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In several states, the Republican primary is a “beauty 
contest” with no binding outcome. The results are 
purely advisory, and the delegates from that state are free 
to ignore the outcome of the election. The delegates are 
selected by party leaders in that state, not by the voters. 
The Democratic Party has no nonbinding elections, and 
all states distribute delegates based on the proportion of 
the vote won in that state, but it has more than 700 
superdelegates—party leaders who have not been 
elected by the populace and who may commit their votes 
to anyone they please (Kamarck 2016). So both parties 
allow delegates not representing any constituency to 
help choose the presidential  nominee. What are  
the implications for a democracy when there are such 
irregularities?

Even selection of the Electoral College, which truly 
decides who will be president after the general election, is 
not uniform in policy across the states. Two states—
Nebraska and Maine—have proportional distribution of 

electors, and all the others have winner-takes-all. Should 
there be consistency among the states in the way the 
Electoral College is selected? Should state elections all be 
proportional or winner-takes-all? Should the president 
and vice president be elected by popular vote rather than 
the Electoral College? These are important issues for how 
a democracy operates.

Because the Constitution grants considerable auton-
omy to states to make these decisions, how does the nation 
ever get consistency? At the state (meso) level, legislatures 
are very protective of their right to make their own deci-
sions. Yet governance of the nation and the nation’s rela-
tionships with the global community may be at stake. As 
you can see, meso-level political power can shape power at 
the macro level, which then influences policies relevant to 
individual lives. The three levels are intimately linked. The 
next “Engaging Sociology” raises questions about where 
authority for decisions resides at each level in the social 
system.

ENGAGING SOCIOLOGY
Political Decisions: Social Processes  
at the Micro, Meso, and Macro Levels

Imagine that your state legislature is considering a 

change in the presidential election process. Your 

state representatives in the Electoral College would 

be selected according to the percentage of the 

popular vote in your state going to each candidate 

(Republican, Democratic, Libertarian, and Green 

Party). (Note: Currently, most—but not all—states 

distribute their electors on a winner-takes-all basis.)

* * * * * * *

Engaging With Sociology

1.	 Identify two possible micro-level consequences 

of this policy change. (For example, how might 

it affect an individual’s decision to vote?)

2.	 Identify three consequences at the macro 

level. (For example, how might the change 

affect how presidential candidates spend 

their resources and time? How might 

Congress respond to such an initiative?)

3.	 How does this proposed change illustrate 

the influence of meso-level organizations 

on micro and macro levels of the social 

system? For example, is it a problem for 

a national democracy when the delegate 

selection system is so variable at the meso 

level, or does this make elections even 

more democratic because states can make 

their own autonomous decisions? Explain 

your answer.

4.	 Which system—winner-takes-all or percent-

age of the popular vote—would produce the 

fairest outcome? Why?


