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Canonical Definition

Temporal Drift is a structural condition in which the alighment between systems and real-world time
degrades, causing representations, decisions, and experiences to operate on timelines that no longer
match current conditions.

As this condition develops, systems remain responsive and functional, but their timing no longer
matches the realities they are meant to track. Feedback arrives too late, updates occur too quickly, or
coordination breaks across timelines. The system continues to operate, but loses temporal
grounding.

What Makes It Distinct

Temporal Drift differs from ordinary delay or inefficiency. The issue is not simply speed, but the
loss of temporal coherence.

Most systems assume that feedback arrives in time to guide correction and that different parts of the
system are operating within a shared frame. Temporal Drift begins when those assumptions break
down. Updates continue, decisions move forward, and the system may remain active, but its internal
timing no longer matches the reality it is meant to track.

The result is persistent misalighment across time.

Mechanism

Temporal Drift emerges from the interaction of scale, mediation, and optimization:

e Acceleration of representation: Systems update models faster than underlying reality
changes

¢ Delay of consequence: Feedback arrives after decisions have propagated

e Desynchronization across layers: Different components operate on different update
cycles

o Compression of time into indicators: Real-world processes are reduced into periodic
metrics or snapshots

As systems scale, decisions often move faster than consequences can return. The system keeps

updating itself from metrics and reports, while the real effects unfold more slowly elsewhere. Over
time, the gap between system time and consequence time widens.

How It Shows Up

A. Jacobs | Reality Drift Framework



Temporal Drift produces recognizable patterns:
¢ Decisions are made using outdated or lagging data
e Rapid updates create instability without improving outcomes
e Systems overfit to short-term signals while missing long-term shifts
¢ Coordination breaks as actors operate on different timelines
At the experiential level, Temporal Drift is often felt before it is recognized. Time feels compressed,

attention shifts more rapidly, and urgency accumulates. Events continue unfolding, but the
relationship between action, consequence, and timing becomes harder to track.

Cross-Domain Effects

Temporal Drift emerges across domains.

AI / Technology: Models update rapidly while training data, evaluation, and real-world feedback
lag behind. Outputs remain coherent but reflect misaligned temporal context.

Institutions / Organizations: Reporting cycles, decision timelines, and real-world outcomes
operate on different cadences, producing delayed or ineffective correction.

Markets / Economics: Short-term optimization dominates while long-term consequences
accumulate outside decision horizons.

Culture / Media: Content cycles accelerate, compressing attention and collapsing distinctions
between events, trends, and narratives.

Human Cognition: Individuals experience fragmentation of attention and difficulty maintaining
temporal orientation under high-frequency input environments.

Theoretical Context

Temporal Drift extends the Reality Drift framework into the dimension of time.
¢ Reality Drift describes loss of alignment with reality
¢ Recursive Compression explains how representations propagate and scale
¢ Constraint Collapse describes loss of corrective force
Temporal Drift identifies how these dynamics become unstable across time. Compression

accelerates updates, constraint delays correction, and recursion amplifies misaligned signals. The
system remains functional, but gradually falls out of sync with reality.

Practical Implications
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Temporal Drift cannot be eliminated, but it can be constrained. Without intervention, systems begin
optimizing for immediacy over accuracy, feedback becomes less useful, and coordination across time
weakens.

Mitigation focuses on restoring temporal alignment. This means shortening feedback loops where
possible, slowing decisions when consequences need time to appear, and matching measurement
cycles to the real processes being measured. The goal is restoring synchronization.

In One Sentence

Temporal Drift is the structural misalignment between system time and real-world time, causing
systems to remain active and responsive while operating out of sync with the conditions they are
meant to track.

Core Framework and Sources

e Substack (Articles)

e GitHub (Full Library)
e DOI (Research Paper)
e Glossary & Definition
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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/

