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Table IV.1  The Impact of Institutions at Each Level of Analysis

Family Education
Economic 
Systems

Political 
Systems Religion Medicine

Micro

(local 
“franchises” of 
institutions)

Your family; 
local 
parenting 
group; local 
Parents 
Without 
Partners; 
county family 
counseling 
clinic

Your teacher; 
local 
neighborhood 
school; local 
school board

Local 
businesses; 
local chamber 
of commerce; 
local labor 
union chapter

Neighborhood 
crime watch 
program; local 
city or county 
council

Your local 
religious study 
group or 
congregation

Your doctor and 
nurse; local clinic; 
local hospital

Meso

(institutions, 
complex 
organizations, 
ethnic 
subcultures, 
state/provincial 
systems)

The middle 
class family; 
the Hispanic 
family; the 
Jewish family

State/
provincial 
department of 
education; 
American 
Federation of 
Teachers*

State/
provincial 
offices of 
economic 
development; 
United Auto 
Workers*

State/
provincial 
governments; 
national 
political 
parties; each 
state or 
province’s 
supreme court

National 
denominations/
movements 
(e.g., United 
Methodist 
Church or 
American 
Reform 
Judaism)

HMOs; 
Minnesota 
Nurses 
Association; 
American 
Medical 
Association

Macro

(national and 
global social 
systems and 
trends) 

Kinship and 
marriage 
structures, 
such as 
monogamy 
versus 
polygamy; 
global trends 
in family, such 
as choice of 
partners 
rather than 
arranged 
marriages

National 
education 
system; United 
Nations Girls’ 
Education 
Initiative 

Spread of 
capitalism 
around the 
world; World 
Bank; 
International 
Monetary 
Fund; World 
Trade 
Organization

National 
government; 
United Nations; 
World Court; 
G-7 (most 
powerful seven 
nations in the 
world)

Global faith-
based 
movements and 
structures; 
National Council 
of Churches; 
World Council of 
Churches; World 
Islamic Council; 
World Jewish 
Congress

National health 
care system; 
World Health 
Organization; 
transnational 
pandemics

*These organizations are national in scope and membership, but they are considered meso level here because they are complex organizations within 
the nation.

Again, if all this sounds terribly abstract, that is 
because institutions are abstractions. You cannot touch 
institutions, yet they are as real as air, love, or happiness. 
In fact, in the modern world, institutions are as necessary 
to life as is air, and they help provide love and happiness 
that make life worth living.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF 
MODERN INSTITUTIONS
If we go all the way back to early hunting and gathering soci-
eties, there were no meso or macro levels to their social 

experience. People lived their lives in one or two villages, 
and whereas a spouse might come from another village or 
one might move to a spouse’s clan, there was no national or 
state governance and certainly no awareness of a global 
social system. In those earlier times, family and community 
provided whatever education was needed, produced and dis-
tributed goods, paid homage to a god or gods, and solved 
conflicts and disputes through a system of familial (often 
patriarchal) power distribution. One social unit, such as the 
family, served multiple functions, from education to religion 
to health care and an economic base.

As societies have become more complex and differenti-
ated, multiple levels of the social system and various new 


