Observable Games vs. Algorithmic Capture

Introduction

Human societies have always relied on games to produce real reputation. Not metaphorical games, but observable ones—
bounded contests where actions lead to outcomes that others can see, verify, and agree on. Sports are the cleanest
example. You can't fake winning a season. You can't inflate a score without being noticed. Reputation emerges as a side
effect of performance.

Modern digital platforms attempt to replicate this function, but most fail. Instead of producing reputation through
observable outcomes, they produce algorithmic capture: systems where visibility, incentives, and rewards are mediated by
opaque mechanisms that can be gamed without delivering real-world results.

This essay explores why sports work, why social platforms don't, and how observable games solve coordination problems
that algorithmic systems systematically reintroduce.

Why Sports Create Real Reputation and Social Media Creates Fake Reputation
In sports, reputation is downstream of performance. In social media, performance is downstream of reputation.
This inversion matters.

A professional athlete cannot accumulate status without repeatedly demonstrating skill under shared rules, in public,
against opponents who are trying to win. A social media personality can accumulate status by learning how to trigger
distribution mechanisms, independent of any external outcome.

The difference is not cultural. It is structural.

Sports are observable games. Social platforms are algorithmic arenas.

The Structure of Observable Games

Observable games share four core elements. Remove any one of them, and reputation decouples from reality.

1. Seasons (Bounded Time)
Games happen within clearly defined temporal boundaries. A season starts. A season ends. Results are finalized.
Bounded time:

e Forces commitment
e Prevents infinite deferral

e Creates clean comparison windows

Without seasons, players never have to finish. They can endlessly reposition, reframe, or wait for conditions to change.

2. Scoreboards (Shared Measurement)

Scoreboards provide a single, legible representation of outcomes that all participants accept.
They do not capture everything—but they capture enough to coordinate judgment.

Crucially:

e The scoreboard is public
e The scoreboard is stable

e The scoreboard is not personalized

This prevents private reinterpretation of results.



3. Referees (Rule Enforcement)

Observable games have enforcement mechanisms that are independent of players.
Referees:

e Apply rules consistently
e Resolve disputes
e Bound acceptable behavior

Their authority does not come from popularity or engagement, but from legitimacy within the game.

4. Spectators (Distributed Verification)

Spectators provide redundancy. They witness outcomes, challenge false claims, and reinforce shared reality.
Because many people observe the same event:

e Cheating is harder
e Narrative capture is limited
e Reputation stabilizes

Verification is social, not algorithmic.

How Each Element Solves a Coordination Problem

Together, these elements solve fundamental coordination failures:

Seasons solve endless renegotiation

Scoreboards solve measurement disputes
Referees solve rule ambiguity

Spectators solve trust and verification

Observable games reduce the cognitive and social cost of knowing who is good at what.

Case Study: Why Open Source Works
Open source software approximates an observable game.
Contributions are:

e Public

e Time-stamped
e Inspectable

e Forkable

Reputation emerges from observable actions: code quality, reviews, maintenance, and judgment over time.

While imperfect, open source systems retain a critical property: anyone can inspect the work. Status is anchored to
artifacts, not narratives.

This makes capture harder and course correction possible.

Case Study: Why Corporate Hierarchies Fail
Corporate hierarchies often destroy observability.
Contributions become:

e Private



e Mediated through managers
e Evaluated via proxies
e Filtered through politics

As a result, advancement rewards:

e Visibility over impact
e Alignment over accuracy
e Narrative skill over execution

When outcomes are not directly observable, reputation detaches from performance.

Performance vs. Play

A critical distinction:

e Performance produces outcomes that change the world
e Play produces signals that look like performance

Algorithmic systems reward play.

Likes, impressions, dashboards, and engagement metrics simulate progress without requiring results. Players learn to
optimize the interface rather than the underlying objective.

This is algorithmic capture: when the measurement system becomes the game.

The ABC Model and Observable Games
Using the ABC model from The ABCs of Alignment:

e A — Action: What participants actually do
o B — Black Box: The system translating actions into effects
e C — Criteria: How outcomes are evaluated

Observable games keep these roles separate.

Players control A. The game defines B. The scoreboard represents C.

Why Collapsing Roles Destroys Games
When roles collapse, games become fake.

e |If players control C, they redefine winning
e |f B is opaque, outcomes can't be trusted
e If Ais symbolic, nothing real is produced

Social media collapses all three:

e Actions are symbolic
e Black boxes are opaque algorithms
e Criteria shift continuously

The result is an unstable, capturable system.

How to Spot Fake Games

Fake games share common traits:

e No irreversible outcomes
e No clean exits



e Scoring systems that constantly change
e Rewards disconnected from external reality

They feel competitive but never resolve.

Designing Games That Resist Capture

To resist capture, games must:

e Bind time with clear start and end states

e Anchor scoring to observable outcomes

e Separate rule enforcement from participants
e Enable third-party verification

The goal is not fairness in abstraction, but contact with reality.

Conclusion

Observable games are reputation machines grounded in reality. Algorithmic systems are imitation games that optimize for
legibility, engagement, and control.

If we want systems that produce real trust, skill, and coordination, we must design games where outcomes are visible,
rules are stable, and exits are clean.

Anything less will be captured.



