
 1 

The Problem of Drift: Why Unified Economic Infrastructure 
Requires Deliberate Design 

Paper I in the Series on the Architecture of Unified Commerce Systems 

 

Abstract 

Every piece of commercial infrastructure that becomes large enough to matter eventually faces 
the same quiet failure. A system built to do one narrow thing well starts absorbing 
responsibilities it was never designed to carry, simply because it is convenient for other things to 
lean on it. We call this drift, and this paper exists to name it precisely, because naming it 
precisely is the first step in explaining why we built what we built instead of building it the way 
everyone else has. This is not a paper about a hypothetical danger. It is a description of the 
condition that most payment, identity, and coordination infrastructure is already in, and it is the 
paper that explains why our architecture was designed from its first principles to not end up 
there. What follows is both a diagnosis of the industry and an account of the alternative we exist 
to provide. 

 

1. Introduction 

Nobody sets out to build a system that drifts. Drift is not a design decision. It is what happens in 
the absence of one. 

The pattern is consistent enough across industries that it deserves to be described on its own 
terms rather than treated as a series of unrelated incidents. A team builds a payment rail to move 
money between two parties. It works, so more parties route through it. As more parties route 
through it, balances start to sit inside it, even briefly, and a system that was meant only to move 
value starts holding value, taking on the character of a reserve without anyone having decided 
that it should. Somewhere else, a team builds a login credential to reduce friction inside one 
product. It works, so adjacent products start checking against it. Within a few years, that 
credential has quietly become the identity layer for an entire ecosystem, carrying weight it was 
never engineered to bear. In both cases, the system did not fail. It succeeded, and its success is 
exactly what pulled it away from its original design. 

We do not think this pattern is incidental to how software gets built. We think it is close to 
inevitable under the conditions most infrastructure is built in, which is precisely why treating it 
as inevitable, and designing against it from day one, is the thing that separates what we do from 
what already exists. 
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2. The Mechanics of Drift 

Drift has a shape, and the shape is consistent enough to describe as a mechanism rather than a 
metaphor. 

It begins with a narrow, well solved problem. Someone builds a component that does one job 
cleanly. The clarity of that scope is exactly what makes it reliable, and reliability is exactly what 
makes other systems want to depend on it. 

Dependence accumulates faster than documentation. Once other teams or other products start 
relying on a component, they rarely renegotiate its purpose. They simply build on top of the 
interface as it exists, and the component absorbs their assumptions along with their traffic. 

Responsibility shifts without authority shifting with it. A component that was built to route now 
also stores. A component that was built to identify now also authorizes. Nobody granted it that 
authority. It accreted, quietly, because at every individual step the easiest path was to lean on 
what already worked rather than build something new for the new responsibility. 

The gap between stated purpose and actual function widens invisibly. Because no single moment 
forced a decision, no single moment exists where the drift could have been caught. By the time 
the divergence is visible from the outside, it has already been load bearing for a long time, and 
unwinding it means touching everything that depends on it. 

This is the condition we mean when we say a system is saturated in drift. It is not broken. It is 
functioning exactly as its accumulated dependencies require, which is precisely the problem, 
because that function was never actually decided on by anyone. 

 

3. Where This Shows Up Today 

The reason we are building what we are building now, rather than treating this as an academic 
concern, is that this condition is already the operating reality across the systems that most 
commerce depends on. 

Payments. Rails built for transmission now function as de facto custodians of value, holding 
balances they were never licensed or architected to hold safely, because the alternative for every 
downstream integrator was slower and less convenient. 

Identity. Credentials built to solve login friction for one application have become the implicit 
trust layer for dozens of unrelated applications, meaning a decision made for convenience inside 
a single product now carries security and privacy consequences across an entire ecosystem. 

Membership and loyalty. Systems built to track a single relationship between a business and a 
customer are now being asked to represent reputation, eligibility, and access across contexts the 
original system never anticipated. 
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Automated coordination. As AI systems increasingly initiate and execute transactions on behalf 
of people and businesses, they are being layered onto exactly this drifted foundation, meaning 
the automation is inheriting every unexamined assumption the underlying infrastructure has 
already accumulated, at a speed that leaves even less room to notice. 

None of these are edge cases. Together they describe the default condition of the infrastructure 
that commerce is currently being built on top of. 

 

4. Why This Is the Default, Not the Exception 

It is worth being precise about why drift is so hard to avoid under normal conditions, because the 
reason is what shapes our approach. 

Most infrastructure is built to solve the problem in front of it. Scope is a virtue during 
construction, because narrow scope is what makes a system ship and work. But that same 
narrowness means the system was never evaluated against what it would need to become once 
everything else started depending on it. Nobody is negligent in this story. Every individual 
decision, in isolation, is the reasonable one. The failure is structural rather than personal, which 
is exactly why it cannot be fixed by hiring more careful people or writing better documentation 
after the fact. It has to be fixed by designing the system, from the outset, to anticipate the load it 
will eventually carry, rather than discovering that load after the fact. 

This is the gap we exist to close. 

 

5. What We Do Differently 

We did not build our architecture by solving one narrow problem and letting adjacent 
responsibilities attach themselves to it later. We built it by starting from the assumption that 
payment, identity, membership, and coordination were always going to end up entangled in 
practice, and designing the entanglement on purpose rather than letting it happen by accident. 

Concretely, that means a few things. 

Unification is a starting condition, not an emergent one. Rather than building a payment 
component and letting it absorb identity questions over time, or building an identity component 
and letting it absorb payment questions over time, we treat the relationship between these 
functions as something to specify explicitly from the beginning, so that when a component does 
take on a new responsibility, it does so within a boundary that was designed for it rather than one 
it grew into. 

Every expansion of responsibility is a decision, not an accident. Because the architecture is built 
with explicit boundaries between what a component is trusted to do and what it is not, taking on 
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new load requires a deliberate change to that boundary, which means there is always a decision 
point where the expansion can be evaluated, rather than a silent accumulation that only becomes 
visible once it is already load bearing. 

The system is built for what automated coordination will require, not just what human usage 
requires today. Because AI driven transactions and decisions are only going to increase in 
volume and autonomy, we treat that as a condition to design for now, rather than a future 
problem to patch onto infrastructure that was only ever evaluated against human behavior. 

Auditability is structural, not aspirational. A system that has drifted is, almost by definition, a 
system that cannot fully explain how it ended up doing what it does. Our approach treats the 
ability to trace why a component holds a given responsibility as a requirement of the architecture 
itself, not a report generated after something has gone wrong. 

 

6. Why This Is a Structural Advantage, Not Just a Design Preference 

We are not describing this as a stylistic choice. We are describing it because it produces a system 
that behaves differently under growth than systems that were not built this way. 

A system saturated with drift becomes more fragile as it scales, because every new integration 
adds another dependency on assumptions that were never actually verified. A system designed 
against drift from the outset becomes more legible as it scales, because growth happens through 
deliberate extension of a defined structure rather than accumulation on top of an undefined one. 
That difference compounds. It means that as more of commerce, and increasingly more of 
automated commerce, needs a foundation to build on, the foundation that was designed to hold 
that weight is the one that can actually be trusted to keep working as the weight increases, while 
the ones that absorbed their current responsibilities by accident are the ones that will keep 
needing to be unwound, patched, and re-explained. 

This is the reason we exist. Not to add another component to an already drifting landscape, but to 
provide the version of this infrastructure that was built, from its first design decision, to be the 
thing everything else can safely depend on. 

 

7. Conclusion 

Drift is not a rare malfunction. It is the default outcome of building infrastructure one narrow 
decision at a time without ever stepping back to ask what those decisions add up to. Most of the 
payment, identity, and coordination systems that commerce currently runs on are already deep 
inside that condition, carrying responsibilities they were never designed to hold, in ways that are 
increasingly difficult to see, let alone reverse. 
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This paper is the first in a series precisely because naming the problem clearly is the necessary 
foundation for everything we describe afterward. The papers that follow will go into the specific 
architectural choices that let a unified system carry payment, identity, membership, and 
automated coordination together without drifting into each other, and why that design, chosen 
deliberately from the start, is what allows this kind of infrastructure to be trusted as the layer that 
everything else is built on top of. 


