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Abstract 
In today’s climate of change, managing a design policy has become an increasingly important 
challenge for design groups and their corporate clients. As a result, there has been renewed 
interest in exploring issues relating to the development of effective policies and strategies for 
managing key identity factors. This paper contributes to the discourse by examining the 
policies and artifacts of the Amish, a small traditional religious organization with a well-
defined set of core values and practices. With over three hundred years of history, the Amish 
tradition has evolved to include a distinctive visual identity, which is governed by specific 
policies and used to symbolize and support Amish values. As part of an initial inquiry into 
design policy, this paper argues that a close examination of the Amish provides a unique 
opportunity to identify fundamental principles for developing effective design policy while 
managing change. 
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Introduction 
Throughout history, design has been used by many different types of organizations to 
project a cohesive and memorable image or identity. Evidence of it is found in small 
companies, global corporations, governments and major world religions. In all cases, the goal 
is relatively the same: to use design to influence human behavior in a manner consistent with 
an organization’s goals and values. Wally Olins (1989), author of Corporate Identity, concluded 
that governments and organizations employ design to project powerful symbols about 
themselves. Citing diverse examples, ranging from the American Confederacy to the AEG 
company in Germany,  Olins notes that: 
 
“Identity is expressed in the names, symbols, logos, colours and rites of passage, which the 
organization uses to distinguish itself, its brands and its constituent companies . . . these 
serve the same purpose as religious symbolism, chivalric heraldry or national flags and 
symbols: they encapsulate and make vivid a collective sense of belonging and purpose” 
(Olins 1989, 9). 
 



In contemporary business and design, managing design has become increasingly formal and 
established (though by no means universally well-articulated or understood). It is typically 
known as design policy and relates to the principles, purposes and procedures organizations 
use to promote and symbolize key values through design (see figure 1). The most visible 
embodiment of an organization’s design policy is its identity -- that is, a mix of products, 
communications and environments that give shape and life to a design policy. Organizations 
manipulate these factors to create a common sense of purpose, symbolize belonging and 
influence behavior. 
 

 
Figure 1 

 
The Amish 
Design policy is a term not commonly associated with the Amish, a religious culture with 
over three hundred years of tradition in Europe and North America. This is due to the fact 
that design policy is more typically associated with modern corporations, governments and 
secular organizations. That being said, there is clear evidence that the Amish have specific 
principles, purposes and procedures to manage factors directly related to design. Like a 
corporation or government, the Amish use design to achieve important organizational goals, 
and have developed a structure for maintaining, enforcing and modifying its policies and 
visual identity. The Amish policy mirrors what Olins defines as a characteristic use of design 
in modern corporations: 
 
“First, the organization wants to present itself as clear and comprehensible. . .Second, the 
organization wants to symbolize its ethos, its attitudes, so that everyone who works for it can 
share the same spirit and then communicate it to all the people who deal with the 
organization. . .Third, the organization wants to differentiate itself. . .” (Olins 1989, 148).  
 
The Amish design policy can best be understood by first briefly examining the history of the 
Amish faith, since religious belief is fundamental to every aspect of Amish life. Amish 
history has its roots in the Protestant Revolution of the 16th and 17th centuries. The Amish 



evolved out of the rebellion against the religious, political, and economic control wielded by 
the Catholic Church. Martin Luther (c. 1483-1546), Huldreich Zwingli (c. 1484-1531) and, 
most importantly, Jacob Ammann (c. 1644-1730) were leading figures in this rebellion and 
played key roles in the development of the Amish faith. 
 
 
This early reform movement led to the articulation of a few key beliefs:  
a. The doctrine of salvation by faith alone. 
b. The rejection of all factors characterizing Catholicism, including the papacy and 
priesthood, holy sites, relics, and the sacraments of Mass. 
c. The uniformity of dress, hairstyle and behavior. 
 
The bedrock of Amish tradition, however, was formed by a radical group known as the 
Anabaptists. From this group today’s Amish directly evolved. The Anabaptists aimed to 
return Christianity to the way in which it was practiced in the time of Christ. Three beliefs 
were central to their religious point-of-view:  
a. That the true church was composed of a voluntary group of adults. 
b. That they would not attempt to embrace the rest of humanity. 
c. That they would not accept government authority over religious practices.  
 
These beliefs have led some historians (Kraybill 1989) to conclude that the Anabaptists, or 
Amish, were the first religious movement to advocate for a separation of church and state. 
In response, the civil and ecclesiastic authorities branded the Anabaptists as heretics. A long 
history of persecution followed in much of northern Europe which eventually led, in the 
early 1700’s, to the Amish emigrating to North America where they sought the freedom to 
practice their religion. 
 
Amish Policy 
The Amish who arrived in North America carried all of the key beliefs, values and practices 
that define the Amish way of life. This included attitudes and policies regarding design 
(though the Amish do not specifically refer to this term). Like all other aspects of Amish life, 
the attitude toward design is meant to support and symbolize three core values (see figure 2): 
  
Gelassenheit 
Gelassenheit is a German word which has been loosely defined as “submission - yielding to a 
higher authority” (Kraybill 1989, 25). This authority derives from god’s will (as literally 
expressed in the bible) and Amish traditions. Donald B. Kraybill, author of The Riddle of 
Amish Culture, suggests: “Various words in the Amish vocabulary capture the practical 
dimensions of Gelassenheit: obedience, humility, submission, thrift, and simplicity” (Kraybill 
1989, 25). 
 
Separatism 
The Amish draw a distinct separation between their way of life and the life outside their 
tradition and community. “If you’re not Amish,” an Amish leader once noted, “you’re 
English and part of the world” (Kraybill 1989, 37). The Amish staunchly believe in building 
fences between themselves and worldliness. In doing so, the boundaries of the community 
are defined and, according to Amish belief, a strong sense of belonging and security emerges. 



In fact, for the Amish, salvation can only be assured within the boundaries of their 
communities. 
 
Work 
Work is a central part of Amish life, most which has traditionally been “hands-on” such as 
farming, furniture building, quilting and washing. Often hard and dirty, the Amish believe 
this type of work is consistent with god’s will and helps to build a strong community. Central 
to their understanding of work are the notions of “usefulness” and “anonymity,” both of 
which are emphasized as tools for community building. Traditional farming is perhaps one 
of the best embodiments of useful and anonymous work. It can also is also be found, 
however, in Amish craftwork such as quilts, toys and furniture, all of which are fabricated 
according to tradition rather than individual expression, and reinforce Amish community. 
 
Amish Identity 
To understand how the Amish design policy (see figure 2) is realized in the world, we need 
to explore two questions. First, what visual elements define the Amish identity? Second, how 
do the Amish manage, enforce and modify their design policy in a world of change?  

     
Figure 2 
 
The Amish Uniform 
Perhaps the most visible symbol of the Amish identity is the clothing they wear. Unlike most 
groups and people, who are influenced and attracted to changing fashions and styles, the 
Amish maintain a strict, stable and entirely predictable policy regarding clothing for men and 
women. The uniform is designed to support the basic activities of Amish daily life - work, 
socializing and church. It is intended to promote a sense of belonging to those within the 
community and, at the same time, signal separateness to those outside the community.   
 
For Amish men, the uniform starts with a distinctive, broad brimmed hat. The hat provides 
shade and protection from the elements but also symbolizes a strong connection to devout 
belief in the tradition of Christianity. Men’s shirts and pants are made from solid colored 
fabrics, some of which are bright and stunning. They do not include any pockets. Fastening 



of garments is customarily done with hooks, eyes or buttons. Men’s coats have special 
symbolic functions. A simple sack coat, which can be worn by boys and men alike, identifies 
individuals not yet baptized. Upon baptism, a man is given a frock coat to symbolize his 
formal acceptance of the Amish faith.  
 
The Amish uniform for women also starts with a head covering. Caps, bonnets, scarves and 
handkerchiefs are commonly used. Like the men, women’s capes (i.e., plain dresses), aprons 
and shawls are all made from solid colored fabric and generally fastened with hooks, eyes or 
buttons.  
 
Other parts of the Amish uniform include: specific instructions for cutting men’s hair and 
trimming beards, instructions for arranging women’s hair, and the abolishment of jewelry, 
cosmetics or any bodily adornment. 
 
Donald Kraybill notes that the Amish uniform: 
“. . . signals that a member has yielded to the collective order . . . prevents dress from being 
used as a tool for self-enhancement . . . promotes equality by keeping individualism in check 
. . . increases social control because fellow members and outsiders relate to the Amish on the 
basis of ethnic membership . . . erects firm symbolic barriers around the group - the 
equivalent of a cultural moat” (Kraybill 1989, 8). 
 
Interestingly, the way in which Amish use their uniform is comparable to many examples in 
business or government. For example, an agency like the United States Postal Service 
consciously designs and coordinates a dresscode for its employees. The purpose of the 
uniforms - to symbolically promote belonging and loyalty, among other things – is virtually 
identical to that of the Amish. So, while the form of the Amish uniform may appear odd by 
today’s norms, its function is remarkably current.  
 
The Horse-drawn Carriage 
The horse-drawn carriage is another important artifact that possesses both functional and 
symbolic value. The Amish actually use a wide variety of horse-drawn vehicles, including: an 
open buggy, a work wagon and a two-wheeled cart. But the common “family” carriage has 
come to identify the Amish since its often seen on modern highways and streets. The design 
of the carriage, defined by tradition and manufactured by Amish craftsmen, is simple and 
straightforward. It is typically a box-like form, generally has two seats, carries four or more 
passengers, and includes a single windshield and, sometimes, sliding side windows. The 
exterior is unadorned and painted gray. The only visible concessions to modern 
transportation are battery-operated front lights, turn signals, flashing rear lights and a large 
triangle reflector located on the back of the carriage - all of which are required by state laws. 
 
As a designed artifact, the horse-drawn carriage is a potent symbol of Amish life. It first and 
foremost represents a humble way of life entirely out of step with the contemporary world 
of automobiles, bullet trains and airplanes. The carriage, like the Amish uniform, clearly 
builds a fence between Amish and secular life. As Kraybill notes, “. . . it provides a mobile 
stage for enacting the drama of separation” (Kraybill 1989, 65). Also important is the fact 
that there is only one “model” of carriage, which is painted gray to promote modesty and to 
blend into the environment. The result of this policy is that all Amish own the same vehicle, 
thus reinforcing an egalitarian identity and curtailing displays of wealth and individualism. 



For the Amish, the carriage symbolizes social equality. Individual taste and desire -- the 
cornerstones of contemporary automobile marketing -- are simply transcended in Amish life 
by an uncompromising community standard.  
 
Finally, the carriage symbolizes the Amish preference for a slowly paced life. The carriage 
imposes limits and, as such, symbolizes the deepest meaning of the Amish tradition. Getting 
from place to place, plowing fields, traveling long distances, conducting daily activities - all 
admittedly take considerably longer with a horse-drawn vehicle. The Amish accept the 
limitations of this mode of transportation because it promotes many things vital to Amish 
life - attentiveness to work (especially in regards to farm work), curtailment of expansion 
beyond the community’s physical boundaries and the intensification of community 
interaction.   
 
Amish Craft  
Craftwork has a robust history within Amish culture. Much like other “simple people” (e.g., 
the Shakers), Amish craftwork supports and symbolizes important values that relate to 
tradition and craftsmanship. The focus on crafts, rather than on art, is intentional and a 
critical part of Amish policy. Unlike art, craft directly links to daily life. Robert Shaw (1995), 
writing in Quilts: A Living Tradition, describes the Amish attitudes about art and craft: “The 
Amish tend to place little value on art, considering it frivolous because it serves no practical 
purpose . . . they choose instead to make everyday things beautiful” (Shaw 1995, 11). 
 
The furniture in Amish homes, for example, is mostly made by Amish craftsmen. The best 
known examples include: hickory rockers, hand-wound gingerbread clocks and large chests. 
The design of the furniture, as well as the skills to produce it, are mostly traditional. The 
designs are based on old European or early Pennsylvania Dutch patterns. The skills, passed 
from father to son, include substantial handwork but, interestingly, also incorporate the use 
of some woodworking machinery, like gas or steam-powered lathes.  
 
Far better known are the quilts Amish women have been sewing since the late ninetieth-
century. The quilts are characterized by incredibly detailed handwork as well as distinctive, 
deeply saturated solid colors. Like Amish furniture, the quilts are based on traditional 
designs, although the coloration varies from community to community. The quilts embody 
the continuity of a collective aesthetic rather than an individual one. The quilting itself 
reveals a deep commitment to craftsmanship while the simple geometric imagery of the 
quilts symbolize a humble way of life focused on essentials. Interestingly, Amish quilts have 
been credited with influencing a number of modern minimalist painters, including Mark 
Rothko. The connection between the two is certainly arguable. However, as Shaw notes, 
there is a fundamental difference. “Amish quilts,” he writes, “proceed from the place 
modern artists seek to find” (Shaw 1995, 12). 
 
Structure of the Amish Design Policy 
As evidenced by their clothing, carriages and crafts, the Amish identity is the product of a 
long tradition and is used to symbolize key values. Though stable, it is not entirely static. 
Slow change does, in fact, occur. It is managed by way of specific policies that relate to three 
key parts of Amish society - a decentralized structure, the Ordung and a unique willingness 
to “negotiate” with change. 
 



Decentralization 
Amish society is organized around strict decentralized principles. The basic building block of 
Amish life is the family farm. This is perhaps symbolized most powerfully by the fact that 
the place of worship for the Amish is a farm house or barn. Unlike other organized religions, 
the Amish have never built grandiose churches or headquarters since such structures imply 
worldliness.  
 
A congregation is formed by approximately thirty families. When that number is exceeded, 
the congregation generally divides. At the congregational level, three key leadership positions 
are defined: bishop, minister and deacon. Combined, these three positions represent an 
informal executive committee. Consistent with closed societies, the leadership positions are 
filled by individuals born and raised within the congregation. Typically, the individuals 
possess no professional training and will continue to maintain occupations as farmers or 
carpenters in spite of the added responsibility of leadership. 
 
A bishop normally presides over two congregations (see figure 3) and is regarded as the 
spiritual head of the church. He has two primary roles: to serve as the formal link between 
his congregation and other Amish congregations; and to interpret and enforce church 
regulations. Interestingly, bishops sometimes interpret church rules in relatively new or 
unusual ways. This has caused some notable problems in Amish history - including a few 
rare cases when bishops and their congregations have separated from other Amish - but also 
serves to nurture a slow but steady debate regarding Amish rules and beliefs. In fact, over 
time, the selection of new bishops allows the Amish to modify rules and, thus, to manage 
change. 
 

 
Figure 3 

 
The minister fills the next leadership position. The size of the congregation determines the 
number of ministers. Large congregations, totaling seventy-five members or more, will 
customarily have at least two ministers, whose primary responsibility is to preach and 
sermonize.  
 
Lastly, deacons are responsible for reading scripture, leading prayers, and providing a variety 
of basic services to the community. Deacons solicit alms for needy families, arrange and 
supervise community activities and play a pivotal role in facilitating marriages. 
 
The Ordung 
The Amish have developed a blueprint to articulate acceptable behavior and attitudes, 
including those relating to visual identity. Called the Ordung, it is defined as “a code of 



conduct which the church maintains by tradition rather than by systematic or explicit rules” 
(Gingerich 1960, 14). The Ordung is entirely verbal - nothing is written  or formally 
recorded. The Amish claim that it is simply “understood” and passed from generation to 
generation through exposure to their traditions. 
 
The Amish design policy is embedded in the Ordung, which describes in detail the rules 
regarding visual identity. In this respect, the Ordung serves the same function as a corporate 
identity document, which formalizes rules and specifies what is visually acceptable or 
consistent with the corporation’s goals. The Ordung, for example, specifies that carriages 
will be painted one color, that quilts and other crafts will continue to project traditional 
imagery, and that all Amish will wear the same clothes.  
 
The Ordung does not, however, specifically reject modifications or additions. The Amish 
often differentiate between issues that directly affect their core beliefs and others that 
possess a more neutral affect. The rejection of electricity in homes, the ownership of cars, 
limits on formal education - these issues fundamentally affect Amish beliefs and are firmly 
dealt with in the Ordung. Other issues, ranging from the introduction of new technologies 
to the design of a farmhouse, are often considered with more flexibility. Flexibility is valued 
because once an issue is firmly resolved and included in the Ordung, it becomes very 
difficult to remove or modify it. The Amish realize that such rigidity is not warranted 
without careful and cautious consideration. 
Negotiation 
To manage change, the Amish possess a willingness to negotiate with modernity. The 
negotiation often occurs over a period of time and is generally conducted in a decentralized 
manner. The negotiation can involve all levels of Amish society. In most cases, the 
negotiation begins as the result of an individual Amish introducing something new into the 
community (e.g., a propone-powered forklift). As the use of the new thing spreads, 
questions and concerns arise regarding its appropriateness to Amish tradition. Bishops and 
congregations engage in a loose dialog and eventually reach a consensus. If regarded as 
harmful to the tradition, the new thing will be strictly forbidden.  
 
Negotiation is particularly relevant to the Amish design policy because it often affects the 
way in which things are designed or fabricated. The horse-drawn carriage, for example, has 
been modified over time due to the Amish considering modern technologies and materials. 
Although still appearing nearly identical to nineteenth-century designs, today’s carriages 
actually possesses a variety of concessions to modernity. As already mentioned, gas-powered 
lights, turn signals and bright triangular warning signs adorn contemporary carriages due to 
governmental regulations. Other changes have also come about as a result of voluntary 
actions and individual decisions. Many of these do not affect the form of the carriage, but do 
affect fabrication, comfort and desirability. Beginning in the mid-seventies, for example, the 
Amish began using fiberglass to fabricate the bottom shell of the carriages, as well as vinyl 
for removable tops. To slow down carriages, hydraulic brakes are often used. Aesthetically, 
an Amish customer is presented with a variety of interior choices reminiscent of the same 
process occurring in a contemporary car dealership - carpet comes in different colors, 
upholstery can be selected from a range of colors and textures, and, surprisingly, special 
orders are sometimes accepted. 
 



The same type of negotiation is evidenced in Amish clothing, furniture and other crafts. 
Polyester materials, for example, are commonly used for both clothing and quilts. Although 
prints and certain colors are rejected, the Amish use the new materials because they are 
labor-saving in terms of washing and ironing. Negotiation is equally evidenced in the 
workshop. Gas-powered machinery -- a labor-saving technology -- is commonly used in the 
construction of furniture. 
 
To the Amish, new technologies and materials are introduced and adopted when they 
support Amish values. This sometimes results in a negotiated settlement that baffles 
outsiders. Consider the personally-owned automobile. The Ordung specifically prohibits the 
Amish to own an automobile or possess a driver’s license. This rule was codified as a result 
of the Amish recognizing that the automobile posed a great threat to a traditional life 
centered around community, the individual farm and defined boundaries. The Amish 
realized that the automobile would lead to an entirely new social structure hostile to 
traditional rural values. The Amish, however, are not strictly prohibited from riding in an 
automobile owned by a non-Amish. The reason for this is complex but came about due to a 
variety of change factors, including: the obvious benefit of automobile travel in times of 
emergency; the collapse of rural transportation systems; and the development of new types 
of Amish occupations not related to the farm. The phone and electricity have been awarded 
similar negotiated settlements. While banned from Amish homesteads, nothing strictly 
prohibits the Amish from using these technologies elsewhere.  
 
Their willingness to negotiate with modernity, to find a way to capitalize on the benefits of 
new technologies or materials without eroding the integrity of their tradition, is a significant 
characteristic of the Amish. It has allowed them to maintain control over technology while 
managing the emergence of new values and practices. In fact, the Amish have walked a thin 
but successful line - benefiting from the introduction of new things without sacrificing the 
integrity of their values and ethnic traditions. 
 
The Effectiveness of the Amish Design Policy 
The effectiveness of a design policy is, in large measure, determined by how well it supports 
and symbolizes an organization’s goals and image. For the Amish, this means their policy 
needs to be evaluated based on how well it supports the integrity and survival of their 
traditional way of life.  
  
In general, the Amish policy seems to be remarkably effective. The uniform, crafts, carriages 
and other artifacts that comprise the Amish identity have seemingly been very effective in 
symbolizing a meaningful way of life based on traditional, rural and religious values. These 
artifacts clearly imply submission, separatism and work, the three elements that are so central 
to Amish faith. The effectiveness of the policy can perhaps be best appreciated, however, by 
considering three interrelated facts: 
 
Amish communities and population totals are remarkably stable and robust 
The largest Amish community is located in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. This 
community has existed since the late nineteenth-century. The population of this community 
has risen from 750 individuals in 1880 to over 16,000 in 1990 (Kraybill 1989, 263). 
Elsewhere, it’s estimated that there are more than 100,000 Amish living in North America in 
more than 175 settlements. 70% of those settlements have been established since 1960 



(Kraybill 1989, 14). This level of growth is due to a combination of high birth and low 
dropout rates. Based on his studies, Kraybill notes that “four out of five Amish children will 
likely remain Amish” (Kraybill 1989, 14). This, of course, is a significant statistic that bodes 
well for the survival of the Amish. It also distinguishes them from other “plain people” who 
have been unable to replenish their population and now face eventual extinction.  
  
Baptism is voluntary 
Individual Amish are not expected or pressured into baptism until they freely make that 
decision. This normally occurs when an individual reaches early adulthood and represents a 
public acceptance of the Amish faith. If the Amish life – along with all of factors relating to 
the rules governing Amish identity -- were undesirable, it would be reasonable to expect to 
see larger numbers of adults rejecting the Amish faith and tradition.  



 
Structural organization and negotiation allow for continuity 
The decentralized nature of Amish society, revolving around the single family farm, 
introduces an egalitarianism that promotes participation at the grassroots level. This has led 
to a willingness to consider and negotiate the introduction of all sorts of new factors, many 
of which affect design and craft. If this willingness were not present, Amish life could easily 
degenerate into a rigid, stale set of rules prohibiting the introduction of anything new. The 
elasticity of their decision-making process enables the Amish to effectively manage change, a 
prerequisite for the survival of any organization.  
 
Closing 
The purpose of this paper was to explore how design policy is used to symbolize an 
organization’s core values and influence human behavior. The Amish served as an unusual 
and somewhat simplified example to explore this topic. However, the analysis of the Amish 
and their design policies and practices is remarkably relevant to contemporary organizations. 
At the very least, the Amish example reaffirms four key points relating to the effective 
articulation and management of design policy:  
 
As shown, the Amish example clearly reveals the importance of durable and well-defined 
core values. Values form the foundation of a successful design policy and provide it with 
meaning and utility. Without articulated values, a design policy (even when elegantly 
described) lacks the robustness required to successfully achieve its desired goals 
 
The example of the Amish also aptly illustrates how design policy possesses a dual role: to 
provide a sense of belonging and purpose to those within an organization while, at the same 
time, to communicate an effective, meaningful image to the outside world. The policy the 
Amish employ – embodied in their uniforms, carriages and crafts – provide Amish and non-
Amish with a clear statement as to boundaries that separate Amish tradition, belief and 
identity from the outside world.   
 
Perhaps the greatest lesson that can be taken from the Amish example is the importance of 
directly linking design with an organization’s vital activities. For the Amish, this means using 
highly symbolic designed artifacts in their everyday activities.  
 
Finally, the Amish example highlights the critical need for organizations to incorporate 
mechanisms to manage changes in their design policies. While the Amish Ordung is 
relatively inflexible, the Amish nonetheless maintain a willingness to evaluate necessary 
modifications to their policies, beliefs and practices. In doing so, their policies (including 
those related to design) evolve, thus assuring the continuation of a living tradition.  
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