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How the Mission Survives After the Purpose 
Is Gone 

Mission Drift, Goal Displacement, and Reality Drift 

Reality Drift Framework — Taxonomy Note #4 

A. Jacobs 

The Basic Pattern 

Organizations begin with a purpose. 

That purpose is translated into goals. 

Goals become metrics. 

Metrics become targets. 

Targets begin shaping behavior more strongly than the mission itself. 

The core sequence is: 

mission → proxy → target → incentive → substitute purpose 

What Is Mission Drift? 

Mission Drift occurs when an organization continues using the language of its original purpose 
while gradually operating around a different objective. 

The mission remains visible. 

It appears in strategy documents, websites, speeches, and values statements. 

But daily decisions increasingly follow what can be measured, funded, rewarded, defended, or scaled. 

The purpose survives symbolically. 

The operating system changes underneath it. 

How Purpose Gets Replaced 

A mission is often too broad to manage directly. 
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The organization therefore creates proxies. 

Learning becomes test scores. 

Care becomes throughput. 

Public service becomes case completion. 

Quality becomes customer satisfaction. 

These proxies are useful at first. 

Once tied to incentives, they begin attracting attention, resources, and authority. 

The proxy stops representing the mission. 

It starts replacing it. 

The Substitution 

Mission 

The organization begins with a real-world purpose. 

Proxy 

The purpose is translated into something measurable. 

Target 

The proxy becomes a formal objective. 

Incentive 

People are rewarded for improving the target. 

Substitute Purpose 

The organization reorganizes itself around the metric while continuing to speak in the language of 
the mission. 

Why the Original Mission Remains 

The mission does not disappear because it still provides legitimacy. 



A. Jacobs | Reality Drift Framework 

It explains why the organization deserves trust, funding, authority, and loyalty. 

The substitute objective is often less inspiring. 

Revenue, compliance, growth, utilization, and organizational survival rarely sound like public 
purposes. 

So the old mission remains as narrative cover for a new operating logic. 

Mission Drift and Reality Drift 

Within the Reality Drift framework, Mission Drift begins when the organization becomes more 
answerable to the proxy than to the purpose the proxy was created to represent. 

The metric outranks the outcome. 

The incentive outranks the mission. 

The organization can become more successful by its own measures while becoming less faithful to 
why it exists. 

Mission Drift occurs when the original purpose remains in the language but disappears 
from the structure of decision-making. 

The Core Principle 

Mission Drift is not always betrayal. 

It is often substitution. 

A measurable objective gradually takes the place of a meaningful one. 

The organization still knows what to say. 

It no longer organizes itself around what those words originally meant. 

The mission survives because the purpose has become useful as a story, even after it has 
stopped functioning as a constraint. 
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