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Institutional Drift 

When Institutional Representations Remain Authoritative 
After Losing Corrective Contact 

A. Jacobs | Reality Drift Framework  

Framework Context 

Reality Drift describes the progressive loss of corrective contact between a system’s representations 
and the real-world conditions they are meant to track, explain, or affect, even while the system 
remains functional and internally coherent. Institutional Drift is the broad organizational expression 
of that pattern. 

Canonical Definition 

Institutional Drift is the progressive movement of an institution away from its stated purpose or 
real-world function while its procedures, outputs, and internal legitimacy continue. It occurs when 
the metrics, categories, policies, records, and narratives through which an institution operates 
become less answerable to the conditions the institution exists to address. The institution may 
remain active, coherent, and locally successful even as its capacity for reality-based correction 
weakens. 

What Is Drifting 

Referent 
The external conditions, public needs, outcomes, or purposes the institution exists to address. 

Operational representation 
Metrics, classifications, policy models, reports, procedures, and internal narratives that make those 
conditions governable at scale. 

Selection pressure 
Success is rewarded when it is legible within institutional measures, approval systems, and reporting 
structures. 

Weak correction 
Frontline experience, contradictory outcomes, and external costs are delayed, filtered, reframed, or 
denied enough authority to revise the system. 

Representational Mechanism 
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Representational compression: Complex conditions are reduced to categories and indicators that 
can be counted, compared, and administered. 

Proxy optimization: The institution improves what its representations can register, even when 
represented performance separates from real-world performance. 

Recursive Compression: Prior reports, classifications, and policy assumptions become inputs to 
later decisions without renewed contact with source conditions. 

Feedback weakening: External evidence circulates but rarely changes categories, incentives, 
authority, or action. 

Constraint Collapse: Consequences and correction remain formally present but lose enough 
binding force that misalignment becomes compatible with continued operation. 

Recognition Signs 

• Metrics improve while the conditions they stand for stagnate or deteriorate. 

• Frontline knowledge is translated upward until its original meaning is no longer recoverable. 

• Internal reports repeatedly validate the institution using categories created by the institution 
itself. 

• Procedural completion is accepted as evidence of real-world resolution. 

• Contradictory outcomes produce new reporting requirements rather than revision of the 
governing representation. 

• The institution can demonstrate activity and compliance more easily than contact with its 
purpose. 

How Correction Weakens 

Institutional Drift becomes self-reinforcing when an institution acts through a representation, alters 
the environment, and then measures that altered environment through the same representational 
structure. The resulting evidence may be treated as independent confirmation even though the 
institution helped produce the conditions being observed. 

Over time, internal legitimacy can become a Coherence Machine: outputs remain orderly and 
mutually reinforcing while the evidentiary path back to the underlying condition becomes 
increasingly difficult to reconstruct. 

Cross-Domain Examples 

Healthcare 
Administrative efficiency and coding performance improve while access, continuity, or patient 
outcomes weaken outside the measured field. 
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Education 
Scores, completion rates, and enrollment targets become more actionable than durable 
understanding or capability. 

Government 
Policy activity expands while the categories used to define the problem remain insulated from 
changing conditions. 

Corporate systems 
Performance indicators and strategic narratives remain positive while product quality, customer 
trust, or frontline capacity erode. 

AI governance 
Benchmark, audit, or review completion stands in for evaluation of how a deployed system behaves 
in changing real-world settings. 

Boundary and Distinctions 

Institutional Drift is not synonymous with corruption, incompetence, bureaucracy, policy 
disagreement, or poor performance. An institution may make serious errors without drifting if those 
errors remain visible and correctable. 

Drift begins when misalignment persists, compounds, and remains compatible with institutional 
continuation. Competent participants may produce drift by faithfully following incentives and 
procedures that no longer preserve contact with purpose. 

Relationship to Reality Drift 

Institutional Drift is the broad organizational expression of Reality Drift. Several more specific 
pathways can operate within it: 

Mission Drift describes the weakening of purpose as a real constraint. 

Bureaucratic Drift describes procedural substitution. 

Narrative Drift describes the preservation of an explanatory account despite contradictory 
conditions. 

Temporal Drift describes misalignment between institutional time and the timing of underlying 
events and consequences. 

These pathways can reinforce one another within the same institution. 

Compact Diagnostic 
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1. What external condition or purpose is the institution supposed to remain answerable to? 
2. Which representation now organizes decisions in practice? 
3. What behavior does that representation reward? 
4. What evidence can still force revision of the representation? 
5. Who bears the costs when the institution remains operationally successful but externally 

misaligned? 

The absence of failure is not proof of alignment. Coherence is not contact. 

 


