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Intent Drift: Keep AI Execution
Aligned

Powerful tools don't remove human inconsistency. They accelerate it. And once
execution outruns intention, small ambiguities stop being harmless and start
becoming expensive.

Intent Drift – Why Powerful Tools
Amplify Human Inconsistency
Instead of Fixing It
I used to think the problem with AI tools was that they weren't smart enough. When
GPT-4 missed the mark on a complex brief, I'd spend hours crafting more detailed
prompts, adding more background, refining instructions. The faint glimmer in the
blackness of what I actually wanted would get buried under layers of specification.

Then I realized I had it backwards. The problem wasn't the tool's intelligence. It was
my own inconsistent intention getting amplified at machine speed.

Intent drift happens when the gap between what you mean and what you
communicate widens over time, causing powerful systems to execute precisely on
the wrong thing. Human collaborators often catch your drift, question your wording,
or notice when the goal feels off. AI usually doesn't. It executes your stated intent
with relentless efficiency, even when that intent has already drifted from your real
objective.

The more capable the tool, the less friction there is between ambiguity
and action.
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The Hidden Constraint Nobody Talks About
Last month, I watched a marketing director spend three weeks building a campaign
strategy with ChatGPT. The output looked polished: buyer personas, content
calendars, budget allocations, the whole thing. But it was optimizing for the wrong
market segment because of a single ambiguous phrase in her initial prompt about
“high-value customers.”

With weaker tools, this kind of drift was often self-limiting. If you asked a junior
employee to focus on high-value customers, they'd probably ask what you meant.
The limitations of the tool forced clarification. More powerful systems don't hesitate.
They make plausible assumptions and move.

That's the hidden constraint. We've externalized reasoning without stabilizing
human intent. The bottleneck has shifted from tool capability to human clarity, but
many teams are still acting as if better output quality will solve a direction problem.

This is where desire, friction, belief, mechanism, and decision conditions need to
line up. You want speed and leverage. The friction is that your goal usually begins
as a partial signal rather than a finished instruction. The mistaken belief is that a
more capable model will resolve that ambiguity for you. The mechanism is the
opposite: the system fills gaps with coherent assumptions, then scales them. So the
real decision condition isn't whether the tool sounds smart. It's whether your
intended outcome remains stable across instruction, execution, and review.

How Amplified Execution Breaks Down
The failure pattern is simple enough that it's easy to miss. Traditional tools carried
natural friction that made misalignment visible. A spreadsheet would break. A
presentation would get challenged in the meeting. A weak draft would force another
pass.

Now the process is smoother, which means mistakes travel farther before anyone
notices. You begin with a goal that isn't fully articulated. That goal gets translated
into instructions that only partially capture what you mean. The system fills the
gaps with reasonable but unverified assumptions. It then returns something
polished enough to feel correct, even if it's optimizing for the wrong objective. From
there, every iteration builds on the same misaligned foundation.
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A product manager I know spent two months using Claude to research competitive
positioning. The analysis was thorough and well structured, but it focused on direct
competitors when she actually needed to understand substitute products. The tool
interpreted “competitive landscape” literally, and each subsequent round reinforced
that narrow frame.

The output wasn't wrong. It was precisely right for the wrong question.

Intent drift rarely looks like failure at first. It looks like progress in the
wrong direction.

What Good Governance Actually Looks Like
The answer isn't better prompting in the narrow sense. It's a governance layer that
keeps your goal coherent over time so execution doesn't drift away from what you
actually meant. That doesn't require heavy process. It requires a lightweight way to
preserve alignment between intent, reasoning, action, and feedback.

In practice, that means pausing before major iterations to define success in plain
language, not for the system but for yourself. If this works, what specific outcome
should exist that doesn't exist now? That question sharpens the signal. It also helps
expose when you're operating from a vague preference instead of a decision-ready
objective.

From there, you need to inspect assumptions, especially when the output looks
good. A useful response isn't necessarily an aligned one. Ask what the system
decided on your behalf. Which audience did it prioritize? Which definition did it
choose? Which tradeoff did it assume you wanted? Those hidden decisions are often
where drift begins to compound.

Finally, test alignment before scaling it. One consultant I know now spends twenty
minutes pressure-testing any AI-generated strategy on a single customer before
building the full campaign. That small reversal point tells her whether the system is
solving the real problem or just producing a persuasive version of the wrong
answer.

If you want a simple way to apply this, the Triangulation Method keeps the work



Intent Drift: Keep AI Execution Aligned

© John Deacon 2025 - Cognitive Systems. Structured Insight. Aligned Futures.
https://johndeacon.co.za - All rights reserved.

grounded:

State the real outcome in one plain sentence.1.
Identify the key assumption the system is making.2.
Test the output in a small, reversible way.3.
Adjust the instruction only after checking the result against the original4.
outcome.
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The point isn't to slow execution down. It's to prevent the much larger cost of
rework when misalignment scales unnoticed.

https://i0.wp.com/johndeacon.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/intent_drift.jpg?ssl=1
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Where This Approach Goes Wrong
That said, governance can become theater very quickly. The worst version isn't too
little control but the wrong kind of control: review layers that inspect outputs
without ever clarifying the underlying intent. Teams create oversight rituals, hold
approval meetings, and still leave the core ambiguity untouched.

There's an equal and opposite failure mode on the individual side. Some managers
respond to drift by writing massive prompts that attempt to specify every edge
case. But that isn't stabilized intention. It's just an attempt to compress uncertainty
into a longer instruction. The ambiguity hasn't disappeared. It's been redistributed.

So the real calibration question is how much governance is enough. Too little, and
drift compounds. Too much, and you lose the speed advantage that made the tool
useful in the first place.

The answer depends on the stakes. On high-impact, long-duration projects, the cost
of misalignment is high enough that explicit alignment checks are worth the time.
On quick experiments or disposable analysis, the overhead may not pay for itself.
Governance should scale with consequence, not with novelty.

A Concrete Test You Can Run Tomorrow
A simple diagnostic makes this visible. Take your last three AI-generated outputs
that you considered good. For each one, write a single sentence describing what
you actually wanted to achieve, not what you asked for, but what you hoped would
change in the real world.

Then compare that sentence to what the output actually optimized for. If there's a
gap, even a subtle one, you're seeing intent drift. The system may have produced
something competent, but competence isn't the same as alignment.

Before your next AI interaction, write down your success criteria in plain language.
After you receive the output, check whether it moves you toward that specific
result. If it doesn't, the issue probably isn't tool intelligence. It's the alignment
between your intention and your instruction.

This isn't about achieving perfect clarity before you begin. It is about noticing drift
early, while it's still cheap to correct.
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The Reframe That Changes Everything
We're living through a shift in how work gets done. For the first time, many people
have access to tools that can execute forms of reasoning faster than they can
maintain coherent direction. That creates a new operational problem. The constraint
is no longer just capability. It's continuity of intent.

Once you see that, the central question changes. It isn't, “How do we make AI
smarter?” It's, “How do we stay aligned with ourselves while using tools that
amplify everything, including our inconsistencies?”

That reframe matters because it returns control to the human side of the equation.
You often can't inspect every internal step of the system. You can, however,
improve how you form goals, define success, surface assumptions, and decide
whether an output should be trusted, revised, or discarded.

The people and organizations that get this right won't win because they have better
AI. They'll win because they can preserve strategic coherence at machine speed. In
that environment, the faint glimmer in the blackness isn't the system's potential.
It's the signal of your actual intention, held steady long enough for powerful tools to
act on the right thing.


