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Micro-Level Analysis.  A focus on individual or small-
group interaction in specific situations is called micro-

level analysis. The micro level is important because 
one-to-one and small-group interaction form the basic 
foundation of all social groups and organizations to which 
we belong, from families to corporations to societies. We 
are members of many groups at the micro level.

To understand micro-level analysis, consider the prob-
lem of spousal abuse, most often involving women being 
abused. Why does a person remain in an abusive relation-
ship, knowing that each year thousands of people are killed 
by their partners and millions more are severely and 
repeatedly battered? To answer this question, several pos-
sible micro-level explanations can be considered. One view 
is that the abusive partner has convinced the abused per-
son that she is powerless in the relationship or that she 
“deserves” the abuse. Therefore, she gives up in despair of 
ever being able to alter the situation. The abuse is viewed 
as part of the interaction—of action and reaction—and 
some partners come to see abuse as what composes nor-
mal interaction.

Another explanation for remaining in the abusive rela-
tionship is that battering is a familiar part of the person’s 
everyday life. However unpleasant and unnatural this may 
seem to outsiders, it may be seen by the abused as a nor-
mal and acceptable part of intimate relationships, espe-
cially if she grew up in an abusive family.

Another possibility is that an abused woman may fear 
that her children would be harmed or that she would be 
harshly judged by her family or religious group if she 
“abandoned” her mate. She may have few resources to 
make leaving the abusive situation possible. To study each 
of these possible explanations involves analysis at the 
micro level because each focuses on interpersonal interac-
tion factors rather than on large, society-wide trends or 

forces. Meso-level analysis leads to quite different explana-
tions for abuse.

Meso-Level Analysis.  Meso-level analysis involves 
looking at intermediate-sized units smaller than the 
nation but larger than the local community or even the 
region. This level includes national institutions (such as 
the economy of a country, the national educational sys-
tem, or the political system within a country), nationwide 
organizations (such as a political party, a soccer league, or 
a national women’s rights organization), and ethnic 
groups that have an identity as a group (such as Jews, 
Mexican Americans, or Native Americans in the United 
States). Organizations, institutions, and ethnic communi-
ties are smaller than the nation or global social units, but 
they are still beyond the everyday personal experience and 
control of individuals. They are intermediate in the sense 
of being too large to know everyone in the group, but they 
are not as large as nation-states. For example, state gov-
ernments in the United States, provinces in Canada, pre-
fectures in Japan, or cantons in Switzerland are at the 
meso level and usually more accessible and easier to 
change than the national bureaucracies of these countries.

In discussing micro-level analysis, we used the example 
of domestic violence. Recognizing that personal troubles can 
often be related to public issues, many social scientists look 
for broader explanations of spousal abuse, such as social con-
ditions at the meso level of society (Straus, Gelles, and 
Steinmetz 2006). When a pattern of behavior in society 
occurs with increasing frequency, it cannot be understood 
solely from the point of view of individual cases or micro-
level causes. For instance, sociological findings show that 
fluctuations in spousal or child abuse at the micro level are 
related to levels of unemployment in meso-level organiza-
tions and macro-level government economic policies. 

Table 1.2  Levels of Analysis and Education

Level Parts of Education

Micro-level analysis Interpersonal
Sociology class; professor and student interacting; study 
group cramming for an exam

Local organizations University; sociology department

Meso-level analysis Organizations and institutions State boards of education; National Education Association

Ethnic groups within a nation Islamic madrassas or Jewish yeshiva school systems

Macro-level analysis Nations Policy and laws governing education

Global community World literacy programs


