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REALITY DRIFT CONNECTION 04 

Reality Drift and Institutional Failure 

How institutions lose purpose while remaining procedurally 
successful 

A. Jacobs 

Institutional Failure 

Institutional failure usually refers to an organization that can no longer achieve the purpose it was 
created to serve. The failure may become visible through poor outcomes, declining legitimacy, loss 
of capacity, or formal breakdown. 

Reality Drift identifies an earlier and less visible condition. An institution can move away from its 
purpose while continuing to produce decisions, records, reports, reviews, and completed procedures. 
Nothing has to stop working. The institution can remain officially successful inside its own 
representational system.  

The Institutional Representation Stack 

Institutions make complex conditions manageable by turning them into categories, records, metrics, 
and procedures. Each step makes the condition easier to process, but also more abstract. Over time, 
the system can begin responding more to its records and procedures than to the condition those 
records were meant to represent. 

Each layer makes complexity easier to manage, but each also removes context. Drift appears when 
later layers become more authoritative than the condition beneath them. The institution responds 
increasingly to what can be recorded, verified, reported, and closed, while conditions that resist 
those forms become administratively difficult to see.  

Procedural and Verification Substitution 

Procedural Substitution occurs when performing an authorized process replaces substantive 
resolution. The procedure may be followed correctly while the underlying problem remains 
unchanged. Procedural Completion Without Resolution is the observable result. A case, task, 
investigation, or intervention reaches an administrative endpoint without changing the condition 
that justified it. 

Verification Substitution occurs when evidence that approved checks were completed replaces direct 
evaluation of the outcome. A signed form, completed review, valid record, or satisfied audit 
requirement may prove that the process occurred. It does not necessarily prove that the institution 
remained in contact with the reality the process was designed to address.  
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Feedback Weakening and Constraint Collapse 

Institutions often continue collecting complaints, outcome data, exceptions, and postmortems. 
These signals count as corrective feedback only when they can revise the category, procedure, target, 
or decision rule. Feedback weakens when contradictory evidence is delayed, filtered, reclassified, or 
absorbed without changing institutional behavior. 

Constraint Collapse marks the point at which correction remains formally present but loses its 
binding force. Reviews continue. Problems are documented. Procedures are updated. The institution 
cannot reliably invalidate the representations through which it governs itself.  

Survivable Wrongness 

A misleading institutional representation can remain operationally useful. It coordinates staff, 
satisfies oversight, allocates resources, and supports defensible decisions. Because it still performs 
those internal functions, inaccuracy does not force correction. The institution survives through the 
representation even as the representation weakens its contact with the world.  

What Reality Drift Adds 

Institutional failure identifies the point at which an institution is judged not to have achieved its 
purpose. Reality Drift explains how it can move away from that purpose while remaining 
procedurally complete, internally coherent, and officially successful. 

The absence of failure is not proof of alignment. Completion is an administrative state. Resolution is a change in the 
underlying condition.  

Where This Pattern Appears 

This pattern appears when investigations close after required steps without resolving the originating 
condition, when healthcare systems improve documentation while patient navigation remains 
difficult, and when universities expand compliance and assessment while educational purpose 
becomes less visible. It also appears when agencies repeatedly identify recurring problems without 
restoring the authority of corrective feedback.  

Related Concepts 

Related Reality Drift concepts include Procedural Substitution, Verification Substitution, Procedural 
Completion Without Resolution, feedback weakening, Constraint Collapse, and Survivable 
Wrongness.  

 


