-refined  
• Constraint Collapse describes the loss of corrective force  
• Semantic Fidelity determines how meaning is preserved or degraded  
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Practical Implications 

Because the Drift Principle is structural, it cannot be eliminated. Any system that compresses reality 
and optimizes representations will experience drift. Without intervention, the system will rely more 
heavily on internal representations, validate less often against reality, and accumulate misalignment 
across repeated cycles. 

Mitigation requires strengthening constraint. This means maintaining feedback loops tied to real-
world consequences, limiting reliance on unvalidated representations, preserving friction that 
enforces correction, and ensuring the system can invalidate its own outputs. The goal is to prevent 
drift from becoming dominant. 

In One Sentence 

The Drift Principle states that when compression and optimization outpace constraint, systems 
remain functional while progressively losing alignment with reality. 

Core Framework and Sources 

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

 

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/

