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to Measure Prejudice toward Old Order Amish 

 
William M. McGuigan1 
Associate Professor of Family Studies 
The Pennsylvania State University—Shenango Campus 
 
Abstract 

Numerous studies have examined prejudice in regard to race, age, sexual orientation, and gender, 
among others. However, there remains a paucity of research on prejudice toward Christian 
religious groups. In particular, prejudice towards one of America’s fastest growing religious 
groups, the Old Order Amish, is rarely examined. Using social categorization theory and based 
on McConahay’s modern and old-fashioned racism scale, an “Attitude Toward Amish” scale is 
developed and tested. Factor analysis revealed one dominant component and high internal 
reliability. The article concludes with a discussion of implications for future research of this 
rapidly growing population. 
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Introduction 

Numerous studies have examined prejudice in regard to race, age, sexual orientation, and 
gender (Aberson, Swann, and Emerson 1999; Chasteen and Pratt 1999; Gassner and McGuigan 
[forthcoming]). However, despite the fact that “the importance of religious commitments and 
religious organizations to American society increased over the last several decades” (Jenness, 
Smith, and Stepan-Norris 2007, vii) there remains a paucity of research on prejudice toward 
Christian religious groups. In particular, prejudice towards one of America’s fastest growing 
religious groups, the Old Order Amish, is rarely examined.  

Today there are well over 275,000 Amish of various sects living in at least 29 U.S. states, 
with the majority living in Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Indiana (Donnermeyer, Anderson, and 
Cooksey 2013). Since 2009, approximately 80 new Amish settlements have been started 
(Donnermeyer and Luthy 2013). This rapid growth can be traced to the fact that Amish marry 
young and are a high fertility group, having an average of eight children, with approximately 
90% of the children remaining in the Amish faith (Cooksey and Donnermeyer 2004; Greska 
2002). 

Devotion to their faith includes adherence to unique identity markers (e.g. plain dress, 
Pennsylvania Deitch language, and horse and buggy mode of transportation). This uniqueness 
reinforces their religious conviction to be separate from the modern world, but also elicits special 
attention from the non-Amish. In addition, the Amish ways of conformity and humility contrast 
with the American ways of individuality and pride, increasing the social distance between the 
Amish and non-Amish. These differences make the Amish a group with whom it is difficult to 
share social contact, contributing to the misconceptions and prejudice that some non-Amish hold 
toward their Old Order Amish neighbors. 

Measuring Prejudice 

Gordon Allport’s (1954) seminal book The Nature of Prejudice was highly influential in 
early studies of prejudice based on cultural differences. Initial studies viewed prejudice as a 
symptom of individual pathology. Later the focus shifted away from individual pathology to the 
macro-level influence of social categorization on prejudicial attitudes. Following this trend, 
McConahay’s (1986) classic “Old-Fashioned and Modern Racism” scale provided a 
comprehensive measure of both overt and covert prejudice, primarily towards African 
Americans. Since then, this measure has been adapted to examine prejudice toward other ethnic 
and oppressed groups, such as Asians, Hispanics, homosexuals, women, and members of the 
Jewish faith (Dunbar 1995; Fu 2005; Henry and Sears 2008; Swim, Aikin, Hall, and Hunter 
1995).  

For the current study, prejudice refers to negative attitudes based on preconceived notions 
of select groups with the assumption that all members of a particular group can be categorized 
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with the same negative characteristics. “Social Categorization Theory” (Wittenbrink, Hilton, and 
Gist 1998) explains how groups are then organized into in-group and out-group formations or an 
“us or them” way of thinking. Byers and Crider (2002) reported misconceptions and prejudice 
have led to harassment, intimidation, and violence towards one cultural / religious group, the 
Amish. They stated that “perceptions of separation based on lifestyle and culture have been a 
common historical reason for prejudice and poor treatment of others who are considered 
members of a societal out-group. The Amish follow this pattern” (141).  

Despite the growing presence of this unique group, an in-depth search of the published 
research found only one study of non-Amish prejudice toward Old Order Amish. The study by 
McGuigan and Scholl (2007) provides the only single known instrument specifically designed to 
measure prejudice toward the Amish, the 17-item “Attitude Toward Amish” (A.T.A.) scale. The 
A.T.A. is generally modeled after McConahay’s (1986) “Modern and Old-fashioned Racism” 
scale in that it measures both the overt and covert prejudicial attitudes of the non-Amish toward 
the Amish (rather than white people’s prejudice toward African Americans). Items include “I 
would like having an Amish family for neighbors” and “Amish people have an offensive odor 
about them” (see entire scale in Appendix 1). Items are scored using the same five-point Likert 
scaling range as McConahay’s scale, from one (strongly disagree) to five (strongly agree). Some 
items are reverse-scored so that higher scores indicate more positive attitudes (i.e. less 
prejudice). 

Methods and Results 

The goal of the current research was to assess the reliability and validity of the 17-item 
A.T.A. scale using three distinct samples. First, 64 primarily white, middle class, female 
undergraduate psychology students attending a private university in northwestern Pennsylvania 
completed the A.T.A. scale. To determine test-retest reliability, Pearson correlations were 
calculated between pre- and post-test scores. A strong and statistically significant correlation 
(r=0.61, p< .001) demonstrated that the 64 student’s scores on the A.T.A. were stable over time. 
Inter-item reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, showing that the A.T.A. scale had 
internal consistency within acceptable limits (α=0.62). 

A factor analysis with varimax rotation was conducted to examine the validity of the 
A.T.A. scale. Two components were defined for the A.T.A. scale. The dominant component 
consisted of 13 items with factor loadings ranging from 0.52 to 0.77. This component was 
grouped by items that defined the Amish as ordinary folks. Items included “I would like having 
an Amish family for neighbors.” The second component consisted of four items with high factor 
loadings ranging from 0.69 to 0.77. This component seemed to reflect Amish intelligence. Items 
included “Intelligence of the Amish ranges from very slow to average to very intelligent.” All 17 
items on the A.T.A. scale had high face validity providing further evidence that the A.T.A. scale 
was a valid instrument for assessing prejudice toward the Amish. 
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A second convenience sample was drawn from a small town central to a large Old Order 
Amish community in northwestern Pennsylvania. Approximately 450 Amish families constituted 
one-fifth of the local population, providing non-Amish residents repeated exposure to the Amish 
and ample opportunities for interaction. As part of a larger study, one male and two female 
undergraduate psychology students (blind to the study) stood in front of the local feed store, farm 
supply store, and grocery store and distributed anonymous surveys that were completed on the 
spot by 25 male and 64 female non-Amish adults (n=89). Subjects ranged from 18 to 64 years of 
age (M=25.75) with education normally distributed from some high school to college degrees 
(M=13.84 years of education). Nearly all were white non-Hispanic (96%), matching the racial 
composition of the local area. 

In this second sample, the A.T.A. demonstrated high internal reliability (α=0.78). 
Pearson’s correlations revealed that the A.T.A. scale was significantly correlated with other 
established measures in the expected directions. The A.T.A. scale had a statistically significant 
negative correlation (r=-0.25, p<.05) with a measure of a person’s preference for inequality 
between social groups, the “Social Dominance Orientation” (S.D.O.) scale (Pratto, et al. 1994). 
The A.T.A. scale had a significant positive correlation (r=0.23, p<0.05) with the “Belief in 
Equality Inventory” (Gray, Connor, and Decatur 1994). These moderate but statistically 
significant correlations provide strong evidence of the construct validity of the A.T.A. scale. 

A third trial consisted of a convenience sample of 74 junior and senior college students 
enrolled in the “Human Development and Family Studies” program at a major public university 
in the northeastern United States. The students were primarily white (89%) females (77%) from 
working class backgrounds. In addition to completing the A.T.A. scale, the students completed 
an established measure of prejudice towards all religious groups, the nine item religious 
prejudice subscale of the “Modified Godfrey-Richman I.S.M.” scale (M-GRISMS) (Godfrey, 
Richman, and Withers 2000). The M-GRISMS has shown high reliability and validity with 
college students. Items on the M-GRISMS religious subscale included “Christians are intolerant 
of people with other religious beliefs.” Items were scored 0 (disagree) and 1 (agree), with higher 
scores indicating a greater level of prejudice toward all religious groups. 

Based on Cronbach’s alpha the A.T.A. scale showed high internal consistency (α=0.80) in 
this sample of 74 students. The A.T.A. scale also had a strong and statistically significant 
negative correlation with the M-GRISMS religious prejudice subscale (r=-0.40, p<.001). Mean 
scores on the A.T.A. scale decreased (showing greater prejudice) with each additional item that 
students agreed with on the M-GRISMS subscale of religious prejudice. This correlation 
demonstrates the predictive validity of the A.T.A. scale. Together, these three analyses indicate 
that the A.T.A. scale is a reliable and valid measure of prejudice toward Old Order Amish. 

Discussion and Implications for Future Research 

The A.T.A. scale provides a brief and easy way to administer assessments that can be 
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used by researchers and community practitioners to identify individuals’ attitudes toward this fast 
growing religious sect. With their rapid population increase, the Amish are starting settlements in 
a number of new locations where they have never lived before. This spread of new communities 
potentially creates “flash points” at each new locality and will likely do so for the foreseeable 
future. Researchers could use the A.T.A. scale to identify non-Amish prejudice at these probable 
flash points and provide community practitioners a valid basis to begin a variety of discussions 
around religious tolerance and community development. In this way, the A.T.A. scale provides 
an additional feature of particular salience. Researchers could track factors that may reduce non-
Amish prejudice over time (e.g. increased social contact, knowledge, and economic 
partnerships). A reduction in prejudice is an important aspect of community development that has 
so far received very little attention.  

Certainly an awareness of prejudice is the logical first step toward building community 
cohesion and increasing understanding between the Amish and non-Amish. Building community 
cohesion can be particularly important in small farming communities where Amish adherence to 
their faith has been questioned by their non-Amish neighbors and local authorities. For example, 
nine Amish from the Swartzentruber Amish sect in Kentucky were sentenced to jail for refusing 
to place triangular orange safety signs on their horse-drawn buggies. The Swartzentruber’s stated 
that strict adherence to their religion forbids the use of bright colors (Leibowitz, 2011). Although 
they subsequently received an exemption through proceedings initiated by the Kentucky State 
Legislature, their actions were seen as a disregard for safety that angered some of their non-
Amish neighbors. Likewise, in central Pennsylvania a sewage dispute dragged on for years 
between the Amish and the Cambria County Sewage Enforcement Agency. An inability to 
understand the opposing party’s concerns resulted in a stalemate, with all members of this Amish 
group leaving Pennsylvania (Mandak 2012). Recent issues involving the deep well drilling for 
natural gas have created land use questions for both Amish and non-Amish farmers in Ohio and 
Pennsylvania (Scheyder 2013). Other arguments over land usage have resulted in harassment and 
even physical violence toward the Amish (Byers and Crider 2002). 

It is the author’s hope that the A.T.A. scale will become a useful tool for assessing 
community interrelations in Amish and other plain communities and that it can be used by 
researchers and community practitioners to identify and negate potential confrontations. Further 
tests of reliability and validity are encouraged using larger and more diverse samples. Although 
the A.T.A. scale was designed to measure prejudice toward Old Order Amish (and not other 
ethnically based religious minorities), it could easily be modified to assess prejudice toward any 
of the many other plain Anabaptist groups (see Anderson 2013). Such studies would be 
especially enlightening. As we move through the twenty-first century and the population and 
diversity of “plain people” increases, the need to understand the intersection of the divergent 
views of others becomes increasingly important. 
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Endnote 
1Contact information: William M. McGuigan, Associate Professor of Family Studies, The 
Pennsylvania State University—Shenango Campus, 147 Shenango, Pennsylvania 16146; 724-
983-2914  wmm11@psu.edu. 
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Appendix 1: Attitude Towards Amish (A.T.A.) Scale 

Please indicate your immediate and direct response to each item by placing a number 
corresponding to the scale below in the space provided. There are no incorrect answers. 

_____1. Intelligence of the Amish ranges from very slow to average to very intelligent. 

_____2. There are plenty of Amish people who are very bright, creative, innovative, flexible, 
and adaptable. 

_____3. The Amish are skillful and efficient workers. 

_____4. Amish people are skilled problem solvers around the house and farm. 

_____5. Especially in warmer weather, the hot, heavy clothing and bonnets worn by Amish 
women and children bothers me. 

_____6. I would like having an Amish family for neighbors. 

_____7. The Amish should drive their buggies across their fields and stay off of our roads. 

_____8. Education of Amish children should meet the same state and federal standards of other 
US schools. 

_____9. I sure hope no one from my family marries an Amish person. 

_____10. If the Amish expect to use our government processes to protect their interests, they 
should not object to paying the full range of taxes and Social Security. 

_____11. To me, Amish people seem to be unfriendly. 

_____12. As Americans, the Amish have every right to use our roads, hospitals, commerce, 
police, and fire.  

_____13. Amish people are not as smart as most other Americans. 

_____14. The presence of Amish in any community enhances its economy. 

_____15. Amish people have an offensive odor about them. 

_____16. Amish people are smarter than most Americans because they all speak two languages. 

_____17. It is ridiculous for Amish men to keep their pants closed with pins instead of zippers.

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Uncertain Agree Strongly Agree 
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