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Same-Sex Marriage and Civil Unions. A hotly 
debated macro-level issue concerning the fam-
ily is the official status of same-sex couples. National 
macro-level policy decisions affect rights and ben-
efits for micro-level partnerships, but there is intense 
disagreement over whether this issue is about human 
rights or about divinely determined rights and wrongs. 
As same-sex relationships become more widely 
acknowledged and accepted in the Global North, 
increasing numbers of gay and lesbian couples live 
together openly as families. Denmark was the first 
country to recognize same-sex unions in 1989, grant-
ing legal rights to such couples (Freedom to Marry 
2014). Some countries, however, punish openly gay 
individuals. Uganda almost passed a bill authorizing 
the death penalty for homosexuals, but it was deterred 
by international condemnation. Nigeria has passed a 
bill outlawing homosexuality, and mobs have attacked 
homosexuals (Goodstein 2012).

In the United States, support for same sex mar-
riage has rapidly increased (see Figure 10.4 on page 
276). Thirty-seven states and Washington, DC, allow 
same-sex marriage, and the federal government rec-
ognizes same-sex marriages from states where they 
are legal (Freedom to Marry 2015). The U.S. Census 
Bureau reports over 600,000 same-sex couples in the 
United States, or about 1% of all couple households (U.S. 
Census Bureau 2013d). Most scholars acknowledge 
that this is probably an underreporting because of the 
stigma of reporting that one is gay or lesbian. One out of 
every nine unmarried cohabiting couples is gay or les-
bian, and one quarter of these couples are raising chil-
dren (Benokraitis 2012; James 2011).

interactions with it on the micro level usually involve 
our families. 

Moreover, if the family is not functioning smoothly, 
it affects the health care system. The related stress can 
make members fall ill. Likewise, if the health care system 
is not working (e.g., if there are not enough doctors, hospi-
tals, or medicine), families experience enormous stress-
ors. These two institutions are highly interdependent.

As you can see, families can be studied at each level 
of analysis: as interdependent micro-level social units 
with family members in the immediate household; as 
meso-level institutions that can be seen as economic 
units; and as part of the macro-level social system in 
which government sees family units as key economic 
units. Many individual family issues that seem very inti-
mate and personal are actually affected by cultural 
norms and forces at other levels (such as migration, 
urbanization, and economic conditions). Likewise, deci-
sions of individuals at the micro level affect meso- and 
macro-level social structures (such as size of families). 
Individual families are, in essence, local franchises of a 
larger social phenomenon.

Family Issues: Same-Sex 
Marriage and Divorce
Because family is the basic institution in which all of us 
get our start and most have a lifelong relationship, it is 
no wonder certain issues gain attention from the micro 
to macro levels. Here we mention two of these issues 
that crosscut levels of analysis: same-sex marriage 
and civil unions, and divorce.

Year
Births to Unmarried 

Women (%)
Births to Married 

Women (%)

2012 40.7 59.3

2000 33.2 66.8

1995 32.2 67.8

1990 28.0 72.0

1985 22.0 78.0

1980 18.4 81.6

TABLE 10.3  Percentage of Births 
to Unmarried and Married 
Women: United States

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2014; ChildStats 
.gov 2013; DeParle and Tavernise 2012.

This couple celebrates after hearing that their marriage and 
those of other same-sex couples will be legally recognized in 
their state.
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