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Signs a System May Be Experiencing Reality
Drift

A. Jacobs

What Is Reality Drift

Reality Drift is the gradual loss of alignment between a system’s internal representations and the
reality those representations were created to describe, govern, or support. A drifting system may
remain operational, coherent, and apparently successful even as its capacity for reality-based
correction weakens. The defining paradox is operational continuity without reliable correction. The
absence of visible failure does not demonstrate alignment.

Common Signs
A system may be drifting when several of the following conditions appear together:

The system can report success while the underlying condition deteriorates
Internal indicators remain positive even as the reality they supposedly represent worsens.

Representations become more authoritative than their referents
Metrics, models, categories, records, or procedures override direct observation and contradictory
evidence.

Procedural completion substitutes for substantive resolution
The system treats a completed process as evidence that the underlying problem has been addressed.

Internal measures begin validating one another

Dashboards validate dashboards, procedures validate compliance, and derivative reports cite other
derivative reports.

Contradictory evidence loses corrective force
Evidence that does not fit the representation is classified as anecdotal, exceptional, irrelevant, or user
errof.

People adapt themselves to the representation
Behavior changes to satisfy the metric, category, model, or procedure rather than the purpose
beneath it.
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The system helps produce the reality later treated as confirmation
Its classifications, incentives, and interventions alter the environment, which is then recaptured as
evidence that the system was correct.

Correction becomes more costly than continued misalignment
Revising the model, category, or procedure threatens too many dependent processes, so survivable
wrongness persists.

Everyday Situations

e A customer service system records a completed interaction while the customer’s problem
remains unresolved.

e A workplace dashboard shows rising productivity while the work itself becomes less useful
or sustainable.

¢ An institution produces increasingly polished reports while contradictory field evidence has
less influence on decisions.

e A news system repeats a stable explanatory frame even as the underlying events change.

e A model is evaluated through benchmarks derived from the same representational
environment that produced it.

Why This Happens

Reality Drift develops when representational change and optimization outpace reality-based
correction. A system translates complex conditions into metrics, models, categories, procedures, or
narratives. These representations become the practical basis for action. As dependence on them
grows, direct observation, local knowledge, contradictory evidence, and long-term consequences
may lose the power to force revision. The system remains functional, but its reference point moves
inward.

What This Is Not

Reality Drift is not ordinary error, disagreement, dysfunction, or deception. A system may contain
errors without drifting if those errors remain visible and correctable. No single warning sign
establishes Reality Drift. The pattern becomes significant when operational persistence, declining
fidelity, and weakened correction appear together.

Questions for Recognition

e What reality is the system supposed to remain answerable to?

e Through what representation does the system encounter that reality?

e Which proxy has become operationally authoritative?

e What output is being optimized?

¢ Which feedback channels or corrective constraints have weakened?

¢ Can the system report success while the underlying condition deteriorates?
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Related Concepts in the Reality Drift Framework

Optimization Trap: The self-reinforcing mechanism through which improvement inside a
representation is rewarded even as alighment weakens.

Synthetic Realness: The perceptual effect through which optimized coherence appears more
credible than the less legible reality beneath it.

Filter Fatigue: The cognitive burden transferred to people who must maintain relevance, context,
and trust inside representation-heavy environments.

The Drifted Self: The identity-level condition that can emerge when continuous adaptation to
mediated systems weakens continuity and grounding.
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