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ISOMORPHISM IN POLITICAL SCIENCE 
 

1. "Isomorphism” derives from Greek—"iso” meaning same, and “morph” 

meaning form or structure. In political science and public administration, it 

refers to the process by which institutions, organizations, or political systems 

increasingly resemble one another in structure, behavior, or policies. This 

usually happens due to everyday environments, external pressures, or the 

desire for legitimacy. The idea is key to Neo-Institutional Theory, especially in 

the work of Paul DiMaggio and Walter Powell (1983), who saw it as a force 

promoting homogenization among organizations. 

 

 

 

2. Theoretical Background –  

 

It introduced organizational sociology and political science through Di Maggio and 

Powell's foundational article. 

“The Iron Cage Revisited – Institutional Isomorphism and Collective Rationality in 

Organisational Fields” (1983) 
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They argued that modern institutions often become similar not due to efficiency, but 

because it enhances their legitimacy and social approval.  

The term extends Max Weber’s idea of the “iron cage of rationality,” suggesting that 

bureaucracies and formal regulations lead organizations to behave in similar ways. 

 

3. Types of Isomorphism – 

 

DiMaggio and Powell identified three main types of institutional isomorphism.  

 

a) Coercive Isomorphism –  

 

● Stems from concerns about political influence and legitimacy. 

● Organizations comply because of laws, regulations, or external authorities.  

Examples  -  

● States tend to adopt democratic constitutions as a response to international 

pressure, especially during the post-Cold War era of democratization. 

● Developing countries are reforming their bureaucracies in response to 

conditionalities imposed by the World Bank or the IMF. 

● Indian states adopted democratic constitutions under global pressure, particularly 

during the post-Cold War period. 

● Developing nations reform their bureaucracies in response to World Bank or IMF 

conditions.  

● Indian states are implementing the Right to Information Act, similar to the Central 

Act, under pressure from the Union. 

Core Mechanism – Authority, Control, Enforcement  

 

b) Mimetic Isomorphism – 

 

● Organizations often imitate successful models to adapt during uncertain times.  

● It is driven by a desire for learning and legitimacy, not by coercion. 

Examples –  

● Countries implementing Westminster parliamentary or US-style presidential 

systems  

● Bureaucracies in developing countries are adopting Weberian administrative 

models. 

● States are adopting digital governance models, such as Estonia's e-governance or 

India’s Aadhaar system. 
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Core Mechanism – Simulation and Representation 

 

c) Normative Isomorphism –  

 

● Results from the professionalization process and the development of shared norms 

among experts and bureaucrats.  

● Professionals trained in similar institutions share common ideas, ethics, and 

procedures.  

Examples – 

● Civil servants educated at the same academies, such as the IAS and LBSNAA, tend 

to adopt similar administrative styles.  

● Global networks of policy experts promote 'best practices' globally, including 

WTO trade standards and IP regulations. 

● Political advisors educated at comparable Western universities often exhibit 

similar governance approaches. 

 

Core Mechanism – Professional standards, academic education, socialization 

 

4. Applications in Political Science –  

 

a) Comparative Politics –  

● Describes the reasons why different states choose similar institutional 

frameworks, including parliaments, elections, civil services, and constitutional 

courts.  

● Illustrates how globalization and interdependence lead to similarities in 

governance styles. 

 

b) Public Administration –  

● Shows how bureaucracies and policy institutions tend to resemble each other due 

to standard practices.  

e.g. – Performance audits, NPM reforms  

 

c) International Relations – 

● Explains how international standards, such as human rights, democracy, and 

gender equality, influence domestic policies through norm diffusion. 
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d) Policy Transfer and Diffusion –  

● Isomorphism describes how states adopt policies, like countries implementing 

GST, RTI, or welfare schemes inspired by others.  

 

5. Key Scholars and Concepts – 

 

● Max Weber explores the idea of Bureaucratic Rationalisation and introduces the 

concept of the “Iron Cage”.  

● DiMaggio and Powell (1983) established the formal concept of institutional 

isomorphism. 

● John W. Meyer and Brian Rowan explore how institutionalized myths influence 

ceremonial conformity.  

● Douglas North highlights the significance of institutional change and the role of 

path dependency.  

● March and Olsen (1989) incorporate “New Institutionalism” into political science. 

 

6. Examples of Isomorphism in Practice – 

 

● Constitutional design involves different countries adopting the Bill of Rights and 

establishing the separation of powers. 

● Administrative reforms involve the global adoption of “New Public Management" 

(NPM). 

● Global governance includes international organizations similar to those of the UN. 

● Electoral systems are experiencing a worldwide move towards implementing 

universal adult suffrage. 

● Transparency mechanisms involve implementing the RTI or the Freedom of 

Information Act.  

 

7. Critical Evaluation –  

 

Strengths  

● It describes how convergence occurs within global political institutions. 

● Highlights how states aim for legitimacy.  

● Links political science to organizational sociology.  

 

Limitations  

● Overemphasizes overall similarity while neglecting local adaptation and 

resistance. 
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● Overlooks power dynamics—coercion and domination run deeper than simple 

imitation.  

● Limited predictive ability – does not explain why some institutions behave 

differently from expected patterns.  

 

8. Isomorphism v/s Policy Diffusion 

 

● Isomorphism includes institutional convergence, structure, and legitimacy, driven 

by coercive, mimetic, and normative pressures.  

 

● Policy diffusion encompasses the spread of particular policies, innovations, 

learning processes, and voluntary adoption, which in turn promotes competition. 

 

9. In brief -  

 

In political science, isomorphism explains how institutions, states, and organizations 

develop similar structures because of coercive, mimetic, or normative pressures. This 

phenomenon is mainly driven by the need for legitimacy rather than efficiency. It 

demonstrates the global spread of norms and practices, influencing contemporary 

governance. 
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