
PRUNING MY POTHOS SYSTEMS · STAGE 02

A  S T O R Y B O A R D  I N  6  F R A M E S

Retrieval in
plain terms

INPUT

found it. dropped it.

it only sees
what it's handed.

Retrieval fetches material when a question comes in and

puts it into the model's input. Finding it and handing it over

are separate steps, and either can drop the evidence.
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PRUNING MY POTHOS THE STAGES

Six stages.
Any one can lose it.

1 Source material
whatever holds the answer

2 Preparation and indexing
if it never got in, nothing finds it

3 Retrieval
candidates for this question

4 Ranking and filtering
most of them get dropped

5 Context assembly
what the model actually receives

6 Generation
an answer from what it was handed

Small systems fold several of these into one search call. When the

answer is wrong, usually exactly one of them lost the evidence.
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PRUNING MY POTHOS RETRIEVAL IS NOT ASSEMBLY

Found it.
Dropped it.

#1 shipping FAQ

#2 returns overview

#3 refund timeline

#4 refund policy 2026

#5 gift cards

kept: top 3

← the right one

top 3 this is all
I got.

retrieval succeeded.
the model never saw it.

Nothing in the search logs looks wrong, because nothing about the

search was wrong. Log what was retrieved and what was

assembled: they are different lists.
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PRUNING MY POTHOS WHAT SEARCH MEANS HERE

Words,
or meaning?

part no.
4417-B
in stock

Matching words

finds exact IDs,
misses “puppy”
for “small dog”

small dog

puppy

4417-B?

Matching meaning

finds paraphrases,
misses exact IDs

Lexical search misses a paraphrase; vector search misses an

exact identifier. Hybrid systems run both, because the two fail in

different places.
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PRUNING MY POTHOS SIMILAR IS NOT CORRECT

Close
isn't correct.

EMBEDDING SPACE

POLICY

replaced
last month

POLICY

the current
one

neighbours

same subject. different answer.

nearest → still true?

Two passages can sit close together in an embedding space and

still answer different questions. That is retrieval working as

designed.
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PRUNING MY POTHOS THE HONEST BOUNDARY

Wrong, now with
a citation.

according
to the doc…

SOURCE

old policy
(replaced)

CITED

retrieval moved the problem. it didn't fix it.

Retrieval can give the model evidence. It doesn't guarantee the

evidence is relevant, current or correct, or that the model uses it

well. So first ask: did the evidence reach it at all?

Read the whole explanation

pruningmypothos.com/systems/
retrieval-augmented-generation-in-plain-terms/

→
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