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Sometimes the most impressive work in public administration is not done by one of “us” but by someone with little or no connection to the field.  For example, the finest consideration of best practices ever written appears in the April 2006 issue of the New York University Law Review by David Zaring, a professor at the School of Law of Washington and Lee University in Lexington, Virginia.  Zaring’s article Best Practices is, in the trite language of the modern media, a must read (vol. 81, no. 1, 294-350).

Popularized in business by Tom Peters and Robert H. Waterman, Jr. in their book In Search of Excellence and exported to public administration by David Osborne and Ted Gaebler in their book Reinventing Government, the phrase and the logic of best practices has tended to be embraced by business leaders and public service professionals.  But the phrase and the logic of best practices has divided business and public administration scholars and theorists.  Critics rightly claim that best practices advocates tend to simplistic aphorisms (steer, don’t row); anecdotal evidence and the repetition of stories of short-run success; consultant’s hype; dubious innovation claims; and a general absence of systematic empirical evidence that a particular practice is actually best.  Supporters rightly claim that effective organizations adapt and reform through a process of “learning” from the best practices of other organizations.  Best practices, supporters say, are the modern version of the market place of applied organizational and managerial ideas.     

David Zaring brings to this disagreement the kinds of evidence and detail that significantly inform the discussion.  Consider these points, for example.


First, best practices are more widely used and are growing more rapidly than previously thought.  Just at the national level, the number of new public laws that reference best practices in their implementation has averaged over 10 a year for the past 10 years.  During the same 10 years the annual number of regulations referencing best practices in the Federal Register has averaged over 200 per year.  

Second, Zaring writes that in one summer week in 2004, for example, the Department of Defense created a task force that reviews best practices for protection and security of ‘high value installations’ such as airports, harbors, nuclear power facilities, and military bases; the Department of Transportation offered grants to programs that identified best practices in getting Hispanics to wear seat belts; and the Department of Labor offered similar grants to entities designing workplace policies that would allow disabled individuals to telecommute most effectively.  Best practices are, it turns out, used by almost all federal agencies and are part of many of the most important pieces of contemporary legislation, such as the No Child Left Behind Act and the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (welfare reform).  According to Zaring, the embrace of best practices really is everywhere.  As the Homeland Security Act, as implemented, shows, best practices are used in the most sensitive areas of national security; it is in Congress; and it is particularly popular in international regulation.

Third, based on his detailed research, Zaring tells us what best practices actually are and he gives us a definition.  Following Zaring, best practices . . . work through horizontal modeling rather than hierarchical direction.  In a classic best practices scheme, entities themselves devise practices to comply with relatively unspecific regulatory requirements [or targets].  These practices are selected and publicized as ‘best’ but not mandated by central administration as they would . . . through a more traditional vertical command and control model.  The idea is that these best practices will subsequently be adopted by other entities.  Horizontal modeling is a form of voluntary copying by one organization of another organization’s best practice.  The result is a kind of voluntary horizontal harmonization of processes and procedures.

Fourth, Zaring points out that best practices often fall short of this ideal.  They are not a panacea, not always horizontal, and often, at least in effect, not really voluntary.  In short, although best practices purport to be ‘best,’ there is nothing particularly best about them.  The . . . technique is a way of obtaining ‘common’ practices, not ideal ones.  Indeed, voluntary horizontal copying can lead to the dominance of second best (or even worse). . . The process of copying that marks best practices makes them well-suited for achieving sameness.  But sameness—even sameness with suboptimal standards—has its own attractions.

Fifth, in their application best practices are often incentivised.  For example, participation by local school districts in the best practices scheme associated with No Child Left Behind and its targets and deadlines is hardly voluntary. But Zaring provides ample evidence of the effectiveness of best practices in dealing with EPA nonpoint source pollution.  And there are many more examples of effectiveness, examples that suggest that the voluntary feature of best practices may not be essential.

Sixth, even with these deficits, best practices, according to Zaring, have been effective.  In an increasingly horizontal world, the logic of horizontal harmonization has particular valence in the international arena, where domestic regulators have sought to coordinate their approaches with their international counterparts.  The fifty year history of the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) and the remarkable number of corporations and governments that voluntary operate on ISO standards is powerful evidence of the logic of horizontal harmonization through a kind of best practices.


Best practices have low administrative costs and very high compliance levels per dollar spent.  

Best practices, because they are voluntary, are not reviewed by the courts and are not a playground for regulators of lawyers.


Best practices are entirely compatible with the modern emphasis on cross-organizational and cross-jurisdictional collaboration and cooperation.  Jurisdictions in an American metropolitan area can, for example, horizontally harmonize their policies and procedures and can in this way be coordinated through the logic of best practices.


 Best practices constitute a form of recognition of the limits of top down command-and-control, the limits of strict regulation, and the limited capacity of a single organization, working alone, to cope with vexing social and economic problems.

Best practices logic can be made to fit with the decision processes of organizational sense-making and the logic of appropriateness as a standard by which to judge decision rationality.  We have here an ironic twist.  Many of those most skeptical about best practices readily accept as empirically valid the decision processes of organizational sense-making and the logic of appropriateness as standards for decision rationality.

In much the same way modern network theorists may be closer to best practices than they (we) might imagine.  Best practices, when effective, are forms of cross-boundary networks of standardization and organizational learning.


From David Zaring we learn not to underestimate the salience of best practices.  But we also learn that best practices is a pretentious, awkward, misleading, and misunderstood phrase.  I agree with Zaring that it helps to describe best practices as systems of voluntary horizontal modeling and harmonization.  At least with this description we know what we are arguing about.   
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