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The Basic Pattern 

AI workflows begin as tools for reducing repeated effort. 

A person writes a prompt. 

Saves useful instructions. 

Builds a template. 

Connects tools. 

Creates an agent. 

At first, the workflow reflects the person’s judgment. 

Over time, the workflow begins shaping how the person approaches the task. 

The core sequence is: 

intention → prompt → reusable workflow → delegated judgment → workflow drift 

A Prompt Is More Than an Instruction 

A prompt does not simply tell an AI system what to do. 

It represents the user’s understanding of the task. 

It encodes what matters. 

What should be ignored. 

What a good answer looks like. 
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Which steps should occur. 

Which constraints should remain in place. 

A reusable prompt is therefore a compressed representation of judgment. 

It preserves part of how the user thinks. 

Once saved, it can reproduce that pattern again and again. 

From Assistance to Cognitive Infrastructure 

A simple workflow helps execute a task. 

A mature workflow determines how the task is framed. 

It decides which information is retrieved. 

Which questions are asked. 

Which categories are used. 

Which outputs are generated. 

Which results are considered complete. 

The workflow becomes more than a tool inside the process. 

It becomes part of the process’s cognitive structure. 

The person increasingly thinks through the workflow rather than merely using it. 

Externalized Judgment 

People often describe AI workflows as externalized labor. 

But the deeper shift is the externalization of judgment. 

A prompt may encode how to evaluate evidence. 

A template may encode how to structure an argument. 

An agent may encode when to search, compare, summarize, or act. 

A system instruction may encode tone, priorities, exclusions, and standards. 
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These structures allow judgment to scale. 

They also make judgment less visible. 

The output appears. 

The reasoning that shaped the output may remain buried inside the workflow. 

Co-Cognition 

Co-Cognition occurs when thinking is distributed across a person and an external system. 

The person contributes intention, context, correction, and lived judgment. 

The system contributes retrieval, variation, organization, and execution. 

The result is produced by neither part alone. 

An AI workflow is one of the clearest forms of Co-Cognition because the cognitive relationship 
persists across repeated tasks. 

The workflow remembers how the task is usually approached. 

The user begins relying on that remembered structure. 

The combined system becomes more capable than either component operating independently. 

When the Workflow Starts Shaping the User 

The relationship is not one-directional. 

The user designs the workflow. 

The workflow then changes the user’s behavior. 

A saved template determines which questions get asked first. 

A custom assistant encourages a particular style of reasoning. 

An agent sequence makes some actions feel natural and others unnecessary. 

The workflow reduces the possibility space before the user begins. 

Over time, the user may internalize the workflow’s structure. 

They stop asking how the task should be approached. 
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They begin from the approach already encoded in the system. 

Workflow Drift 

Workflow Drift occurs when a reusable AI process remains effective while gradually moving away 
from the judgment that originally justified it. 

The workflow still runs. 

The output remains polished. 

The task is completed. 

The user may even become more productive. 

But the relationship between the automated process and the real conditions of the task becomes less 
direct. 

The workflow preserves an earlier representation of good judgment. 

The environment changes. 

The representation persists. 

Why Useful Workflows Drift 

A workflow is usually created under specific conditions. 

The user understands the task. 

The examples are familiar. 

The constraints are visible. 

The prompt reflects current priorities. 

Once the workflow becomes reusable, those conditions begin disappearing from view. 

New situations are processed through old assumptions. 

Exceptions are forced through standard steps. 

Outputs inherit rules that no one is actively reconsidering. 

What began as captured expertise becomes procedural memory. 
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The workflow keeps reproducing the past structure of judgment. 

Representational Hardening 

A prompt begins as a temporary expression. 

A workflow turns it into infrastructure. 

This is Representational Hardening. 

A flexible judgment becomes a saved instruction. 

The instruction becomes a template. 

The template becomes an automation. 

The automation becomes the default way the task is performed. 

Each step makes the representation more stable. 

It also makes revision less likely. 

The process becomes easier to repeat and harder to question. 

Why Better Outputs Can Hide the Drift 

Workflow Drift is difficult to notice because the visible indicators often improve. 

The outputs become more consistent. 

The process becomes faster. 

Fewer steps require manual effort. 

The language becomes more polished. 

The user can handle greater volume. 

These are real gains. 

They do not prove that the workflow remains aligned. 

A process can become increasingly efficient at reproducing a weakened representation of the task. 

Fluency can improve while judgment becomes less responsive. 



A. Jacobs | Reality Drift Framework 

AI Agents and Distance From the Task 

Agents increase the distance between intention and outcome. 

The user specifies a goal. 

The system creates a plan. 

Retrieves information. 

Uses tools. 

Produces intermediate outputs. 

Revises its work. 

Completes the task. 

This creates leverage. 

It also creates layers of representation between the user and the result. 

The user may evaluate the final output without seeing which assumptions shaped the process. 

The more autonomous the workflow becomes, the more important it is to preserve correction from 
the underlying reality. 

The Supervision Trap 

As workflows improve, the user often moves from doing the work to supervising it. 

Supervision sounds like continued control. 

But supervision can become shallow. 

The user reviews polished output. 

Checks for obvious errors. 

Approves the result. 

They may no longer possess enough direct contact with the task to identify deeper misalignment. 

The system becomes easier to supervise at the same time that meaningful supervision becomes 
harder. 
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The person remains in the loop. 

The loop may no longer provide strong correction. 

Semantic Fidelity in AI Workflows 

The central question is not whether the workflow follows its instructions. 

It is whether the instructions still preserve the meaning of the original goal. 

Semantic Fidelity describes the degree to which a workflow maintains the important distinctions, 
priorities, and constraints embedded in the task. 

A workflow can follow the prompt perfectly while losing the purpose behind it. 

It can produce the requested format while weakening the underlying judgment. 

It can remain instructionally faithful while becoming semantically unfaithful. 

A Recognition Test 

Ask: 

Does this workflow still reflect how I would approach the task today? 

Can I explain why each major step exists? 

Do I inspect the reasoning, or only the final output? 

Does the workflow adapt when the underlying conditions change? 

Am I using the process because it remains appropriate, or because it has become the default? 

Could I perform the task without the workflow well enough to evaluate what it produces? 

These questions test whether the workflow still extends judgment or has begun replacing it. 

AI Workflows and Reality Drift 

Within the Reality Drift framework, an AI workflow is a representational system. 

It turns intention into prompts, instructions, templates, agents, and automated steps. 

These representations allow cognition to scale. 
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They also create distance between judgment and action. 

Reality Drift begins when the workflow remains productive and coherent while becoming less 
answerable to the conditions it was created to serve. 

The process still works. 

The outputs still arrive. 

The original judgment becomes harder to recover. 

The Core Principle 

An AI workflow begins as a representation of how a person thinks a task should be done. 

As it becomes reusable, that representation gains influence. 

It stops merely executing judgment. 

It begins organizing judgment in advance. 

An AI workflow starts thinking for you when its stored representation of the task becomes 
the default structure through which you understand the task. 

Workflow Drift begins when the process remains effective but the judgment encoded inside 
it is no longer being actively renewed. 

Co-Cognition works best when the workflow extends human judgment without becoming 
invisible to it. 
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