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Autonomous automatons: Is institutionalism blunting site based 

management at state secondary schools? 
 

 

Abstract  

Publicly funded school systems around the world, including those in Australia, are granted 

wildly differing levels of autonomy. Financial management policies and structures underpin 

school autonomy. As part of an exploratory case study that investigated the financial 

management capacities of two large schools in contrasting systems, one in Victoria and the 

other in NSW, this paper reports the findings of this research into the policy and structural 

components of these capacities. In analysing these financial management policies and 

structures through the perspective of institutional theory this paper affirms that various 

institutional pressures, as hypothesised by DiMaggio and Powell (1983), are blunting both the 

effectiveness of school based management (SBM) and the level of autonomy schools really 

have. If no action is taken, SBM is in danger of becoming a policy „hollow-man‟ and the 

goodwill that still clearly exists for it is now in danger of being lost under a deluge of 

institutional pressures.  
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1. Introduction 

The publicly funded school system is one of society‟s most important institutions. Debate over 

how these school systems should be organised and operated is ever present and always 

vigorous (Schneider and Keesler, 2007; Harold, 1996; Matthews, 1983). In the 1980s an 

international trend emerged towards decentralisation and greater autonomy for schools within 

publicly funded school systems (Beare, 1991; 1993 cited in Chan and Chui, 1997). In 

Australia, this reform, known as site or school based management (SBM), has been widely 

applied, but to markedly varying degrees across the various state jurisdictions. Proponents of 

SBM, chief among them Caldwell (1995), have argued that granting schools greater autonomy 

allows them to respond more efficiently and effectively to the unique learning needs of their 

local communities. Those less supportive of such moves (Harrold 1996) contend that the 

benefits of decentralisation cannot be clearly demonstrated in improved learning outcomes.  

 

Demonstrating a causal relationship between any type of educational reform or innovation and 

improved learning outcomes is notoriously difficult. Even architects of Victoria‟s far reaching 

SBM reforms, Caldwell and Hayward (1998), admit that research to date has failed to explain 

„the impact of such reform on learning outcomes‟ (p.106). In defence of SBM, Caldwell and 

Hayward (1998) maintain that surveyed Victorian principals hailed the devolved budget, 

granting individual schools significant autonomy over how their government funding was 

spent, as the most concrete tool to affect any real decisions for school improvement. Principals 

of locally managed schools (LMS), the United Kingdom (UK) equivalent of SBM, reported a 

similar view that „despite the … work created by LMS, few, if any headteachers would want to 

return to the days when Local Education Authorities had control over school budgets‟ 

(Laughlin et al 1994, p.60).  

 

Many principals clearly believe, just as Newcombe et al. (1997) argue, that the delegation of 

financial management to the school site is an integral component of SBM - no school control 

over funding would effectively mean no SBM. Furthermore, they believe that their school‟s 

ability to make its own funding decisions about supporting learning needs, irrespective of 

whether this approach demonstrably improves learning outcomes, engenders an important 

sense of autonomy from central education authorities. Understanding whether this sense of 

autonomy is genuine or imagined, and the role school level financial management plays in that 

autonomy, is the focus of this paper.   
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This is an appropriate focus because, despite the centrality of local financial management to 

the autonomy of SBM, little research has been undertaken into the financial management 

policies and structures at the school level that are needed to underpin it. In Australia, research 

into school level financial management is particularly lacking, even though the wide variation 

in scope of SBM between states provides opportunities for insightful comparative studies. 

Government schools in Victoria control the vast majority of the recurrent school level budget, 

but NSW government schools administer just a fraction of their budgets. It would be 

reasonable to expect, therefore, that genuine school autonomy is most likely to be experienced 

at Victorian rather than NSW schools and that this would be reflected in more unique financial 

management policies and structures. Such an expectation is tempered, however, by an 

increasingly dominant and widely applicable theoretical perspective into the study of 

organisations - institutional theory (Dillard et al., 2004). Scott (1995) argues that all 

organisations are institutionalised organisations, albeit to varying degrees, subject to various 

institutional pressures and general governance structures. This includes schools in both heavily 

centralised and relatively decentralised publicly funded school systems, not least because both 

are ultimately almost entirely publicly funded.           

 

As part of an exploratory case study that investigated the financial management capacities of 

two large schools in contrasting systems, one in Victoria and the other in NSW, this paper 

reports the findings of research into the policy and structural components of these capacities. 

In analysing these financial management policies and structures through the perspective of 

institutional theory this paper considers whether various institutional pressures, as 

hypothesised by DiMaggio and Powell (1983), may be blunting both the effectiveness of SBM 

and the level of autonomy schools really have. The paper commences with a brief explanation 

of institutional theory as it is generally interpreted within the accounting literature and an 

overview of the SBM research conducted to date. The research method is briefly outlined, 

followed by an application of the research findings to DiMaggio and Powell‟s hypotheses. 

Finally, in light of the research findings, an argument is advanced about the genuine level of 

autonomy that could be realistically achieved in a decentralised, but still institutionalised, 

publicly funded school system, and the implications this has for SBM in the future.    
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 2. Institutional theory and school based management to date 

 

2.1 Research applications of institutional theory  

The basic premise of institutional theory is that organisations are faced with institutional 

pressures and, as a result of these pressures, organisations within a field tend to become similar 

in their forms and practices (Deegan, 2006). American scholars Paul DiMaggio and Walter 

Powell (1983) advanced the development of institutional theory by identifying coercive as well 

as mimetic and normative institutional pressures causing organisations and organisational 

fields, via a process they called „isomorphism‟, to become more homogenous. Mimetic 

isomorphism takes place when one organisation attempts to imitate a more successful 

organisation, whereas normative isomorphism is the result of the professional occupation that 

dominates an organisation (for example, teachers at schools) collectively influencing 

conditions and methods of work (Dillard et al., 2004). According to DiMaggio and Powell 

„coercive isomorphism results from both formal and informal pressures exerted on 

organisations by other organisations upon which they are dependent‟ (1983 p.150). In the case 

of publicly funded organisations such as hospitals and schools, operating in an organisational 

field where other organisations produce similar services or products, they are ultimately almost 

entirely dependent on the state for funding and are, therefore, subject to the state‟s coercive 

pressures.  

 

A significant body of institutional theory research undertaken by accounting scholars has 

centred on publicly funded organisations. The prevalence of application of the theory in public 

sector research settings may be because the state and various professions, the two main actors 

in contemporary society according to DiMaggio and Powell (1983), are key players in any 

framework advanced out of institutional theory. Although it has arisen from and been 

grounded in the study of organisations, institutional theory is increasingly being applied in 

accounting research (Brignall and Modell, 2000; Carpenter and Feroz, 2001; Dillard, Rigsby 

and Goodman, 2004) to study the practice of accounting in public sector organisations. These 

researchers also recognise that institutional theory provides a complementary perspective to 

legitimacy theory because it links organisational practices (such as accounting) to the values a 

society requires of its organisations in order for them to be considered „normal‟ (Deegan, 

2006). The need to be seen as „legitimate‟, by adopting externally legitimated formal structures 

and policies, is particularly important when the organisation is largely reliant on state funding.  
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These complementary theoretical perspectives provide sound explanations for why 

organisations in a particular field tend to become similar in their forms and practices, but they 

also flag some potential difficulties in ensuring optimum performance of an organisation. Early 

pioneers of institutional theory research, John Meyer and Brian Rowan (1977), pointed out that 

„moving towards the status in society of a subunit rather than an independent system can 

enable an organisation to remain successful by social definition, buffering it from failure‟ 

(p.349). In effect they are arguing that „support is guaranteed by agreement instead of 

depending entirely on performance‟ (p.351) and illustrate their argument with the case of 

American school districts that have near monopolies on students.  

 

They must conform to wider rules about proper classifications and credentials of teachers 

and students and of topics. But they are protected by rules which make education as defined 

by these classifications compulsory…organisations which innovate in important structural 

ways bear considerable costs in legitimacy’ (p.352).  

 

Carpenter and Feroz (2001) put the issue rather bluntly: „institutional theory assumes that 

organisations adopt structures and management practices that are considered legitimate by 

other organisations in their fields, regardless of their actual usefulness‟ (p.567).          

 

The implications of institutional theory for performance measurement in public sector 

organisations were explored by Brignall and Modell (2000). They used studies of health, social 

care and local government organisations in the United Kingdom (UK) and Sweden that had 

been given autonomy to provide services. Despite the fact that Sweden‟s system of governance 

and funding was more decentralised than the UK‟s, they concluded that: 

 

there is evidence of uniform tendency towards heavier managerial reliance on financial 

performance measures in response to growing pressures from fund-granting bodies, which 

may conflict with…non-financial aspects such as quality and innovation (p.294).  

 

Paradoxically, whilst public sector organisations had, in theory, been granted devolved power 

and flexibility to make service decisions, the strict enforcement of budgetary performance 

measures by the funding providers effectively meant their autonomy had been straight-

jacketed. Brignall and Modell (2000) are of the view that services of high quality and economy 

are difficult for the public sector to deliver simultaneously because of the disconnections 
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between the objectives of the professionals in public sector organisations and those of the 

funding bodies. Dillard, Rigsby and Goodman (2004) identified almost identical 

disconnections that they labelled axes of tension.       

 

In response to these tensions, Brignall and Modell (2000) advocated „de-coupling‟ some 

performance measures from funding requirements to enable the performance aspects pursued 

by the professionals in public sector organisations, and those pursued by the funding bodies, to 

be better balanced. Likewise, Dillard et al (2004) point to a similar suggestion of 

„deinstitutionalisation‟. Although Brignall and Modell‟s (2000) performance measurement 

framework is well outlined, the authors themselves admit that their paper is a „theoretical 

skeleton‟ (p.298) requiring a longitudinal case study to add flesh to the framework they 

advanced. This is also a limitation of the existing work seeking to apply institutional theory to 

the public sector, such as Dillard et al (2004). With the exception of Carpenter and Feroz 

(2001), who applied DiMaggio and Powell‟s (1983) institutional isomorphism theory to the 

process of adopting Generally Accepted Accounting Principles (GAAP) in a study of four US 

state governments, most accounting researchers have only provided ad hoc examples and cited 

other researcher‟s work, rather than undertaking any of their own studies of public sector 

organisations. 

 

2.2 School based management research 

Of the limited research that has been undertaken into the Victorian SBM experience much 

appears to be in conflict with Brignall and Modell‟s (2000) view that services of high quality 

and economy are difficult for the public sector to deliver simultaneously. Caldwell and 

Hayward (1998) contend that SBM has played a key role in driving the „low expenditure and 

good performance‟ of the Australian education system identified by Burke (1996). In 2001 

Mante and O‟Brien attempted to measure the educational performance of public secondary 

schools in Victoria. Using an analytical technique known as data envelope analysis (DEA) 

they argued that given their educational outputs, secondary schools in Victoria were generally 

making an efficient use of the resources they were provided.  

 

In a submission to an inquiry into the largely centralised NSW public school system, Harrold 

and Buckingham (2001) supported their view, by reference to attrition data, that the more 

autonomous Victorian system has achieved superior quality and efficiency outcomes.  
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The much lower rate of attrition of student numbers in Victorian public schools over the last 

decade, compared with previous decades and with other states, indicates that public 

satisfaction with public schools in Victoria may have increased with the introduction of the 

school-based management reforms (p.14).  

 

This apparent satisfaction had been achieved despite Victoria having the lowest per capita 

expenditure on government schools in 1999 (p.3) of any state or territory. While Harrold and 

Buckingham‟s arguments may have some merit, the supporting evidence of such researchers is 

rather anaemic, and is not helped by the lack of comparative studies between school systems of 

contrasting SBM scope. Such examples illustrate the difficulties Australian researchers have 

had in establishing whether or not granting schools greater autonomy allows schools to 

respond more efficiently and effectively to the unique learning needs of their local 

communities.  

  

In the UK differing forms of SBM have been in place for more than two decades and have 

been the subject of research for a similar length of time. Unlike that in Australia, some UK 

research has focused on the capacity of schools to manage their own budgets. Edwards et al. 

(1996) studied the impact of the 1988 Education Reform Act (ERA) on three Local Education 

Authorities (LEAs). Despite marked variation in the scope of SBM at each LEA, when 

charged with the responsibility for implementing a budgeting and financial system that 

reflected their own strategic needs, all three LEA‟s defaulted to an incremental budget based 

on past allocations. Edwards et al (1996) contended that the prevalence of incrementalism, 

even in the face of a significant change such as SBM, could be significantly explained by a 

desire to maintain consensus „in the face of multiple conflicting goals‟ (p.29) and its functional 

effectiveness. Bell (2002) effectively argued that UK education reform had actually increased 

centralisation. These research findings intimate that institutional pressures, coercive or 

otherwise, caused schools to become similar in their budgeting practices.     

 

One of the most comprehensive case studies into the impacts of adopting SBM (or the UK 

equivalent, LMS) was undertaken in the UK by Laughlin et al. (1994). Their focus was on 

interviewing the staff within 24 selected primary and secondary schools who had been given 

responsibility for „doing LMS‟. These staff members were labelled by the researchers as the 

absorbing group. Although there was significant variation in group composition and divisions 

of responsibility within the absorbing group, there was also an acknowledgement that the 
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reporting requirements placed on them by the government operated to homogenise their budget 

management processes.  

 

Financial devolution is tacitly to allow these units freedom to decide on the best use of the 

finances made available to them, while at the same time developing constraints (invariably 

measurable output expectations aligned to input resource usage) around this apparent 

freedom (Laughlin et al, 1994, p.59).  

 

The situation in the US, where the form of SBM can vary significantly between school boards 

although school management policies are often homogeneous, has a good deal in common 

with the UK situation outlined above. In their study of two US schools Ortiz and Ogawa 

(2000) argued that this homogeneity may be due to the significant accountability demands 

placed on school principals under SBM. „In response, school organisations have grown in size 

and complexity and become increasingly bureaucratic, calling for decisions based on the 

rational appraisal of alternatives‟ (p. 489).  

 

The US and UK findings, outlined above, support Brignall and Modell‟s (2000) view that 

financial performance measures imposed by funding bodies on supposedly autonomous public 

sector organisations can conflict with attempts to engender quality and autonomy. There is 

certainly evidence for the existence of institutional isomorphic pressures stifling innovation 

(Meyer and Rowan, 1977) in publicly funded school systems outside Australia. To ascertain 

whether this also applies in Australia, and to further assess the effectiveness of institutional 

theory, a strong case can be made for similar Australian studies, comparing the financial 

management policies of publicly funded school systems with differing SBM scopes. 

 

3. Research methods  

Limited research into the practice of school level financial management in Australia meant that 

it was most appropriate to undertake an exploratory case study (see Ryan, Scapens and 

Theobald, 2002) on selected individual schools, one in NSW and one in Victoria. To enhance 

the validity and integrity of the research conducted, the schools shared some key attributes: 

both have over 1,000 enrolled students, are located in major regional centres with populations 

between 20,000 and 30,000 people (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006) and have no 

academic or cost barriers to entry. Comparative statistics related to each school are presented in 

Table 1. 
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Table 1 Selected key statistics of sample selected  

Statistic Source NSW Victoria 

Local Government Area size 2006 Census 20,650 27,318 

School Enrolment (Years 7-12) Department 1,083 1,116 

Number of teaching staff School staff list 78 teaching 87 teaching 

Number of general staff  School staff list 22 general 18 general 

School level turnover School budget $961k $7,527k 

 

Largely using the same approach as Laughlin et al (1994), research participants were selected 

for interview purposively, being those individuals having some involvement in, or 

responsibility for, the administration of school based financial management. The sample 

selection was, therefore, focused on the school business manager, the principal, financial 

administration staff, the chair of the finance committee, and teachers who had demonstrated 

some interest and expertise in school based financial management. Across schools in both 

publicly funded school systems a total of fifteen participants were involved in this research, as 

outlined in Table 2. 

  

 Table 2 Profile of research participants  

Position NSW Victoria 

Principal 1 1 

Deputy Principal 1 2 

Head teacher 2 1 

Classroom teacher 2 0 

Administration staff 2 1 

Business Manager n/a* 1 

Finance Committee Chair n/a** 1 

TOTAL 8 7 

* No equivalent Business Manager position at the NSW School. Some of a business manager‟s tasks are fulfilled 

by the Senior Administration Officer. 

** Principal of NSW school undertakes finance committee chair role. 
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4. Institutional isomorphic pressures at Australian schools  

It is important to note that in studying particular organisations or organisational fields, the 

three categories of isomorphic pressures identified by DiMaggio and Powell (1983), and 

previously defined in this paper, being coercive, mimetic and normative pressures, may not 

always be distinguishable. In fact, according to Carpenter and Feroz (2001 p.573), two or more 

of these isomorphic pressures may be operating simultaneously, making it nearly impossible to 

determine which form of institutional pressure is more potent in all cases. Nevertheless, it is 

necessary to outline DiMaggio and Powell‟s (1983) theoretical framework (which includes two 

hypotheses for each category of isomorphic change) before applying the theory to the research 

conducted at the NSW and Victorian schools. These hypotheses effectively seek to be 

predictors of isomorphic change within organisations in particular organisational fields. In this 

paper the organisational field in question is of course the publicly funded school system. After 

each hypothesis is stated, relevant results and findings from the research undertaken, and 

summarised in Table 3 below, is applied against the hypotheses and a view taken about the 

reasonableness of each hypothesis as a predictor of isomorphic change.      

 

Table 3 Summary of findings 

Financial management policy NSW Victoria 

Curriculum management Limits on subjects 

offered 

Some negotiation but still 

limits 

Cash management Substantial cash reserves Substantial cash reserves 

Contribution fees Limited and voluntary 

but matched with costs 

Universal and voluntary 

but matched with costs 

Faculty budgets Solely needs basis Partly numbers but 

mostly needs driven 

Financial reporting Standardised accounting 

software provided by 

state 

Standardised accounting 

software provided by 

state 

 

4.1 Coercive isomorphism 

As indicated earlier in this paper, coercive isomorphism occurs because pressure, both formal 

and informal, has been applied to an organisation by other entities (such as government) upon 

which the organisation is dependent for its continued operation. The concentration of vital 

resources within a field gives those few suppliers significant power to dictate to those 

dependent on them, often on price or in regulation. If all organisations in a field are equally 
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dependent on the same few suppliers, imposing the same terms upon which supply is made 

available, then it is quite likely those same terms will shape the internal processes of those 

dependent organisations in a similar manner. By definition, and despite claims that the share of 

state funding for education is declining, the public education system remains overwhelmingly 

reliant on government to fund its ongoing operations. This reliance flows down to individual 

schools within the public education field. DiMaggio and Powell‟s (1983) first coercive 

hypothesis sums up the implications of this discussion: 

 

Hypothesis 1 The greater extent to which an organisational field is dependent upon a single 

source of support for vital resources the higher the level of isomorphism. 

 

The level at which allocation decisions are made to finance school operations, in large part, 

differs greatly. The Victorian school is directly responsible for allocating roughly seven and 

half times the amount for which its NSW counterpart is responsible. For both schools, 

however, almost all resources necessary to ensure each school can operate are provided by 

their respective state governments and, according to figures reported by Harrold and 

Buckingham (2001), are roughly equal on a per student basis. By far the largest component of 

a school‟s operational funding is for teacher salaries. These salaries are paid centrally by both 

state governments with the only real difference being that Victorian schools have the freedom 

to decide how many teachers are hired. Unlike the situation in NSW, the financial impact of 

teacher salaries is made visible on a Victorian school‟s budget. Even the freedom in respect to 

teacher numbers is significantly constrained by state government maximum teacher/student 

ratio requirements which are reasonably similar across the country.  

 

Given similar levels of government determined funding per student and similar government 

determined maximum teacher/student ratios, both schools responded by determining similar 

policies to limit the number of subjects they offered. It is clear that both schools had leaders 

who understood that the types of subjects offered could ultimately have an impact on the 

school‟s budget. Consequently steps were taken to maximise the value of financial resources 

being spent at both schools whilst at the same time seeking to offer a broad curriculum. The 

NSW school established a policy of not running a subject at Year 11 level with fewer than 15 

students.  
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You do get some economies of scale. And if you run your curriculum not extravagantly then 

you can also ensure that your global budget isn’t frittered away on very small classes. Now if 

I wanted to do a bit of Classical Ballet or a bit of Modern Greek and run classes of one or two 

kids, mate I could spend. (Principal NSW School) 

 

Although the Victorian school was not as proscriptive in this regard as the NSW school, their 

policy had a similar effect in limiting subjects with small classes.  

 

Our kids choose electives and so we say ‘you’ve got to cut you should be able to fit this many 

kids into this many units without your classes being oversize’. We negotiate and get to a level 

that we’re happy with and they then tell me what they need and I’ll find them the staff. 

(Deputy Principal 1 Victorian School)     

 

Discussion over the first hypothesis firmly established that the public education field is utterly 

dependent on agencies of the state, most notably the relevant department of education 

(hereinafter department) in each jurisdiction. The necessary interactions between organisations 

in the field, namely schools and the education bureaucracy, tend to be governed by formal 

processes and procedures. It follows that requirements to adopt certain accounting procedures 

as mandated by the state, such as using a common accounting platform or an annual financial 

reporting template for recording transactions with the state, would result in individual schools 

collectively adopting the mandated accounting procedures. Failure to do so may possibly risk 

the loss of some resources. DiMaggio and Powell‟s (1983) second coercive hypothesis sums 

up the implications of this discussion:         

 

Hypothesis 2 The greater the extent to which the organizations in a field transact with 

agencies of the state the greater the extent of isomorphism in the field. 

 

Principals, deputy principals and administration staff at both schools all expressed frustration 

at the amount of time consumed in complying with administrative and financial acquittal 

requirements from their department. Both states have integrated financial management 

systems, OASIS in NSW and CASES in Victoria, that all schools must use to submit their 

annual budgets, record actual operating expenditure, and provide regular updates to key staff. 

Similar to the previously discussed US findings of Ortiz and Ogawa (2000), these types of 

state imposed accountability requirements have led to a growth in size and complexity of the 

bureaucracy a school imposes on its own staff. For example, both schools have substantial 



13 

cash reserves to guard against claims of insolvency by the state. This has partly been achieved 

by insisting that faculties return unspent allocations to the school‟s consolidated reserves even 

if the stated reason for such a policy is student equity.  

 

At the Victorian school, faculties are required to spend the bulk of their funding allocation 

each year rather than being able to retain them for the future. A Deputy Principal of the 

Victorian school justified the „use it or lose it‟ policy on the grounds of matching revenues 

from fees with expenditure of them in the same period and on the same students that had paid 

the fees.  

 

You can’t squirrel kids’ money away from year to year to buy something down the track in ten 

years time. The kids that pay their levies will never ever benefit from them (Deputy Principal 2 

Victorian School). 

 

The NSW school does not allow their faculties to keep any unspent money at the end of the 

year. The head teachers argue that the policy impinges on their ability to manage their faculty 

to maximise educational outcomes. 

 

The other thing I can’t do which I don’t like is hoard money from one or two years and spend 

it next time. I’ve got to use it. And so if I knew I had a fixed budget over three years then I can 

think ‘oh I’m going to have to dip right into it this year and spend heavily and maybe next year 

I’ll be lighter on, I’ll under spend for that year’ but it just doesn’t seem possible.(Head Teacher 

2 NSW School) 

    

I think [that]… if you’ve managed your money well I don’t think you should lose it … I mean if 

you know well ‘you don’t spend it you lose it you lose it’ whereas if you knew ‘hey if I don’t 

spend it I can save it’ I think that’d be good. (Head Teacher Victorian School)    

 

Another bureaucratic process that both schools have similarly imposed on their own staff is the 

process for allocating budget monies to school faculties.The faculty budget allocation policy at 

the NSW School is now entirely done on the basis of need and is not driven by student 

numbers. Faculties are required to make detailed submissions to the finance committee which 

will determine the amount to be granted using the following principles: 

 

Generally the finance committee will not reject learning materials in terms of textbooks, in 

terms of software. They will look hard at hardware that people are asking for but if we’re 
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expecting them to go down the track of improved IT the money’s got to come from 

somewhere. (Principal NSW School) 

 

In apparent contrast to the funding allocation policy at the NSW school, faculties in the 

Victorian school are allocated a flat amount of $2 per student per subject taught irrespective of 

need. However, an additional per student amount can be derived from the voluntary subject 

contribution fees paid by the students and this depends on the actual costs of the subject. For 

example, a subject with high costs may receive an additional $20 per student from a levy, 

whereas a low cost subject may receive only an additional $5 per student from their levy. In 

effect, a significant majority of a faculty‟s funding is driven by need. It can be argued, 

therefore, that the intent of the Victorian policy, despite a different method, is in substance the 

same as the NSW School - need is the driver of funding policies for both schools. Both schools 

have taken this approach to faculty funding because it has proven to be the most effective, but 

it is also an approach often favoured by governments in the interests of equity, and perhaps 

more cynically administrative ease.     

 

4.2 Mimetic isomorphism 

It is rare for an individual organisation in any field to develop a completely unique set of its 

own strategies or structures. Instead a desire to emulate proven organisational models, as well 

as make an efficient use of limited resources, generally sees most organisations adopt pre-

existing models, either partially or entirely. Inevitably, this leads to a limit on the number of 

different organisational models within a field. The first of DiMaggio and Powell‟s mimetic 

hypotheses argues that fields can reach a threshold at which the dominant model is so widely 

adopted that the one organisational model effectively becomes universal: 

 

Hypothesis 3 The fewer the number of visible alternative organisational models in a field, the 

faster the rate of isomorphism in that field. 

 

Historically, the public education field has been dominated by the one organisational model. 

At the school level principals are the head of a fairly hierarchical structure. Under these 

principals, in descending order of authority, sit deputy principals, head teachers and classroom 

teachers. This core structure has remained unchanged despite the advent of SBM. Above the 

schools are local, regional and central offices of the department, all with various degrees of 

authority to implement policy in individual schools. The teaching staff hierarchy at both the 
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schools studied are identical to the historical model. A significant factor in this situation is, 

once again, the role of the state. Although Victorian schools have the power to hire their 

permanent teaching staff, something their NSW counterparts cannot do, as discussed 

previously, their funding basis is quite similar. In both systems enrolment numbers determine 

the classification of principal the school is entitled to, as well as the number of deputy 

principals, head teachers and classroom teachers. As both schools studied have similar 

enrolment numbers, both departments are effectively funding a similar number of total 

teaching staff and even stipulating staffing numbers at each level.  

 

The inflexibility of the prevailing organisational model was demonstrated at the Victorian 

school when it sought to manage its budget overrun by reducing the number of more 

experienced teachers in favour of employing less experienced and therefore less costly 

teachers.  

 

The Merit Protection Board is an independent board that sits outside the Department of 

Education and so you can have on one hand a Department person saying ‘you need to 

reduce your profile so employ younger teachers’ and you’ll have the Merit Protection Board 

saying ‘no that’s illegitimate do it again’. (Principal Victorian School)   

 

An alternative strategy to reduce the number of head-teacher positions at the school was also 

thwarted, this time after the intervention of unions.  

 

So as I said on one hand I would sit with my Regional Director who would say ‘you must 

reduce your budget deficit reduce your leadership profile’. ‘No worries I’ll reduce the 

leadership profile’. Union branch takes that to grievance and the decision, which is a joint 

union/Department decision, is ‘can’t do it you must fill that leadership position’. (Principal 

Victorian School)    

 

It would be reasonable to conclude, therefore, that the strong influence of the state, as 

discussed in the prior hypotheses, and the influence of the unions has meant that a hierarchical 

organisational model is firmly entrenched in both of the NSW and Victorian public schools 

studied. Even the previously discussed limited autonomy that the Victorian school had for 

hiring staff has been found to be hollow by such a decision.   
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Strongly related to the first mimetic hypothesis is the notion that in organisational fields facing 

ambiguity or uncertainty an organisation within that field will model itself after organisations 

it perceives to be successful in coping with the ambiguity. If a majority of organisations 

operating in a field adopt such a strategy to counter the inherent uncertainty in the field, then 

the number of organisational models in the field become limited, and ultimately one or two 

may dominate. This gives rise to the second DiMaggio and Powell mimetic hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 4 The greater the extent to which technologies are uncertain or goals ambiguous 

within a field the greater the rate of isomorphic change.  

 

The objectives of education systems and how they should be organised are continually being 

debated. School reform and educational „fads‟, which some would argue includes SBM, have 

fallen in and out of favour over the years and are well documented (Schneider and Keesler, 

2007). With the „goalposts‟ constantly changing this can arguably result in uncertain and 

ambiguous goals for those in the public education field. There were examples at both schools 

of perceived or actual uncertainty influencing financial management decisions. The clearest of 

these examples was in relation to cash management policy. Key staff at both schools were 

concerned at the timeliness, adequacy and transparency of government funding to meet the 

costs of their school‟s operations. The Principal of the Victorian school pointed out that 

receiving a single amount, rather than an itemised global budget, made it difficult to establish 

whether the school had been appropriately funded.  

 

You used to be able to say well you show me where it is in my budget … where’s the line 

item in my budget? Now none of that is transparent. You know here’s your money, here’s 

your bucket. (Principal Victorian School)  

  

At the NSW school there was concern that an overrun in casual teacher expenses could, in 

theory, leave the school unable to meet its obligations in the short term.  

 

I’m not a big fan of the scheme where we have to pay for our own (casual teacher) relief out 

of global budgeting because … if people are ill … I don’t believe that that should come out of 

the school’s funds. So if they were to reduce the amount that we got but pay for casuals out 

of a state slush fund for want of a better term I think that would be far more sensible. You 

can’t help people being ill. (Head Teacher 1 NSW School)      
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You don’t want to set up a casual salaries thing where you’re going to go $50,000 into debt 

because you’ve mistimed it. Now that’s a pretty scary thing to do. (Deputy Principal NSW 

School) 

 

In response, as outlined previously, both schools adopted a conservative cash management 

policy that ensured significant cash reserves were held in school bank accounts. Another 

attempt to counter the perceived uncertainty in government funding was the move by both 

schools to recover some costs via voluntary student fees. Whilst there was a difference in the 

quantum of the contribution fees charged (amounts levied were certainly greater at the 

Victorian school), the policy of charging more for the higher cost subjects was common to 

both schools. In fact, at the NSW school only the higher cost courses levied subject fees. A 

classroom teacher at the NSW school describes the strategy his faculty established to maximise 

the collection of voluntary subject fees: 

 

I’m not sure how many schools practise it but at this particular school we came to the 

conclusion I think in about ’95 or ’96 that students were more likely to make a contribution if 

they could see what they were getting for it. So what we did we actually came up with the 

idea of kits for each course and the kit contained the basic requirements of the course so it 

had pencils, brushes, paints. (Classroom Teacher 2 NSW School)     

    

The subject contribution policy at the Victorian school is more formalised, which arguably 

leaves less room for initiatives such as the kit discussed in the respondent comment above. 

Head Teachers are required to make a submission to the finance committee justifying their 

proposed per head levy.   

 

However, much we charge families for particular subjects ... it’s based on the needs of those 

subjects, if there’s a high cost with disposables or consumables. And basically we look at 

applications from year to year from the Key Learning Area Coordinators (Head Teachers) … 

we look at their reasoning and so on and then make a judgement each year as to what we 

think the levy should be. It’s a very transparent process within the school and nobody’s doing 

any deals behind anybody’s back. (Deputy Principal 2 Victorian School) 

 

However, one head teacher at the Victorian school expressed some frustration at not being 

allowed to increase the fee for a subject she was previously the coordinator for. 
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I tried to charge a $20 or $25 levy to offset all the photocopying that was being done… in 

reality if they’re not using the book that was probably what they were spending on 

photocopying a year but the school weren’t keen to do it that way. They’d rather sometimes 

people put together a book and sell them from the office. (Head Teacher Victorian School)   

   

In both schools it appears that subjects providing something tangible in return, such as art 

materials or a book of readings, can more readily charge levies than those that do not. The 

contemporary nature of some subjects, necessitating significant amounts of ad hoc 

photocopying, can, in theory, mean similar materials costs may be recovered in a subject 

where content is more stable, but not in the other. As has been suggested by several 

participants, the justification for such a policy may be ease of bureaucratic administration, but 

it has resulted in an inconsistent application of the matching principle that is arguably 

inequitable.      

 

4.3 Normative isomorphism 

Professionals undergo a socialisation process during their university or university equivalent 

programs, where the reigning norms and dominant organisational models in the field are 

internalised. Relational networks are then further strengthened by professional associations 

once individuals are in practice. If the organisations within a field are populated by staff 

trained in common methods, then DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue that it would be 

reasonable to expect those common approaches will be widely adopted within the field. For 

teachers this may include having the teaching hierarchy, referred to under hypothesis 3, 

inculcated from an early stage of their training. Carpenter and Feroz (2001) found the 

influence of professional accountants that continued to network with each other, once 

practicing in state government bureaucracies, crucial in influencing four US state governments 

to adopt US GAAP. This gives rise to the first of DiMaggio and Powell‟s (1983) normative 

hypotheses:       

 

Hypothesis 5 The greater the extent of professionalisation in a field, the greater the amount of 

institutional isomorphic change. 

 

DiMaggio and Powell claim that the extent of professionalisation can be measured by „the 

universality of credential requirements, the robustness of graduate training programs and the 

vitality of professional and trade associations‟ (1983, p.156). On any of these measures the 
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public education field is highly professionalised. All applicants for teaching positions at 

Australian public schools must have successfully completed at least four years of accredited 

tertiary education. In recent times institutes of teaching have been established in both NSW 

and Victoria to more formally monitor professional development, and particularly so for 

beginning teachers. This has been accompanied by significant increases in monies available for 

the ongoing professional development of teachers. Aside from the almost universal 

membership of teaching unions, many teachers are also members of discipline based 

professional associations.  

 

However, most of the teacher professionals, even those charged with the responsibility of 

financial and administrative management, are trained in education and have no or little training 

in accounting or management, making it difficult to find support for this hypothesis in the 

schools studied. Principals in both the Laughlin et al. (1994) study and the current study 

expressed dismay at the fact that SBM was diverting them into bureaucracy, robbing them of 

time to lead their teaching staff. ‘We are meant to be educational leaders and I’m not, I’m a 

bloody manager’ (Principal NSW School). The only evidence of professionalisation causing 

isomorphic change that was able to be identified in the current exploratory study was the 

previously discussed role of the teachers‟ unions in constraining the flexibility of the Victorian 

school to change the number in its leadership team.   

 

Finally, fields with stable and broadly acknowledged status orders will be more homogeneous 

because they are more easily emulated. It has already been established that the public 

education field, and the schools within it, is highly structured. As canvassed in discussion on 

the first two hypotheses, this observation has a great deal to do with the field‟s dependency on 

the bureaucracy of government agencies. DiMaggio and Powell‟s (1983) second normative 

hypothesis sums up the implications of this discussion:         

 

Hypothesis 6 The greater the extent of structuration of a field, the greater the degree of 

isomorphics.    

 

The almost identical structuration of both schools, discussed in response to hypothesis 3, has 

resulted in a similar structured approach to developing and implementing a number of common 

financial management policies that, in turn, have impacted the isomorphic process. A key 

component of each school‟s financial management structure is the finance committee. This is 
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because the financial management policies are generally developed by the school principal and 

the finance committee and implemented by head teachers and administration staff. The 

Victorian school finance committee comprises the business manager, a parent co-opted as 

President of the Finance Committee because of his CPA qualifications, the School Council 

President, the school Principal, one elected parent representative, and one elected staff 

representative. The reasonably rigid selection process means the School Principal effectively 

has no say over who comprises the other members of the finance committee. This, combined 

with the fact that at least two members, the Business Manager and the President of the Finance 

Committee, have extensive financial management experience, arguably diminishes the 

opportunity for the Principal to unduly influence committee decisions. 

 

There are many similarities in the composition of the NSW school‟s finance committee. In 

addition to the Principal, the two Deputy Principals, the Senior Administration Officer and her 

assistant, there is ‘the potential for two elected staff members, one elected head teacher and 

two people from P&C [parents and citizens]’ (Principal NSW School). The important 

differences are that the NSW school Principal is also the Chair of the Finance Committee and 

that the Committee generally lacks the financial management experience that the Victorian 

school‟s finance committee contains. Despite these differences, it is clear that the finance 

committee‟s at both schools have a lot in common structurally and have been heavily involved 

in producing very similar financial management policies that have driven the isomorphic 

process. 

 

5. Conclusion  

The stated objective of SBM is to grant schools greater autonomy in order to allow them to 

respond more efficiently and effectively to the unique learning needs of their local 

communities. In lock-step with the findings of Laughlin et al. (2004), that „few if any 

headteachers would want to return to the days when Local Education Authorities had control 

over school budgets‟ (p.60), this study discussed in this paper found universal appeal in the 

principle of SBM. Just a few of many positive quotes follow: 

 

The positives that I see are the flexibility and the ability to able to use money locally for local 

problems. (Deputy Principal NSW School)  
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The more you devolve that type of responsibility the more you grow your teachers and your 

coordinators as good managers. And it’s all transparent then there’s no suspicion as 

‘somebody has done this to me’. It is obvious where it’s come from and why and how it’s 

developed. And then they get to manage it. (Deputy Principal 2 Victorian School) 

 

I think the school should be able to decide within the school who gets what because only the 

school knows what the priorities are, knows what the kids want to do … Only the school could 

put a long term plan in place … Nobody else could possibly know that without having 

ludicrous amounts of paperwork going into head office or whatever. (Head Teacher1 NSW 

School)  

 

Ironically, this study did find disquiet about the „ludicrous amounts of paperwork going into 

head office‟ at both schools that, as Laughlin et al‟s (1994) UK study also found, was running 

the risk of hindering the „real work‟ of schools, namely education. There was a recognition that 

with increased autonomy came the side-effects of increased administration and responsibility.  

 

With autonomy comes responsibility and what we’re responsible for now, no I don’t want 

anymore autonomy because I’m responsible for OH&S, I’m responsible for finance, I’m 

responsible for the learning outcomes of kids ... Yes I would want greater autonomy if I had 

the position of bursar. Now we don’t so what’s happened is that we’ve accepted this greater 

autonomy and greater responsibility at the expense of our educational leadership. (Principal 

NSW School)  

  

The stated objectives of this paper were to understand whether various institutional pressures, 

alluded to above, and hypothesised by DiMaggio and Powell (1983), may actually be blunting 

the effectiveness of SBM and/or constraining the level of autonomy schools should really be 

enjoying. By undertaking a comparative study of two schools, one with significantly more 

SBM autonomy than the other, an effective application of DiMaggio and Powell‟s (1983) 

hypotheses about institutional isomorphism was able to be undertaken. Despite differences in 

autonomy, many aspects of each school‟s financial management approaches were found to be 

similar, and evidence supporting almost all of the hypotheses of institutional isomorphism as 

an explanation for organisational homogeneity well documented. Just as previous overseas 

studies, such as Laughlin et al. (1994) and Ortiz and Ogawa (2000) established, this Australian 

study indicates that the overwhelming power of the state government as resource provider 

places heavy constraints on the autonomy that schools under SBM can really enjoy. 
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The findings of this Australian exploratory study potentially have important implications for 

future government policies that purport to grant publicly funded schools increased autonomy. 

It would appear to be very difficult for schools to enjoy genuine autonomy within the current 

government funding and acquittal regime because decentralised schools are still part of the 

institutionalised publicly funded school system. SBM is in danger of becoming a policy 

„hollow-man‟ and the goodwill that still clearly exists for it now in danger of being lost under a 

deluge of institutional pressures. If governments want to provide genuine autonomy to school 

communities then they need to consider deinstitutionalising the publicly funded system itself. 

The details of such a move are more than worthy of future research consideration.            
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