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Abstract

Every unified system, whether it coordinates payments, identity, logistics, or data, tends to
degrade in the same handful of ways once it reaches meaningful scale. This paper exists to name
those ways precisely enough that they can be designed against rather than simply lamented after
the fact. It identifies four recurring mechanisms: silent scope absorption, incentive capture by
adjacent teams and vendors, the erosion of clearly owned boundaries, and the quiet substitution
of human judgment with system defaults. This paper treats each not as an abstract risk but as an
observable pattern with a beginning, a middle, and a predictable outcome, so that by the end of
the paper the reader has a working diagnostic vocabulary rather than a mere list of complaints.
This diagnostic work is deliberate and load-bearing for the rest of the series, because the
architecture proposed in Paper IlI is built specifically to interrupt each of these four mechanisms
at the exact point where it typically takes hold. This paper is not a warning issued in isolation but
the first half of a solution: the half where we agree on what exactly is breaking before we agree
on how to stop it from breaking.

1. Introduction

Unified systems rarely fail with a bang. They fail the way a foundation cracks, slowly, quietly,
and usually in a place nobody is looking at that quarter. By the time the failure is visible in a
dashboard or a customer complaint, the actual cause is usually quite old and several layers
removed from where the symptom shows up.

This paper is about naming those causes before they show up as symptoms. We call the general
phenomenon "drift" because it rarely arrives as a single bad decision; it arrives as a series of
individually reasonable ones that compound into something nobody would have approved if it
had been proposed all at once. The purpose of this paper is not to catalog every possible way a
system can go wrong, but to isolate the four mechanisms that, in our review of unified commerce
and coordination systems, account for the overwhelming majority of structural degradation.
Naming them precisely is what makes them solvable; vague complaints about "complexity" or
"misalignment" produce vague fixes, and vague fixes are why this problem keeps recurring
across the industry.

It is worth being explicit here: this paper is diagnostic by design, not by limitation. Every
mechanism described below is paired, later in the series, with a specific architectural



countermeasure. We are not documenting drift because we find it interesting. We are
documenting it because you cannot build a system that resists a failure mode you haven't
precisely defined.

2. Silent Scope Absorption

The first mechanism is the quiet expansion of a system's responsibilities beyond what it was
originally scoped, designed, or approved to do. It rarely happens through a formal decision.
Instead, a team building a checkout flow adds "just one small piece" of fraud logic because the
fraud team's API was slow that week. A team building a notification service starts making
eligibility decisions because it was already in the code path. None of these additions get a design
review proportional to their actual weight, because each one looks small in isolation.

The danger of scope absorption isn't the individual addition; it's the compounding. A system that
has silently absorbed a dozen small responsibilities over two years is now doing something no
single person ever designed, approved, or fully understands. When something breaks, the on-call
engineer has to reconstruct, in real time, a map of responsibilities that were never written down
anywhere because they were never decided anywhere. This is expensive in the best case and
dangerous in the worst, particularly in systems that touch money, identity, or user trust.

Scope absorption is also self-reinforcing. Once a system has quietly become the place where a
certain kind of decision gets made, the path of least resistance for the next engineer is to keep
making decisions there too, since the infrastructure already exists. This is precisely why we
consider it a structural problem rather than a discipline problem. No amount of individual
diligence stops a mechanism that is rewarded by the local incentives of shipping quickly. The
countermeasure must be architectural, and that is exactly the position Paper III takes.

3. Incentive Capture by Adjacent Teams and Vendors

The second mechanism is subtler because it doesn't look like a technical problem at all. Incentive
capture happens when a system originally built to serve a broad, neutral purpose starts being
shaped, deliberately or not, to serve the narrower interests of whichever team, vendor, or partner
has the most influence over its roadmap at a given moment.

This shows up constantly in unified commerce systems specifically. A payments platform that is
meant to treat all merchants neutrally starts quietly favoring the configuration that its largest
partner prefers, because that partner's account manager is the loudest voice in every roadmap
meeting. A fraud system meant to protect all users starts tuning its thresholds around the
complaints of whichever business unit escalates most aggressively, not around the actual
distribution of risk. None of this requires bad faith. It requires only that a system without a



clearly defended neutral core will bend toward whoever pushes hardest, because nothing in the
system's structure resists that pressure.

The reason this mechanism is so persistent is that it produces winners in the short term. The team
or vendor doing the capturing genuinely benefits, at least for a while, and so there's no natural
internal advocate for reversing it. The people who bear the cost, smaller merchants, less vocal
users, the long-term integrity of the platform, are diffuse and rarely in the room when the
roadmap gets decided. We therefore treat incentive capture as something to be designed out at the
ownership level, not negotiated away meeting by meeting. This is the second mechanism Paper
IIT addresses directly.

4. Erosion of Ownership Boundaries

The third mechanism concerns what happens to the lines that were supposed to say clearly who
owns what. In a well-specified system, every piece of functionality has an owner who can be
named, who is accountable for its correctness, and who has the authority to say no to changes
that compromise it. Drift erodes this in a very specific way: ownership doesn't disappear, it
becomes ambiguous, which is worse.

This typically happens when a piece of functionality is touched by enough different teams, over
enough time, that no single team feels either the authority or the responsibility to defend its
original design intent. Everyone assumes someone else is the real owner. The result is a
component that technically has an owner on paper, usually whichever team's name is on the
repository. But that owner no longer has the standing or the context to actually govern how the
component evolves. Decisions get made by whomever happens to be touching the code that
week, not by whomever is accountable for its long-term integrity.

The consequences of this erosion are not evenly distributed. They tend to hit hardest exactly at
the boundaries between systems, the handoff points, the shared services, the "utility" components
everyone depends on but nobody wants to own, because those are the places where ownership
was already weakest to begin with. By contrast, our architecture treats ownership boundaries as a
first-class design artifact rather than an organizational afterthought, and it is why Paper III
specifies not just what should be owned by whom, but how that ownership is defended
structurally rather than left to goodwill.

5. Judgment-to-Default Substitution

The fourth mechanism is the one that tends to be most invisible while it's happening and most
damaging once it's noticed. Every system accumulates default behaviors, the things that happen
when nobody actively decides otherwise. Defaults exist for good reason: they reduce friction and
let a system function without a human in the loop for every decision. The mechanism of drift



here is what happens when defaults quietly stop being a convenience and start being a substitute
for judgment that was supposed to still be happening.

This substitution tends to happen gradually. A default that was originally meant as a fallback for
edge cases starts handling a growing share of the mainline volume, simply because it is easier
than routing those cases to a human or a more deliberate process. Nobody decides to stop
exercising judgment; the option to exercise it just quietly stops being exercised, case by case,
until one day almost nothing gets a real decision anymore. The system looks like it's making the
same choices it always made, but what's actually happening is that a default is making them, and
the people who were supposed to be watching have stopped watching because the default has
been "fine" for long enough that vigilance feels unnecessary.

This mechanism is particularly dangerous in commerce and financial systems because defaults
tend to be tuned for the average case, and the cases that most need judgment are, almost by
definition, not the average case. A default good enough for ninety-nine percent of situations will,
at scale, still generate a very large absolute number of situations where it was the wrong call, and
because there was no active decision made, there is often no clear point at which anyone can be
said to have made an error. This is the kind of accountability gap our architecture is designed to
close, and it is why Paper III treats the reintroduction of deliberate judgment checkpoints as a
core structural commitment rather than a best practice suggestion.

6. Why This Diagnosis Is the First Half of a Solution

It is worth restating plainly what this paper has and hasn't tried to do. It has not proposed fixes in
depth. That is deliberately reserved for Paper 111, where each of these four mechanisms is paired
with a specific architectural countermeasure: bounded scope contracts against silent absorption,
defended neutral cores against incentive capture, explicit and structurally reinforced ownership
against boundary erosion, and mandatory judgment checkpoints against default substitution. This
paper has also not dwelt on the systemic, industry-wide consequences of these mechanisms
playing out at scale. That discussion belongs to Paper IV, where we look at what happens when
drift of this kind compounds across an entire market rather than a single system.

What this paper has tried to do is make the case that drift is not vague, not mysterious, and not an
inevitable tax on complexity. It is specific, recognizable, and ultimately preventable mechanisms.
That specificity is the entire point. A system that cannot name how it fails cannot be architected
to resist failing, and every recommendation in the remainder of this series depends on the
mechanisms defined here being precise enough to test against, audit against, and design against
directly. This paper is the diagnosis. The rest of the series is the cure.



