
 

Muslims, atheists more likely to face
religious discrimination in US

September 23 2020, by Kim Eckart

Muslims and atheists in the United States are more likely than those of
Christian faiths to experience religious discrimination, according to new
research led by the University of Washington.

In the study, which focused on public schools because they are
government-run, community-facing institutions, the researchers tested
responses to an individual's expression of religious belief. In addition to
finding greater bias against religious minorities, the researchers also saw
that ardent expressions of faith, regardless of religious tradition, were
more prone to discrimination.

"The U.S. is becoming a much more culturally diverse society than in the
past, and the rate of change is happening very swiftly. So we wanted to
ask: How are our public institutions keeping up? Can they provide equal
accommodations and protection under the law?" said Steve Pfaff, a
University of Washington professor of sociology and lead author of the
study, which published Aug. 30 in Public Administration Review.

Religious bias may be a very serious problem, but it has been studied less
than other types of discrimination, such as race- or gender-based
discrimination, Pfaff added.

"Schools bear this enormous responsibility and perform this important
service, and one thing that's changing quickly, among the population, is
religion. So how are schools handling all that change?" he said.
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Pfaff points to national statistics that reflect the change: The percentage
of Americans who identify as "unchurched" has increased from 16% to
23% in the past decade; the percentage of Americans who identify as
Muslim, while small, is expected to double to 2%, by 2050.

For this study, which was conducted in spring 2016, researchers sent an
email to some 45,000 school principals in 33 states, including
Washington. The email was presented as a note from a family new to the
community. The randomized messages varied by belief
system—Catholic, Protestant, Muslim or atheist, signaled by a faith-
oriented quote in the email signature—and also varied the degree of
religious expression in the body of the note. The basic version asked for
a meeting to learn about the school; a second version sought to find a
school that was the right fit for their beliefs; and a third inquired about
accommodation of religious needs at school. A control email presented
as a family new to the community, interested in learning about the
school, but with no religious expression or a faith-oriented email
signature.

The research team chose the audit approach, with its contrived email,
over a more standard survey on the assumption that asking people
questions about religious bias may not yield genuinely honest answers,
Pfaff said. Much research in the social sciences suggests that subjects
are unlikely to volunteer what they think will be perceived as
discriminatory opinions.

While none of the principals' responses were explicitly negative, Pfaff
said, it was the lack of response that indicated a pattern. Somewhat less
than half of emails got a response. But those that signaled affiliation with
Islam or atheism, indicated by a famous quote attributed to either the
Prophet Muhammad or Richard Dawkins in the email signature, were
about 5 percentage points less likely to receive a response than the
control emails. Email response rates to notes accompanied by a quote
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from Pope Benedict XVI or the Rev. Billy Graham mirrored those of the
control emails.

Principals displayed across-the-board bias in response to the more overt
emails that suggested that their schools might have to accommodate
religious requests from parents. In the presence of such treatment
language in the email text, the probability of a response declined by as
much as 13 percentage points for atheists, nearly 9 percentage points for
Muslims, 7.8 percentage points for Catholics and 5.5 percentage points
for Protestants. This finding strongly suggests that some bias may result
from the perception that religious accommodations of various kinds
might be difficult or costly, burdens that principals want to avoid, Pfaff
said.

The study's findings were evident nationwide; emails were sent to
principals in 33 states, and even when testing the potential effect of local
demographics—whether an urban, diverse community, Democratic or
Republican-leaning, or a more homogenous, rural one—the observed
discrimination against religious minorities was consistent. That suggests
that religious discrimination can occur anywhere, that it's not reflective
of geography or political ideology, Pfaff said.

"Religious bias in response to a routine inquiry from a public school
official, amounting to a 5 to 13 percent lower chance of response,
reflects substantial evidence of bias," Pfaff said.

The findings may indicate that the perceived cost in dealing with a
person or situation factors in to whether they receive a reply. In that
case, the perceived cost may have as much to do with community
attitudes and norms about religion in school, or about specific religions,
as the principal's own beliefs or biases, Pfaff said. However, bias against
Muslims and atheists on the basis of self-identification, without any
request for accommodation, could stem from discrimination rooted in
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moral judgments. From a discrimination-research perspective, frontline
bureaucrats, such as city or county workers or school principals, are an
appropriate study pool—perhaps even more than elected
officials—because they have so many seemingly routine interactions
with the public.

Many other factors could also contribute to a lack of response, Pfaff
added, not the least of which is workload and competing demands on a
principal's time. But the pattern of who did not receive a response was
clear in the patterns of discrimination against Muslim and atheist emails,
as well as discrimination against more overt displays of any faith.

Judaism was not included in the study because at the time previous
research suggested little discrimination, and very positive public
attitudes, toward Jews. In the years since, however, public expressions of
anti-Semitism have increased, and in retrospect, including Judaism in the
study would have been valuable, Pfaff acknowledged.

The focus of the study on public schools suggests specific policy
solutions, such as briefing school administrators and staff about existing
laws and constitutional standards concerning non-discrimination and
legitimate religious accommodations, Pfaff said. Hiring a more diverse
administrative staff and maintaining a general awareness of changing
neighborhood demographics and public values could help better prepare 
school officials to serve their communities.

  More information: Steven Pfaff et al, Do Street‐Level Bureaucrats
Discriminate Based on Religion? A Large‐Scale Correspondence
Experiment among American Public School Principals, Public
Administration Review (2020). DOI: 10.1111/puar.13235
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