
Scientific Method: Finding the Rules that Work
A General Audience Synthesis of Dr. Richard Fiene's Paradigm Shift in Regulatory Compliance (2025)

The Central Discovery: The Compliance-Quality Gap

For decades, public policy operated on a simple assumption: as a childcare center's regulatory compliance approaches

100%, its service quality increases linearly. However, empirical data reveals a surprising ceiling effect. Program quality

scores rise alongside compliance only until they reach a "sweet spot" of substantial compliance (98-99%). Beyond this

point, forcing fanatical box-checking causes quality to flatten out or even diminish as staff become buried in administrative

noise instead of focusing on children. 

The Operational Challenge

Traditional rigid oversight breeds unintended side effects:

Bureaucratic Burnout: Staff at 100% compliant

programs consume vital energy cross-referencing

paperwork rather than improving skills and

curriculums.

Inconsistent Inspections: All-or-nothing systems

generate heavily skewed data and spike the risk of

human evaluation errors (false positives/negatives).

The Substantial Alternative

Substantial Regulatory Compliance offers an alternative

framework that preserves baseline safety while unlocking

human focus: 

By recognizing that not all rules carry equal practical

weight, agencies can move past punitive gatekeeping

and clear a path for meaningful, long-term child

developmental outcomes. 

The Solution: Smart "Differential Monitoring"

Instead of auditing every single one of the 200 to 400 state regulations during every visit, the modern paradigm leverages

data science to target the **"right rules"** using two simultaneous tools: 

1  Key Indicators (Predictors)

A collection of statistically proven predictor rules. If a

facility successfully follows these specific items, data

demonstrates they are highly likely to follow all other

general rules. 

2  Risk Assessments (Safety Floor)

A heavily weighted group of critical rules directly tied to

preventing sickness or injury (e.g., supervision,

hazardous materials). Full compliance here remains

non-negotiable. 

Evolving from Numbers to Scales

To capture true program quality, regulatory science is

shifting from binary (Pass/Fail) labels to nuanced Ordinal

Scales:

Older Binary Method: Categorical, flat nominal data

that labels a site simply as approved/denied.

New Ordinal Method: A 1-to-7 scale (similar to a

Likert system) that grades performance across levels

like *exceeding compliance, full compliance,

substantial, or mediocre*, blending quality metrics into

the rule design.

The Future Blueprint

Deploy Targeted Reviews: Cut comprehensive audit

times by 50% using combined predictor and risk tools.

Validate Periodically: Run thorough comprehensive

checks every 3-4 years to ensure indicators hold up.

Integrate Public Systems: Break down silos between

licensing, national accreditations, and professional

development networks.

Synthesized from: Fiene, R. (2025). Scientific Method: Finding the Rules that Work. American Scientist, Volume 113. 
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