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Pathway Drift

When AI Changes How Work

Really Gets Done
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Bridging Governance, Operational Psychology, and AI Adoption

By Sue Broughton, Gaia Nexus
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A simple detour reveals a
fundamental human response
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A trip out of a shopping centre car park into road repairs reveals a core truth about systems.
When lanes close and new lines are painted, drivers hesitate, take risky shortcuts, or blindly
follow the car in front. They don’'t do this out of weakness, but out of adaptation.
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Key Insight: When normal pathways become unstable, humans change their behaviour.




Al governance is focused
on the wrong variable

The Standard The Operational
Misconception | | Reality

Focuses purely on k. pr Al does not just
output: Is the Al o\ answer questions.
accurate? Does it —\/ Al fundamentally
write a good email? changees changes
Does it pass the pathways that
compliance? work flows through.

Before Al, workflows relied on specific routes: escalating to managers,
double-checking with colleagues, and trusting personal judgment. Introducing
an Al assistant quietly rewires these established routes.




The operational mapping of pathway disruption

PHYSICAL DISRUPTION DIGITAL DISRUPTION

Constrained decision

Lane closures pathways

Changed signage New Al-mediated guidance

Reduced confidence /

Driver hesitation increased reliance

Following GPS blindly Automating without verifying

Workarounds that

Shortcuts that feel efficient bypass governance

Bottlenecks relocating,
not disappearing

Congestion shifting elsewhere

Key Insight: This is not storytelling. It is seeing the identical shape in two different complex systems.




The mechanics of invisible drift

STEP 1 STEP 2 STEP 3 STEP 4

The Pre-Al Route Al Introduction The Drift The New Normal

The new route feels

entirely normal. The

original 'safe’ road is
forgotten.

The Al gives a confident Because the Al is usually
answer. Friction is right, humans optimize for

instantly removed. convenience. They stop
checking and escalating.

Humans escalate, double-
check, and stop to think.

(Pathway is complex but secure)
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No one decides to change the pathways. It happens gradually because
humans naturally optimise around convenience. By the time leadership notices,
the behaviour has already changed across thousands of people.



EXECUTIVE BRIEFING

Pathway drift is an observable systems property

Telecommunications

Stochastic flow and dynamic
routing prove that when you
cannot predict arrivals,
routing and system trust
become operational
requirements, not luxuries.

Transport Modeling

Randomly arriving trains
show that system behaviour
changes based on arrival
patterns, even when tracks
are perfectly fine.
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Workarounds and governance drift are normal features of
complex systems. They are signs of adaptation, not failure.
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Human Factors

Cognitive load and
automation bias. Study after
study proves careful, smart
people stop checking when
a system is usually right.




What happens when a shortcut hits enterprise scale?

One employee trusting an Al a little
too much is manageable.

But when thousands of employees
simultaneously shift their decision
pathways, escalation habits, and
trust allocations, you are no longer
managing a software tool.

One Employee

L =2y Dam e o
ney insig 11%

You are managing systemic

A organizational transformation. /
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Ten Thousand Employees
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The shift from drift to total fragmentation

Drift assumes everyone slowly The Over-Truster: The Rebel:
slides in the same direction. Becomes heavily Rejects the Al entirely.
reliant on Al.

Fragmentation is everyone

going in different directions at

once. (-
Magnify these behaviors L |

across an enterprise.

he Contextualist:
Trusts it for routine
tasks, but not unusual
cases.

The Crawler:
Gets anxious and
second-guesses
every decision.

The Follower:
Simply copies what
their colleague does.

Key Insight:
You don't get one new pathway.
You get many conflicting pathways
running simultaneously.
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Four operational casualties of a fragmented system

OVER-CORRECT l

IGNORE —> /\ Al hﬁh

FOLLOW T

Unpredictable Trust

The organization loses a single
trust profile. Trust levels
become a chaotic distribution
based on individual moods and
recent experiences.

Unreliable Escalation

Two people with the same role
and same Al output act
differently. Governance cannot
anticipate where human
judgment will appear or vanish.

Confused Al Feedback

Al learns from aggregate
behavior. If humans are
over-correcting, ignoring, and
blindly following all at once, the
training signal becomes noisy.

Lost Operating Picture

When everyone reroutes
differently, resource allocation
fails. A policy change no longer
guarantees a consistent
behavioural change.
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The governance question
you aren’t asking

How is the Al quietly changing the pathways humans
use to think, decide, escalate, challenge, and trust?

A perfectly accurate, perfectly compliant Al can nonetheless reshape your
organisation in ways no one intended. You cannot measure this with a
compliance report. You must watch how work actually moves.
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The Diagnostic Toolkit: Action & Oversight
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Tracking Escalation Rates
\ ESCALATE @

NO ESCALATION 64

* Are people escalating less to managers or
senior reviewers?

- If yes, is it because the Al is better, or because
people stopped checking?

- Does your data distinguish between efficiency
and operational erosion?

Diagnostic: Is reduced escalation
a sign of trust or complacency?
Measure the *quality* of
unaudited outcomes.

Tracking Double-Checking Behaviour

\

ACTION

* Are people verifying Al outputs before acting?

 Has the rate of verification actively changed in
the last six months?

* Do you possess a mechanism to even know?

Diagnostic: Behavioural shifts
in verification are the earliest
indicator of unmonitored

operational risk.
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The Diagnostic Toolkit: Culture & Drift

(
Measuring Challenge Behaviour

AGREE

_I——-—> ACTION
: {“' | i @ °
\ HUMAN
Al OUTPUT e = =y
DISAGREE ~ REVIEW

+ When the Al gives an answer, how often do people
disagree?

- Has disagreement become significantly rarer over
time?

+ Do junior staff assume the Al knows better than
they do?

Diagnostic: Is reduced disagreement

a sign of trust or complacency?
Measure the *quality* of

unaudited outcomes.
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Detecting The ‘New Route’

FORMAL
DOCUMENTED  GOVERNANCE

PATHWAY i | \
A

\

ACTUAL M\ .
PATHWAY Se_ _~

/
/7 UNDOCUMENTED
WORKAROUND

« Have undocumented workarounds become standard
practice?

« Have formal governance steps been quietly bypassed?

« What mechanism flags when the documented
pathway and the actual pathway diverge?

Diagnostic: Behavioural shifts
in pathway adherence are the
earliest indicator of unmonitored
operational risk.
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The trap of visibility without authority

Executive / Governance
Knowing about drift is not

the same as seeing it.

Sees the dashboard.
Assumes if the Al is accurate,

the pathways must be fine. The people who notice the

drift first (junior staff) lack
the authority to stop it.

The people with the
authority to intervene only
see aggregate dashboards.

Sees the behaviour. Notices the Al is wrong,
sees colleagues blindly approving, watches
the shortcut become the normal route.

@ Key Insight: Does your organisation make the invisible visible, or do you only measure accuracy?)
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Intentional design over invisible drift

o The real impact of Al is not the answers it provides.
It is the pathways it changes without anyone noticing. ?
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Al Changes Pathways Become Behaviour Habit Becomes
Pathways Behaviour Becomes Habit The New Normal

Make sure the new normal is one you actually chose. The organizations that build

the ability to track pathway changes before the drift becomes damage will run
their operations with more clarity and trust than anyone else.
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