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The multiple dynamics of isomorphic change: Australian law schools 1987–1996 
 
Abstract: 

The theory of institutional isomorphism has been criticized for overemphasizing organizational 
convergence and neglecting organizational divergence. Drawing on a range of empirical data, this 
paper shows that multi-dimensional accounts of isomorphic change are not necessarily incompatible 
with accounts emphasizing divergence as a typical form of organizational response to 
environmental uncertainties. The specific case investigated is the proliferation of academic 
organizational units (AOUs) teaching law at Australian universities over a ten-year period (1987–
1996) that saw far-reaching structural transformations of the Australian university system. The key 
heuristic strategy employed in this paper is to scrutinize a) when isomorphic responses appear to 
occur, and b) which specific organizational form they take. In the empirical case examined, scrutiny 
of each of these dimensions strongly suggests that at least some isomorphic responses of 
universities were driven by a dual agenda of manifesting not only similarity but also distinction. 
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Introduction  
There is a long tradition of research in the social sciences exploring processes of organizational 
change, including organizational homogenization. One enduringly influential approach that has 
been frequently applied to the organizational analysis of universities (e.g., Croucher & Woelert 
2016; Diogo, Carvalho & Amaral 2015; Meyer et al. 2007; Stensaker & Norgård 2001; Gumport 
2000; Marginson & Considine 2000; Townley 1997) has been the so-called ‘new’ sociological 
institutionalism (Powell & DiMaggio 1991). One core tenet of this institutionalism is that processes 
of organizational homogenization stem from the institutionalization of specific ideas and models of 
‘proper’ organizational forms and practices and the associated concerns around legitimacy. This 
institutionalization, so the argument goes, leads to institutional isomorphism. 

Several studies suggest that over recent decades universities have been particularly prone to such 
isomorphism as they respond to the uncertainties and pressures arising from changes in government 
policy and funding (e.g., Croucher & Woelert 2016; Stensaker & Norgård 2001; Marginson & 
Considine 2000; Townley 1997; Meek 1991). This is despite a widespread public policy agenda of 
transforming universities into organizations strategically pursuing competitive advantages through 
acquiring distinctive organizational forms, capacities and missions (Thoenig & Paradeise 2016; 
Whitley 2008; Krücken & Meier 2006). It has been argued that a number of specific conditions 
have contributed to this phenomenon. 

First, the knowledge-intensive work of universities is characterized by substantial uncertainty 
regarding the relationship between inputs and outputs (see Whitley 2008), with the associated 
missions and objectives of universities often being ambiguous and multifaceted (Fumasoli, Pinheiro 
& Stensaker 2015; Krücken & Meier 2006; Gumport 2000; Kerr 1963). According to the classic 
account of institutional isomorphism presented by DiMaggio and Powell (1983: 154–155), such 
uncertainties are conducive to mimetic processes of isomorphism driving organizations to emulate 
other, ostensibly more successful and legitimate, organizations. Second, the continuing dependency 
of universities on government funding and policy setting makes them more likely to adopt specific 
organizational forms “to avoid sanctions available to organizations on which they are dependent” 
(Greenwood et al. 2008: 7). This organizational response is summarized under the rubric of 
coercive isomorphism (DiMaggio & Powell 1983: 150). Third, universities continue to be 
professionalized organizations, mostly because in the selection of staff, considerable weight is given 
to academic credentials. According to DiMaggio and Powell, professionalization is a major driver 
for normative processes of isomorphism (1983: 155).  

There is an established body of research examining isomorphic dynamics in the organizational field 
of universities ranging from a global perspective (e.g., Schofer & Meyer 2005) down to the level of 
individual institutions (e.g., Stensaker & Norgård 2001). Some of this research has employed a 
longitudinal approach to detect and track salient diversification and homogenization dynamics 
within (and across) entire university systems (e.g., Reihlen & Wenzlaff 2016; Brint et al. 2011; 
Schofer & Meyer 2005; Sköldberg 1991), using relevant quantitative data sets where available. If 
carefully designed, such longitudinal studies can add to the understanding of institutional 
isomorphism in the university sector in at least two important ways. First, they provide a clearer 
picture of the various dynamics through which isomorphism progressively occurs, thus providing a 
corrective to those empirical analyses that examine institutional isomorphism in more static terms 
(see Boxenbaum & Jonsson 2008; also Hirsch 1997). Second, they allow for identification of 
variation in the ways in which organizational actors belonging to one organizational field – in this 
case universities – respond to isomorphic pressures over an extended period of time. 
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Importantly, the findings generated by such longitudinal empirical analysis may serve as a 
corrective to the tendency to posit isomorphism as a typical response of universities without 
checking empirically for any variations, in timing or otherwise, of such response. Moreover, taking 
seriously the dynamics of, and variations in, isomorphic forms of response may help to rectify the 
tendentiously passive and ‘mindless’ view of organizations underlying many empirical studies of 
isomorphism (Powell 1991: 194; see also Lounsbury 2008; Scott 2014) – including some of the 
research examining isomorphism in universities. Finally, in shedding light on variation within 
isomorphic forms of response, this sort of empirical analysis may also enhance our understanding of 
the complex links between isomorphic and divergence tendencies in university systems more 
broadly.  

Building upon these reflections, this paper analyzes change dynamics pertaining to academic 
organizational units (AOUs) teaching law at Australian universities over the period of 1987–1996 
as a discrete manifestation of broader isomorphic dynamics. This specific period saw sweeping 
structural changes to the Australian university sector, most of which can be linked to a set of radical 
national policy reforms occurring in 1988. These reforms paved the way for significant expansion 
of the number of universities over the coming years, and they created environmental conditions that 
can be deemed conducive to isomorphism (see ‘Research Design’ and ‘Empirical Context’ sections 
for more detail).  

The field of law and law AOUs are the analytical focus for three reasons. First, previous research 
has identified the proliferation of law faculties and departments as one of the more salient 
manifestations of isomorphism in the Australian university system (Croucher & Woelert 2016; 
Barker 2013). Second, the consequences of this proliferation have been enduring – all the law 
AOUs newly created over the period of investigation have survived to this day in one form or 
another; and the creation of additional law schools after 1996 means that today there remains only 
one comprehensive university in Australia not featuring a comprehensive law AOU. Third, changes 
to law AOUs are of particular interest because these organizational units are important to 
universities financially and in terms of the institutional prestige and legitimacy they may yield (see 
Espeland & Sauder 2007).  

Empirically, this paper investigates, first, the distribution and organizational forms of law AOUs 
across all Australian universities and within selected university groupings over the period of 1987–
1996. Second, it tracks and analyzes the corresponding changes in student numbers at each AOU. 
The changes in the distribution and organizational forms of law AOUs are proxy for tracking formal 
dimensions of institutional change. Changes in law student numbers provide the means for 
assessing the extent to which changes in formal structure correspond to changes in the actual 
activity structure of law AOUs (see Meyer & Rowan 1977). These sorts of data and analyses allow 
the identification of salient patterns of convergence and divergence among key types of universities, 
including any striking variations in isomorphism. Analysis of these variations in turn enables 
inferences regarding universities’ potential motivations for making changes to their law offerings. 
The data does however not allow for a causal explanation of why specifically some universities 
decided to establish or expand their law AOUs and others did not.  

In terms of findings, the 10-year longitudinal empirical analyses presented in this paper illustrate 
how broader isomorphic change dynamics in the organizational field of universities accommodate 
more localized divergence tendencies and differential patterns of institutional response to 
isomorphic pressures. Moreover, the specific patterns of variation in universities’ apparent 
responses to isomorphic pressures suggest that some isomorphic responses, at least, were driven by 
a dual agenda of manifesting not only similarity but also distinction.  
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Background: Institutional isomorphism and the dynamics of institutional 
change  
In the context of institutional theory, the concept of isomorphism was first introduced in two 
seminal papers by Meyer and Rowan (1977) and DiMaggio and Powell (1983). In the latter paper 
three major sources of institutional isomorphism are identified – external pressure (commonly 
stemming from the state and government) to adopt specific organizational forms and practices; 
conditions of uncertainty compelling organizations to emulate fellow organizations that are 
perceived to be more legitimate and successful, and increasing professionalization within a sector or 
field (DiMaggio & Powell 1983: 150–153). These three sources are analytically associated with the 
three specific forms of institutional isomorphism mentioned earlier – coercive, mimetic, and 
normative.  

The original theory of institutional isomorphism has to this date inspired a large body of research 
both empirical and theoretical (see for overviews, e.g., Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012; 
Boxenbaum & Jonsson 2008; Powell & DiMaggio 1991). Yet, over the same period some of this 
theory’s limitations and ambiguities have become increasingly apparent.  

 

The theory of institutional isomorphism: Limitations and ambiguities 

One often cited limitation of the theory of institutional isomorphism is that it has little to say about 
the constitution of organizational heterogeneity and the associated divergence dynamics (see, e.g., 
Thornton, Ocasio & Lounsbury 2012; Hasse & Krücken 2008; Lounsbury 2008; Powell 1991). This 
limitation appears only logical, considering that this theory explicitly took the apparently “startling 
homogeneity of organizational forms and practices” as its point of departure (DiMaggio & Powell 
1983: 148).  

And yet, some commentators have argued that it is too simplistic to identify institutional 
isomorphism with homogeneity (Greenwood et al. 2008: 6). It has been repeatedly noted that the 
institutional pressures that DiMaggio and Powell identify – coercive, normative and mimetic – may 
stimulate processes of organizational convergence as well as of divergence (Scott 2014: 216–217; 
Beckert 2010; Greenwood et al. 2008; also Powell 1991). In this view, institutional isomorphic 
pressures may drive organizational variation and heterogeneity – either because these pressures are 
experienced differently by different organizations (see, e.g., Beckert 2010; Scott 1983), or because 
of conflicting institutional demands (see Powell 1991: 195; see also Thornton, Ocasio & Lounsbury 
2012; and with specific regard to universities, Swan et al. 2010), or because of the complexity and 
internal differentiation of the societal environment in which universities and other organizations are 
situated (see Frølich et al. 2013; Hasse & Krücken 2008; and more generally Luhmann 2000; 
Friedland & Alford 1991, Scott & Meyer 1991). 

Another concern is that the focus on organizational homogeneity and convergence limits the 
capacity of the theory of institutional isomorphism to adequately account for an organization’s 
agency vis-à-vis its environment (see, e.g., Thornton, Ocasio & Lounsbury 2012; Powell 1991). The 
theory of institutional isomorphism often conceptualizes this environment primarily as an external 
and mechanical force of constraints operating on organizations, rather than seeing it as an enabler of 
agency (see Powell 1991: 194). As a result, it fails to adequately consider the ways in which 
organizations actively ‘construe’ (see Luhmann 2000), engage with and even modify their own 
environment (see Scott 2014: chapter 8). This includes the creation of environmental niches that 
may give an organization an advantage over its competitors (see, for example, with specific regard 
to universities Fumasoli & Huisman 2013).  
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Similarly, the view of the environment as a uniformly constraining force means that the 
heterogeneity of institutional environments is downplayed – and, so too, are the associated multiple 
institutional pressures simultaneously acting on organizations (see Boxenbaum & Jonsson 2008; 
Powell 1991; Tolbert 1985). As has been frequently noted in the literature on ‘institutional logics’, 
these multiple pressures can be, and often are, in conflict, resulting in conflicting institutional logics 
for action (Thornton, Ocasio & Lounsburg 2012; Thornton & Ocasio 1999; Friedland & Alford 
1991).1 Theoretically recognizing this possibility allows for the environment to be posited in a non-
deterministic way, thus providing scope for the emergence of organizational agency and 
heterogeneity.  

In addition to these two limitations, there is considerable ambiguity concerning whether and how 
competitive market forces fit into the theory of institutional isomorphism.  

The theory of institutional isomorphism was initially formulated by DiMaggio and Powell, with the 
aim of supplementing ‘competitive’ accounts that single out market competition and rational 
economic considerations as the major drivers of isomorphic change (see DiMaggio & Powell 1983: 
150). Competitive accounts, these authors claim, apply primarily to organizational fields in which 
competition is unconstrained. By comparison, institutional accounts come into their own in 
organizational fields (such as the field of universities) in which regulative constraints are placed on 
competitive processes and on the number of organizations (DiMaggio & Powell 1983: 154).  

The strict delineation of institutional and competitive dimensions of organizational change has been 
seen as limiting even by some of the original proponents of the theory of institutional isomorphism 
(Powell 1991: 183–185). Not surprisingly then, in more recent scholarship various attempts have 
been made to move beyond this apparent restriction. In this specific context, the competitive 
arrangements and the ensuing uncertainties for organizations that result in mimetic isomorphism 
have been regarded by some as already accounting for the market as a major source of institutional 
legitimacy (Thornton, Ocasio & Lounsbury 2012: 26–27). In the literature on universities, there 
likewise exist prominent examples of regarding mimetic isomorphism as a response to competitive 
forces (e.g., Marginson & Considine 2000). 

Another strategy has been to endeavour to conceptually modify this account to provide more 
adequate scope for market competition. One recent example of this is Beckert (2010), who proposes 
that market competition can indeed be meaningfully integrated into DiMaggio and Powell’s original 
account of institutional change, but only if added as an additional and fourth change mechanism, in 
addition to the coercive, normative and mimetic mechanisms. 

 

Criticisms of empirical studies of institutional isomorphism 
Empirical applications of the theory of institutional isomorphism likewise have been singled out for 
criticism – either because they are perceived to be distorting of the original theoretical account of 
institutional isomorphism, or because their operationalization of this account is deemed to be 
deficient in important respects.  

                                                 
1 Universities are a prime example for this (Whitley 2008; Krücken & Meier 2006; Gumport 2000), which may explain 
why the study of these organizations has revealed substantial empirical evidence for competing institutional logics 
(Townley 1997; Swan et al. 2010). It is an interesting coincidence that universities are one of the few examples of 
organizations for which there is compelling empirical evidence both for conflicting institutional logics as well as for 
institutional isomorphism. Despite this, there appears to be a dearth of empirical studies of universities aiming to 
integrate these two perspectives (an exception is Townley 1997). 
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In the context of these later critiques, the specific form in which many empirical studies of 
institutional isomorphism approach and frame causal mechanisms and relationships has been a 
particular point of concern. In their review of the empirical work on institutional isomorphism, 
Boxenbaum and Jonsson (2008) identify a tendency to simply posit institutional isomorphism as a 
cause of the diffusion of organizational ideas, practices and structures. As a result, the authors 
claim, there exists little empirical evidence of isomorphism as an outcome, with the existing 
evidence, moreover, being patchy (2008: 79).  

Another recurring criticism of empirical studies of institutional isomorphism is that these have 
“selectively appropriated” DiMaggio and Powell’s theoretical account of the various forms of 
isomorphic change (Mizruchi & Fein 1999: 653). The points of contention are the apparent priority 
given to the investigation and discussion of mimetic forms of institutional isomorphism, and both 
the relative neglect of studies exploring coercive and normative forms and of studies which aim to 
consider the interrelation of these various forms (Boxenbaum & Jonsson 2008; Mizruchi & Fein 
1999).  

In the literature specifically exploring isomorphic dynamics in universities, the picture is more 
blurred. Some of the more prominent explorations of isomorphism in university systems, such as 
the one provided by Marginson and Considine (2000), have indeed narrowly focused on mimetic 
forms of isomorphism. Nonetheless, there are ground-breaking empirical studies investigating 
coercive isomorphic dynamics in university settings (Townley 1997), or which explore 
isomorphism from a more overarching perspective (Croucher & Woelert 2016; Stensaker & 
Norgård 2001). In addition, there is a growing body of research on the complex interactions of 
standardization and diversification dynamics within the university sector (see Hüther & Krücken 
2016; Thoenig & Paradeise 2016; Paradeise & Thoenig 2013), although to date most of this 
research remains of a theoretical orientation.  

In terms of operationalization, empirical studies of isomorphism have been criticized for their lack 
of specificity. Boxenbaum and Jonsson (2008) note two ways in which this deficiency manifests 
itself. First, they observe a tendency among some of these studies to mobilize the conception of 
institutional isomorphism without proper specification of the dimensions and domains in which 
convergence dynamics become manifest. Some studies, for example, focus mainly on exploring 
such isomorphism in terms of convergences in organizational structures, but do not consider that 
such convergences do not necessarily imply the same amount of convergence on the level of actual 
organizational practices (see Boxenbaum & Jonsson 2008; also Meyer & Rowan 1977).  

Second, Boxenbaum and Jonsson contend that many empirical studies of isomorphism fail to clarify 
the respective role of, and relationships between, institutional and technical features of the relevant 
environment to which organizations adapt to (2008: 81–82). Focusing merely on technical features 
implies operationalizing the relevant environment primarily in terms of inputs that are “external and 
exogenous” to the organizations investigated (Boxenbaum & Jonsson 2008: 81). This way of 
proceeding can be considered limiting in doing justice neither to the relationality of the 
organizational environment, that is to its character as a field, nor to the various institutional 
pressures and influences dynamically shaping and reshaping the environment from within.   
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Research Design 
This study is designed to add to our understanding of isomorphic change within the field of 
university systems, particularly as concerns the role of variation within isomorphic forms of 
response. Using longitudinal empirical analyses, it complements recent research discussing the 
interrelation between convergence and divergence dynamics within university systems from a 
theoretical perspective (Hüther & Krücken 2016; Diogo, Carvalho & Amaral 2015). Investigating 
changes in organizational structures and student numbers, this study seeks to add to understandings 
of isomorphism (and divergence) through focusing on a discrete yet striking example of isomorphic 
change – the spread of law AOUs throughout the Australian university system during the period 
1987–1996.  

The Australian university system and the period chosen are of heuristic value for the examination of 
isomorphism mainly for two reasons. First, recent empirical research has clearly demonstrated the 
occurrence of isomorphic tendencies at Australian universities in the years immediately following 
sweeping national higher education policy reforms of 1988–89 (Croucher & Woelert 2016). 
Second, these policy reforms intensified some of the conditions conducive to isomorphism – they 
created greater uncertainty resulting from the ensuing, rapid expansion of the university sector, and 
they increased coercive pressures through paving the way for the establishment of a comprehensive 
performance-based funding model for university research (see Woelert 2015; Hicks 2012).  

Examining formal and activity structures in conjunction provides important insight into how 
changes in formal structures are linked with more tangible changes in activities and outcomes (see 
Meyer & Rowan 1977; see also Boxenbaum & Jonsson 2008: 88–91). The central mechanism used 
in this study to measure such tangible changes over the years is through tracking changes in student 
numbers in the field of law. Analysis of such changes is also interesting in that these may indicate 
variations in the attractiveness and ultimate standing of a law AOU (and ultimately a university) 
within the shared organizational field.  

This paper poses two specific research questions. First, which salient dynamics in formal and 
tangible organizational change can be identified with regard to law AOUs housed at Australian 
universities over the period of 1987–96? Second, what do these dynamics reveal about the 
possibility for variation in organizational response to isomorphic pressures, both with regard to 
universities and more broadly? This paper operationalizes these two questions by examining 
changes in the form of law AOUs as proxy for tracking formal dimensions of organizational 
change. The primary research focus in this regard is on the various ways in which such law AOUs 
are formally defined within and vis-à-vis the university (e.g., as faculties, departments or other 
organizational entities). Changes in student numbers housed at these AOUs are used as proxy for 
tracking changes in the actual activities of these AOUs. 

 
Scope and focus of research 
The specific focus of analysis is on changes in law AOUs across the entire Australian public 
university system over the period of 1987–1996. This period was chosen for two reasons. First, 
previous research suggests that an “unprecedented increase” (Barker 2013: 2) in the number of law 
schools at Australian universities took place over this period – but this research also lacks 
systematic analysis of specific organizational dimensions of this increase. Second, this represents a 
period when there were significant major higher education policy and funding changes impacting 
on Australian universities (see ‘Empirical context’ section below).  
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To create analytical focus on salient developments, this study concentrates on three reference years: 
1987, 1991 and 1996. 2 The first reference year (1987) was just prior to major national policy and 
funding reforms and so provides a baseline to identify and assess any emerging isomorphic 
dynamics. The second reference year (1991) marks the time when the first significant expansion of 
the university system (growing from 19 to 27 public universities since 1987) was complete.3 The 
third reference year (1996) marks the time when the expansion of the Australian university system 
was nearly complete (comprising 36 institutions at the start of that year) and attained nearly the 
same character as in the present day (41 universities, out of which 38 are public).  

In its examination of isomorphism, this study focuses on the organizational field comprising all 
Australian universities as the relevant environment to which Australian universities adapted. The 
reason for this particular focus is twofold. First, while the major changes in external policy and 
funding settings over the period investigated did have lasting implications for all Australian 
universities, these did not provide a direct driver which compelled universities to establish law 
AOUs or to expand their provision of legal education (see ‘Empirical context’ section for more 
detail). Second, preliminary analysis of changes in formal organizational structures clearly 
confirmed the stand-alone law school, traditionally found at the long-established, research intensive 
universities, as the dominant organizational model to be emulated by the other universities.  

 

Organizational typologies  
The analyses of changes to formal organizational structures and student numbers of law AOUs will 
be guided by the use of two kinds of typology.  

First, and with regard to the entire Australian university system, three archetypal groupings of 
universities were devised, to compare and contrast salient organizational dynamics and trajectories 
to be found among specific sorts of institutions (see, e.g., Thoenig & Paradeise 2016). These three 
groupings are primarily based on when they were formally established as universities, with 
additional consideration given to level of research intensity. In the Australian system, the age of a 
university is a core predictor for a university’s institutional prestige and research performance, apart 
from a few isolated exceptions noted below.  

The first group comprises eight Australian universities that were all established prior to 1960 and 
which have been to this day the most research-intensive universities in the country. This group is 
henceforth labelled the ‘established research universities’ (ERU) group. Universities of this group 
are among the most prestigious nationally and are all situated in the major urban centers. The 
second group includes eleven other universities established after 1960 but prior to the incisive 
national higher education policy reforms of the late 1980s. Universities of this group are located 
both in major urban and in regional centers. As previous research suggests (Croucher & Woelert, 
2016: 446), universities of this group originally featured more diverse and innovative organizational 
forms than the ERUs. This second group of universities is henceforth labelled the ‘post-1960’ 
universities group.4 The final group (henceforth referred to as ‘post-1987’ universities) includes 17 
universities which were established subsequent to, and as a result of, these policy reforms, and prior 
to 1996. In the majority, universities of this type developed out of already existing, non-university 
                                                 
2 For student data, 1988 was used as the first reference year to ensure comparability of data up to 1996, as the 
Australian government made some changes to student data collection between 1987 and 1988. 
3 Throughout that year a further three universities were established, meaning that at the end of 1991 there existed 30 
accredited public universities in Australia.  
4 Both the University of Tasmania (established in 1890) and the University of New England (1954) were included in 
this group rather than the first group due to their considerably smaller degree of research intensity. 
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tertiary education providers, commonly including the merging of several providers to form a new 
university. Universities of this group are located both in the major cities as well as in regional 
centers. As a borderline case, Curtin University (established in 1987) was included in this third 
group. 

Second, and with regard to the creation and change to formal structures for law AOUs, this paper 
distinguishes three salient organizational types. The first type comprises law AOUs that are 
established as major stand-alone organizational divisions within universities (usually in the form of 
a faculty) and which offer Bachelor of Law (LLB) degrees that are an academic prerequisite for 
practicing as a lawyer. Such types of law AOUs are further distinguished by virtue of having their 
own senior executive team which is led by a Dean, who in turn reports directly to the senior 
executive of the university. This first type of law AOU is synonymous with the ‘law school proper’. 
The second type includes all law AOUs which are not set up as a major stand-alone organizational 
entity (i.e., a faculty or school) but which still offer the LLB. AOUs of this type operate as a subunit 
(commonly a department) of a larger organizational division (such as a Faculty of Arts or a Faculty 
of Business). These units are commonly led by a Head of Department, who reports to the Dean of 
the faculty to which the AOU belongs. The third and final type includes all additional law or legal 
studies units which are neither a major stand-alone AOU nor a unit which offers the LLB degree. 
This units operate either as departments or as subunits of departments, and are usually significantly 
smaller than the other two types of law AOU in terms of staffing and subject offerings.  

As this typology of law AOUs captures all broad-level organizational structures for legal education 
encountered among the universities investigated, it can be considered a valid tool for this study. The 
same typology does, however, preclude investigating those convergences or divergences 
manifesting themselves, for example, on the level of intra-organizational structures and processes. 
As with any classification used for research purposes, the typology used here is likely to “hide 
significant internal variety” (Huisman et al. 2015: 370), the detection of which would require a 
different type of study.  

 
Data and analysis 
The study draws on two major sources of data. Using the typology of AOUs set out previously in 
this paper, changes in formal organizational structures are examined through analysis of the official 
annual reports of all Australian universities for the years 1987, 1991 and 1996. These annual reports 
provide the most detailed data source to track formal organizational change in universities over the 
years. Of particular value were organizational charts outlining all AOUs as well as the specific 
discussions of developments in the major academic groupings represented at each university. All 82 
required annual reports were available for analysis.  

Examination of tangible organizational changes in universities is informed by quantitative analyses 
of student enrolment data sourced from official governmental statistical publications. Analysis of 
staffing numbers of law AOUs was part of the initial research design but turned out to be 
impractical due to lack of granular governmental or university data on staff numbers. Student 
enrolment numbers, however, are analyzed over the ten-year period in several ways, examining 
broader changes in the total number of students studying at all types of law-focused AOUs, as well 
as changes in the number of students studying at law schools and other AOUs offering the LLB 
degree that allows graduates to practice as a lawyer.  

To test the extent that isomorphism is evident, this study employs powerful but simple statistical 
analysis. It analyzes both the growth in the number of various types of law AOUs and the growth in 
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full-time equivalent numbers of law students, comparing both rates of growth and at which 
universities growth occurred. In examining changes to law AOUs and their student numbers, this 
study takes these AOUs’ first full year of operation, and so excludes universities in their year of 
foundation. 

Coefficient of variation (CV) was adopted as a measure to compare the uniformity of the major 
types of law AOUs in terms of student numbers, checking both for changes over time as well as for 
differences between specific university groupings. The CV is the ratio of the standard deviation of a 
population to the mean of the population. The CV’s major advantage as a comparative measure over 
the standard deviation is that it allows meaningful comparison between groupings of different units 
or which have widely different means (see also Croucher & Woelert 2016). This is important for 
this study as the mean number of law students for the various university groupings differed 
significantly and also changed significantly over the period of investigation. The lower the CV, the 
more uniform the distribution of students.  

There are some limitations to the available quantitative data for this study. In addition to the lack of 
useful data on staffing numbers, student number data for the year 1987 was unusable due to a 
change in the government student statistics data collection that year. For this reason, the years 1988, 
1991 and 1996 were chosen as reference years for the quantitative analysis of student data. Given 
that major changes to the system in Australia did not occur until the end of 1988, this year is still 
amendable to the type of analysis undertaken in this paper.  
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Empirical Context  
This study examines changes in law education in Australia during and subsequent to a period of 
radical national policy change to higher education. In the late 1980s the Australian Federal 
Government sought to transform higher education provision and funding by bringing together the 
two major types of higher education providers – universities and the Colleges of Advanced 
Education (CAE) – into one single system (Meek 1991).  

These reforms constitute a striking example of a centrally coordinated policy change that has had 
clear structural consequences for the university system for the decades that followed (Croucher et 
al. 2013). They also dramatically changed how public universities in Australia were funded, with a 
shift from block funding tied only loosely to enrolments across different discipline areas, to a 
system where funding was much more closely tied with the number of students in the subjects 
taught. Changes to teaching funding were accompanied by a move toward competition-based 
research (grant) funding, and eventually in 1995 by performance-based funding too for the indirect 
costs of research (see Hicks 2012). Associated with these macro-level funding changes, the period 
of investigation also saw significant changes in both system-level and institutional governance, 
including the rise of performance measurement, the strengthening of the university executive, and 
the use of funding levers as a ‘coercive’ means of control (see Marginson & Considine 2000). All 
these changes combined produced a much more competitive and uncertain environment for the 
university sector and for the university as an institution. 

In the new funding system, there were no direct drivers for universities to establish law AOUs. 
However, law, as with many social science and humanities disciplines, offers large financial 
margins when taught at scale. Teaching law thus became an increasingly attractive option as, 
starting from the early 1990s (and up until the late 2000s), the Australian federal government 
progressively reduced its per student funding rates for teaching.  

The expansion of law education was a contentious issue at the time – a major policy report 
published just one year prior to the 1988 reforms did not recommend any new law AOUs to be 
established anytime soon, and it anticipated a “period of consolidation in which developments and 
innovation will occur within existing boundaries” (Pearce, Campbell & Harding 1987: 90). One 
year later the Deans of the then ten Australian law schools – maybe not without ulterior motives – 
warned of a potential oversupply of law graduates if the provision of law education was to be 
expanded (1988: 3). And yet, over the coming years many universities created law AOUs that 
hitherto did not have such units (see Barker 2013).  

Such expansion was also made possible by a radical shift in the way in which government 
controlled legal education. Prior to the 1988 reforms, government put considerable constraints on 
the number of law schools (including the number of enrolments) within Australian higher 
education, as it continues to do with regard to medical schools to the present day. All this changed 
dramatically after the policy reforms, when government resorted to a more hands-off approach, 
signaling that every university wishing to establish its own law school could do so. While this did 
not create full market conditions as government continued to allocate student places, it clearly 
established a more open, competitive and unpredictable environment for Australian universities and 
their legal education offerings.  



12 
 

Empirical Analysis 
In the following analysis, we examine changes in the distribution and formal organizational 
structures of law AOUs and the accompanying changes in law student numbers, first for all 
universities and subsequently for each university grouping identified earlier (ERUs, post-1960, 
post-1987). 

 

Changes in law AOUs and law student numbers: All universities  
There was substantial growth in terms of law AOUs over the period investigated, even considering 
the concurrent increase in the number of universities. In 1987, 11 law AOUs of various types at 19 
universities offered some form of legal education, while in 1996 there were already 30 of such 
AOUs at the now 36 universities (see Figure 1). Law AOUs thus grew at a faster rate than 
universities overall – the former tripled over the period investigated, while the number of 
universities almost doubled.  

The majority of that growth occurred among those law AOUs offering LLB degrees. In 1987, there 
were ten law AOUs of this type at the 19 Australian universities existing at the time. By 1996, this 
number had increased to 25 of such AOUs (by this time out of 36 universities). In terms of the 
proportion of universities featuring LLB-granting law AOUs, this translates into an increase from 
around half to around 70% of all universities over a ten-year period.  

In 1987 all ten existing LLB-granting AOUs had the status of stand-alone law schools. Ten years 
later the number of stand-alone law schools had increased to 22 with an additional three law 
departments also offering the LLB (Figure 1). 

Over the same ten-year period, the number of full time equivalent students studying enrolled in law 
degree courses (LLB or other) at university-based law AOUs likewise increased considerably (see 
Table 1). In 1988, there were 6,789 students enrolled at such AOUs. In 1996, overall numbers of 
law students had increased to 18,038 (now at 30 AOUs). Despite the rapid increase in law AOUs, 
the growth of law students lagged behind that of overall students in the university system initially. 
From 1988 to 1991 law student numbers grew by 82% and from 1988 to 1997 by another 46%, for 
a total growth over the entire period of 166%. The corresponding figures for all students are 137% 
(1988–1991) and 31% (1991–1996), for a total increase of 211% (1988–1996).  

Stand-alone, LLB-granting law schools captured the lion’s share of law students over the period 
investigated (see Table 1). They also increased in terms of their average size. In 1988, all law 
students, the numbers of whom were reported to government, were based at the ten LLB-granting 
law schools existing at the time, which had an average size of 679 students. In 1991, 93% of all law 
students (11,388 out of 12,235) were based at the now 13 law schools (for an average enrolment of 
876 students per law school). By 1996 the overall market share of the 22 law schools combined 
remained virtually unchanged (92% or 16,527 out of 18,038 law students). By this year enrolments 
at the average law school had slightly decreased to 751, at least in part due to the creation of a large 
number of new law schools at Australian universities since 1991. 

The period of investigation saw a trend toward a more uneven spread of student enrolments across 
LLB-granting AOUs – although arguably less than one would expect given the considerable growth 
both in terms of such AOUs and of law students in their programs. Initially the CV for such AOUs 
was low (38), reflecting the fact that in 1988 all existing law schools were relatively well-
established. In 1991 the CV for these students increased to 74 and stayed nearly the same (75) in 
1996. 
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Figure 1: Law AOUs (all types), all universities5 

 

 

Table 1: Law student numbers, all universities 

 

1988 1991 1996 

 
Total number Law students 6789 12325 18038 

 
Percentage of all students 4.3% 3.3% 3.6%  

Smallest Law AOU (LLB) 166 11 26 

 
Biggest Law AOU (LLB) 1024 2025 2072 

 
Mean size Law AOU (LLB) 679 725 722  

CV Law AOUs (LLB) 38 74 75  

     
 
  

                                                 
5 In 1996, one university (La Trobe) featured both a law school and a non-LLB granting legal AOU. This explains why 
the values add up to the sum of 37 for that year, even if there were only 36 universities.  

La
w

 S
ch

oo
l, 

10

La
w

 S
ch

oo
l, 

13

La
w

 S
ch

oo
l, 

22

De
pa

rt
m

en
t, 

0

De
pa

rt
m

en
t, 

4

De
pa

rt
m

en
t, 

3

O
th

er
, 1

O
th

er
, 5

O
th

er
, 5N

on
e,

 8

N
on

e,
 5

N
on

e,
 7

1 9 8 7                                        
( n  =  1 9  u n i v e r s i t i e s )

1 9 9 1                                       
( n  =  2 7  u n i v e r s i t i e s )

1 9 9 6                                  
( n  =  3 6  u n i v e r s i t i e s )



14 
 

Changes in law AOUs and law student numbers: ERUs 

Analysis of formal organizational changes revealed significant differences in terms of the rate of 
growth of law AOUs across the three university groupings identified earlier. The ERUs saw no 
significant change over the period investigated – all eight universities of this grouping featured 
stand-alone law schools in 1987 consistently through to 1996, and to the exclusion of all other 
possible type of law AOU. Most of these law schools had been in existence for considerable time – 
the oldest being at the University of Sydney (established in 1855) and the youngest that of the 
University of New South Wales (established in 1971). 

The number of students studying at the eight ERU law schools increased steadily over the period of 
investigation (see Table 2). In 1988, these law schools combined housed 5858 students. By 1991 
this number had increased to 7965 and by 1996 to 9046 students – an overall increase of 54%. 
Average sizes of ERU law schools grew correspondingly from 732 (1988) to 995 (1991) to 1131 
(1996) and thus remained well above system-wide average sizes (see Table 1). In line with this 
trend, ERU law Schools consistently featured prominently among the ten biggest law AOUs across 
the entire university system (eight in 1988; seven in 1991, and six in 1996).    

Partially as a result of all ERU universities already featuring law schools in 1988, enrolment growth 
among the ERUs (54%) over the ten-year period lagged significantly behind growth figures for all 
universities (166%). In line with this lower growth, out of the entire law student population, the 
proportion of university-based law students studying at the ERU universities halved over the years, 
from 100% (1988) down to 50% (1996). 

The ERU law schools maintained considerable uniformity in terms of student numbers during the 
period investigated. In 1988 the CV for law students at these AOUs was very low (29); by 1991 it 
had increased to 47, and by 1996 it had slightly decreased to 43. These CV measures are clearly and 
consistently lower than those for all universities (see Table 1), indicating greater uniformity among 
this grouping.  
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Figure 2) Law AOUs (all types), ERUs  

 

 

Table 2) Law student numbers, ERUs 

 

1988 1991 1996 

 
Total number Law students 5858 7965 9046 

 
Percentage of all Law students 86% 65% 50%  

Smallest Law AOU (LLB) 403 602 682 

 
Biggest Law AOU (LLB) 1024 2025 2072 

 
Mean size Law AOU (LLB) 732 995 1131  

CV Law AOUs (LLB)  29 47 43 
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Changes in law AOUs and law student numbers: Post-1960 universities 
The post-1960 universities saw dramatic growth in terms of LLB-granting law AOUs over the 
years. In 1987, only two of these 11 universities featured such AOUs – the University of Tasmania 
(itself an older university but grouped with these younger universities due to its limited research 
profile) and Macquarie University. Already by 1991 five additional law AOUs had been 
established, and by 1996 all universities of this grouping, without exception, featured a law AOU 
granting LLBs (see Figure 3). 

Among the post-1960 university grouping, the majority of the initial growth in terms of LLB-
granting law AOUs occurred through the creation of law departments rather than stand-alone law 
schools. While in 1987 there existed two law schools but no law departments among universities of 
this group, by 1991 four new law departments had been created (as well as two new law schools).6 
The department organizational model apparently lost momentum over the period 1991–1996, 
however. By 1996, the number of law departments had slightly decreased while the number of law 
schools had increased significantly from three to eight.  

Law student numbers at the post-1960 universities increased significantly over the period of 1988 to 
1996 (see Table 3). Starting from a relatively low base of 931 students and ending up with 4971 
students, growth over the ten-year period was 434%, thus dramatically outpacing overall growth 
figures for law students at all universities (166%). Along with this dynamic growth, the post-1960 
universities were able to considerably increase their share of the overall law student market from 
5.8% in 1988 to 27.6% in 1996. Out of all law students enrolled at the post-1960 universities’ 
AOUs, in 1991 37% were based at law departments. Reflecting the establishment of new law 
Schools rather than departments among universities of this grouping, by 1996 this had declined 
slightly to a share of 30%.  

In terms of their average size, LBB-granting law AOUs of this grouping first witnessed a slight 
downward trend from 1988 to 1991, but then recovered to reach in 1996 nearly the same size they 
had had in 1988 – despite the dramatic increase of such AOUs over the period. AOUs remained on 
average considerably smaller than their ERU counterparts and did not feature strongly among the 
ten biggest law AOUs across the entire university system (one in 1988; one in 1991, two in 1996).  

The LLB-granting law AOUs at the Post-1960 universities converged considerably in terms of their 
size of the period of investigation. In 1991 the CV for law students at these AOUs was relatively 
high (105), possibly due to the increase from two to seven of such AOUs since 1988. By 1996, 
however, when all universities of this group had either a law school or department, these had 
become much more uniform in terms of student numbers (CV of 60). This convergence occurred 
despite some individual AOUs growing considerably in a short amount of time. For example, 
Griffith University did not have a law AOU in 1988, but by 1996 it had a law school with 867 
students enrolled.  

 
 

                                                 
6 The University of Tasmania converted its stand-alone law school to a department in its Faculty of Business and Law 
over the period 1987–1991. 
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Figure 3) Law AOUs (all types), post-1960 universities7  

 

 

Table 3) Law student numbers, post-1960 universities 

 

1988 1991 1996 

 
Total number Law students 931 2139 4971 

 
Percentage of all Law students 5.8% 17.4% 27.6%  

Smallest Law AOU (LLB) 166 11 26 

 
Biggest Law AOU (LLB) 765 899 929 

 
Mean size Law AOU (LLB) 466 306 452  

CV Law AOUs (LLB)  n/a 105 60 

 
     

  

                                                 
7 In 1996, one university (La Trobe) featured both a law school and a non-LLB granting legal AOU. This explains why 
the values add up to the sum of 12 for that year, even if there were only 11 universities. 
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Changes in law AOUs and law student numbers: Post-1987 universities 
In contrast to the post-1960 universities, the post-1987 universities were slow initially in 
establishing new LLB-granting AOUs. In 1991, only two of the eight newly established universities 
featured such AOUs, and both of these AOUs existed previously at the predecessor non-university 
institutions (Pearce, Campbell & Harding 1987). This was despite the fact that by 1991 six of these 
eight universities had been in existence for at least two years. By 1996, however, there were already 
six such AOUs at the now 17 universities newly established since 1987 (see Figure 4). All of these 
AOUs created over the period 1991–1996 were established as stand-alone law schools rather than as 
law departments. In addition to these AOUs, by 1996 an additional four universities from this 
grouping already featured legal AOUs not offering the LLB.   

In 1991 the post-1987 universities had 2221 law students enrolled in their two law schools. Both of 
these AOUs were already well-established before their host institution was granted the status of a 
university. By 1996 law student numbers among the post-1987 universities had increased by 81% to 
4021 students. This translates into a share of the overall law students going from 18% in 1988 to 
22.3% in 1996, still trailing the other two university groupings.  

The average size of the two LLB-granting law AOUs of this university grouping was high initially 
(1111 in 1991). Despite the establishment of several new schools over subsequent years, by 1996 
the mean size was still quite high compared to that of the post-1960 universities (670 compared to 
452). This shows that, by and large, the newly created law schools at the post-1987 universities 
relatively quickly attracted considerable numbers of students. Strikingly, the post-1987 universities 
had two AOUs among the country’s biggest law AOUs both in 1991 and 1996, and one (QUT) 
nearly the biggest AOU in 1996. However, with a CV of 107 in 1996 these universities’ law AOUs 
had a higher level of diversity than both the ERU and post-1960 universities’ AOUs. 
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Figure 4) Law AOUs (all types), post-1987 universities  

 

 

Table 4) Law student numbers, post-1987 universities 

 

1991 1996 

 
Total number Law students  2221 4021 

 
Percentage of all Law students 18% 22.3%  

Smallest Law AOU (LLB) 693 94 

 
Biggest Law AOU (LLB) 1528 2052 

 
Mean size Law AOU (LLB) 1111 670  

CV Law AOUs (LLB)  n/a 107 
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Discussion: 
The empirical analyses clearly confirmed broad manifestation of isomorphic tendencies across the 
period of investigation. The key development in this regard is the proliferation of LLB-granting law 
AOUs throughout the entire Australian university system. This was evident in the progressive 
establishment of such AOUs among both the post-1960 and post-1987 universities. In particular, the 
dynamics of growth over the decade further confirmed the stand-alone law school as the dominant 
organizational model for legal education in the Australian university sector, and these stand-alone 
AOUs consistently housed the vast majority of law students within the university system over the 
years.  

However, the analyses also found considerable variation in the ways in which the growth in LLB-
granting AOUs occurred. To begin with, there were striking differences in terms of the timing of the 
establishment of such AOUs over the period of investigation. As the data shows, there was a 
considerable proliferation of LLB-granting law AOUs among the post-1960 universities over the 
period 1987–1991 (which continued through to 1996). This proliferation occurred almost 
uniformly, within a relatively short period of time, and despite the fact that these universities are 
geographically widely dispersed within the country.  

There is a striking contrast between this proliferation and the lack of activity among the post-1987 
universities, none of which established any new AOUs of this type prior to 1991, despite the low 
barriers existing for the establishment of law AOUs at the time. 8 This clearly illustrates that with 
regard to the teaching of law at least, the post-1987 universities were initially less attuned and 
responsive to isomorphic pressures than the post-1960 universities.  

The distinctive pattern of proliferation of law AOUs among the post-1960 universities suggests it 
being at least in part a direct response to the entry of new universities to the field. In this context, 
the creation of LLB-granting law AOUs was one means of enabling the post-1960 universities to 
visibly distinguish themselves from the newly emerging post-1987 universities. At the same time, 
having a LLB-granting law AOU also meant closer alignment with the oldest and most established 
Australian universities. It is telling in this regard that by 1996 all eleven post-1960 universities 
featured such an AOU whereas in 1987 only two universities had one.  

The analyses further revealed considerable variation in the specific form of law AOUs established 
over the period of investigation. The most striking finding in this regard was that the majority of the 
post-1960 universities initially created law departments when establishing new LLB-granting law 
AOUs, rather than creating the organizational type of stand-alone law school prevalent at the ERUs. 
These departments were integrated into larger organizational units, usually called Faculties or 
Schools, comprising law along with other disciplines such as Arts (James Cook University), 
Business (University of Tasmania), Economics (Murdoch University) or Education (Flinders 
University), among others. The available evidence on the sweeping changes to AOUs occurring 
among this group of universities over the period 1987 to 1991 (see Croucher & Woelert 2016) 
suggests that such organizational arrangement may have been intentional rather than merely 
reflecting a more gradual approach to organizational change.  

Given the prevalence of law schools at the ERUs and the fact that the post-1987 universities did not 
feature law AOUs initially, the proliferation of law departments (rather than law schools) at the 
post-1960 universities over the period of 1987–1991 can be interpreted as an idiosyncratic attempt 

                                                 
8 As previously noted, two of the post-1987 universities (the University of Technology Sydney and Queensland 
University of Technology) had already established law schools prior to gaining university status in 1988 and 1989 
respectively.  
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on part of these universities to manifest both their belonging and their distinctiveness within the 
field of Australian universities. Supporting this interpretation is the fact that many of the post-1960 
universities initially featured, and to this day like to project, an organizational culture that is more 
integrative and interdisciplinary than that to be found at the ‘elitist’ ERUs (see Marginson & 
Considine 2000: 199–200). Against this backdrop the creation of law departments housed within 
larger, multidisciplinary faculties may thus indicate the universities’ attempt to maintain and signal 
their distinctiveness both from the post-1987 universities as well as from the ERUs. This ultimately 
indicates, vis-à-vis DiMaggio & Powell (1983), that these universities (as institutionalized 
organizations) may initially, at least, have behaved quite discerningly even when apparently 
emulating those organizations perceived to be more established and successful.  

At the same time, the data also shows that in the long run, the post-1960 universities increasingly 
resorted to a more conformist form of isomorphic response; either creating law schools rather than 
departments or converting their law departments into law schools (James Cook University and 
Murdoch University).  

Interesting too in this context is that when the post-1987 universities finally started to develop new 
LLB-granting law AOUs after 1991, these new universities without exception built stand-alone Law 
Schools rather than developing law departments embedded in non-law faculty structures. The 
student data shows that most of these newly established law schools quickly attracted considerable 
enrolments. In 1996, their mean size exceeded that of the LLB-granting AOUs to be found among 
the post-1960 universities by close to 50%, despite the lag in establishment.  

It is further of interest that by 1996 all 15 LLB-granting AOUs newly established after the higher 
education reforms of 1988 (at both the post-1960 and post-1987 universities) already housed more 
than 40% of all law students in the university system. This finding suggests that the formal 
establishment of such AOUs indeed usually allowed universities to quickly gain a share of the 
overall pie of law students. Reflecting this tangible outcome, there was little evidence for 
decoupling activities in the sense of universities formally establishing or maintaining law AOUs for 
symbolic purposes only.  

More broadly, the pattern of a proliferation of law schools across the Australian university system 
can be seen as an indication of increasing mimetic isomorphic pressures. As both the post-1960 and 
the post-1987 universities ultimately moved to emulate their most established and reputable peer-
organizations, they co-created in the process an increasingly dominant organizational model and 
norm for university-based legal education in Australia. Nevertheless, some of the salient patterns of 
organizational change over the years contradict an understanding of isomorphic adaptation as a 
largely ‘mechanical’ process. The post-1960 universities in particular initially exhibited proactive 
and discerning forms of organizational response that appear to reflect a dual concern with 
isomorphism and distinction – and notably, including distinction vis-à-vis the more established peer 
organizations in the field.  

In his classic essay on fashion, sociologist Georg Simmel (1957) observes that specific cultural 
phenomena such as fashion are constituted through mimetic activities while at the same time 
serving as a vehicle for distinction. While mainly arguing on the micro-level rather than the meso-
level of social activity, Simmel’s account shares institutional isomorphism’s association of mimesis 
with uncertainties – yet also departs from this theory in providing insight into how mimetic 
activities may coexist and interact with activities aiming at distinction. In a similarly inclusive 
fashion, the empirical analyses presented in this paper have shed light on how broader isomorphic 
dynamics in one specific organizational field have accommodated complex dynamics of distinction 
– even though the ultimate outcome has been greater organizational uniformity.  
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Overall, the analyses of this paper lend empirical support to the view that multi-dimensional 
accounts of isomorphic change are not necessarily incompatible with accounts emphasizing 
divergence as typical forms of organizational response to changing environmental demands and 
pressures (see, e.g., Thornton, Ocasio & Lounsbury 2012; Beckert 2010; Hasse & Krücken 2008; 
Powell 1991). Focusing on the case of the Australian university system and the organizational 
manifestations associated with the teaching of law from 1987 through to 1996, the key heuristic 
strategy to arrive at such an account was to scrutinize a) when isomorphic responses appear to 
occur, and b) which specific organizational form they take. In this specific case, scrutiny of each of 
these dimensions strongly suggests that some isomorphic responses at least served a dual purpose of 
manifesting not only similarity but also distinction.   
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Final reflection: 
Scrutinizing changes in the organizational forms and student numbers associated with the teaching 
of law at Australian universities over the period from1987 to 1996, this study has found clear 
evidence for comprehensive isomorphic dynamics, the most striking of which was the progressive 
proliferation of stand-alone law schools. At the same time, this study has found evidence suggesting 
that universities, as organizational actors, may also use – temporarily, at least – isomorphic forms of 
response as a vehicle for manifesting their distinction from their organizational peers. For example, 
it was found that universities may strive to rapidly emulate organizational traits of more established 
peers in order to signal their distinction from other peers which have newly entered the shared 
organizational field. There was some evidence, too, suggesting that such emulation may still 
involve the attempt to preserve specific distinctive traits vis-a-vis those more established peers.  

Overall, this study suggests both the timing and the specific organizational form of isomorphic 
responses were used by some universities to maintain and signal some sort of distinctiveness. While 
there is a lack of reliable data to confirm this, it is likely that related attempts at differentiation (but 
also isomorphism) would have occurred, over the same period, through more inconspicuous yet 
important avenues such as curricula, staffing profiles or research agendas.  

The research presented here could be extended in several ways. One promising avenue for future 
research is to see whether, and if so how, the multiple dynamics of isomorphic change identified 
here have also been at play in other national university systems that have likewise seen significant 
growth in law schools and law student numbers over recent decades (e.g., the UK and the US). At 
the same time, it would also be of interest to see whether such dynamics also can be observed, in 
Australia and elsewhere, in less-established fields that have nevertheless become crucial in terms of 
revenue (e.g., Business & Commerce). A comparison with patterns in the proliferation of Business 
Schools and MBA programs could be particularly revealing.  
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