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A Review of Institutional Isomorphism Theory :

From the Perspective of Institutional Change or Organizational Change

TIAN Xiangbo

Abstract: The theory of institutional isomorphism, first proposed by Max Weber, believes that in
the context of bureaucracy, different organizational systems become increasingly homogeneous,
more and more like prisoned in a giant iron cage, that is, bureaucracy isomorphism. The theory of
institutional isomorphism has evolved through the stages of bureaucratic isomorphism,
competitive isomorphism, and institutional pressure isomorphism. Meanwhile, the purpose of
institutional isomorphism has undergone a transformation from legitimacy to efficiency and back

to legitimacy. Institutional isomorphism includes three mechanisms: coercive isomorphism,



mimetic isomorphism, and normative isomorphism. As an influential organizational theory or
theory of institutional change, it has extended from the field of economics to fields such as
sociology, management, politics, education, sports, law, and information science, allowing for the
analysis of changes in business organizations, non-profit organizations, and public sector
organizations. For more than 20 years, scholars have verified the application of this theory from
the perspective of experience based on empirical or panel data, and achieved considerable
academic achievements. Looking forward to the future, there are several key areas of fucus. First,
in-depth research is needed on the purpose of institutional isomorphism; second, continued
attention should be given to study and research on the three mechanisms of institutional
isomorphism; third, research should aim at the combination of the theories of institutional
isomorphism and competition isomorphism,and the path dependence theory; fourth, there should
be a particular focus on studying the role of institutional isomorphism in the transformation of

public sector organizations and public policies.

Keywords:institutional transformation; organizational institutionalization; organizational

legitimacy; coercive isomorphism; mimetic isomorphism; normative isomorphism
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