
Holiday Faith, Fairness, and Inclusion:
Navigating Religious Discrimination in the
Modern Canadian Workplace

The end of the year arrives with tinsel, team lunches, and the hum of carols drifting
from breakroom speakers. For many organizations, December feels like a pause, a
collective exhale before the new year begins. Yet behind that cheer lies a more
complex truth: not every employee feels included in the so-called “holiday spirit.” 

For some, December is a time of worship, fasting, or reflection that does not revolve
around Christmas. For others, it can be a month of awkward choices; attending a
workplace event that conflicts with their faith or staying home and risk being
labeled uncooperative. For HR leaders, it is a test of empathy, compliance, and
culture. 

In Canada, where more than a third of the population now identifies with a faith
other than Christianity or no faith at all, this tension has become one of the most
visible expressions of unconscious bias in the workplace. It does not usually arise
from malice. More often, it stems from habit; from the way things have always been
done. But as any human rights professional will tell you, tradition is no
defense against discrimination. 

The Legal Landscape: What Counts as Religious Discrimination 

Every Canadian jurisdiction protects freedom of religion in employment. Under the
Canadian Human Rights Act and each provincial Human Rights Code, religion or creed is
a protected ground. That means employers cannot treat an employee differently because
of their belief, lack of belief, or religious practices. The protection extends
beyond hiring and firing. It covers scheduling, promotion, dress codes, social
events, and the subtle ways in which workplace culture rewards conformity. 

The law also imposes a duty to accommodate. When a workplace rule or practice
conflicts with an employee’s sincerely held religious belief, the employer must make
reasonable adjustments unless doing so would cause undue hardship. This principle
was firmly established by the Supreme Court of Canada in Ontario Human Rights
Commission v. Simpsons-Sears Ltd. (1985), commonly called the O’Malley case. 

Theresa O’Malley, a Seventh Day Adventist, could not work from sundown Friday to
sundown Saturday. Her employer insisted that weekend shifts were essential and
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refused to modify her schedule. The Court found that even neutral rules can
discriminate if they disproportionately harm a group protected by the Code.
That single case reshaped Canadian employment law and introduced the modern standard
of accommodation. 

The concept of “undue hardship” remains intentionally high. It requires proof of
serious financial cost, significant health and safety risks, or genuine
operational impossibility, not mere inconvenience. As the Canadian Human Rights
Commission often explains, accommodation is a shared responsibility. The employee
must communicate needs clearly, and the employer must explore all reasonable
options. 

When viewed through that lens, many holiday practices that seem harmless suddenly
look less neutral. Office shutdowns timed around Christmas, “mandatory” parties, and
default statutory holidays all raise questions of fairness when employees of other
faiths must use vacation days to celebrate their own sacred times. 

The December Dilemma: When Inclusion Collides with Tradition 

Sociologists sometimes call it the “December Dilemma.” In workplaces across the
country, Christmas dominates the calendar while other observances remain invisible.
The imbalance is not intentional. It is woven into Canada’s historical fabric. But
demographic shifts have changed the equation. According to Statistics Canada’s 2022
census, nearly thirty percent of Canadians now identify as non-Christian, with Islam,
Hinduism, Sikhism, Buddhism, and Indigenous spiritualities representing the fastest-
growing groups. 

Despite this transformation, many organizations continue to assume that everyone
shares a common set of holidays. It is not unusual to find workplaces that
automatically close for Christmas and Good Friday but require employees to request
time off for Diwali, Eid, Yom Kippur, or Vaisakhi. Those requests are sometimes met
with resistance, as if non-Christian observances are optional while Christian ones
are fundamental. 

In a Toronto insurance firm, an employee named Priya (name
changed) encountered exactly this problem. When she requested a day off to celebrate
Diwali, her manager said it would be “too busy a time.” Two weeks later, the same
manager announced an office closure for Christmas Eve. Priya did not file a
complaint, but she quietly updated her resume. The company lost a talented analyst
not to competition, but to culture. 

These small inequities may seem trivial to those who have never experienced them, but
their cumulative effect is powerful. Surveys by the Canadian Centre for Diversity and
Inclusion show that employees who feel excluded from workplace traditions are twice
as likely to disengage and three times as likely to leave within a year. The December
Dilemma, in other words, is not just a moral issue. It is a retention issue. 

Unequal Recognition of Religious Holidays 

The clearest form of religious bias during the holiday season is unequal recognition.
Every province and territory treats Christmas and sometimes Easter as statutory
holidays, but no equivalent consideration exists for the major observances of other
faiths. The law does not require that parity, but human rights decisions make clear
that employers must accommodate requests for time off to the point of undue
hardship. 

One British Columbia case illustrates how this plays out. A Sikh employee asked for



time off to attend Vaisakhi celebrations, an important day marking the founding of
the Khalsa. His employer denied the request, citing workload. When he took the day
anyway, he was disciplined for unauthorized absence. The Human Rights Tribunal ruled
that the company had failed to accommodate. The reasoning was blunt: inconvenience is
not hardship, and operational scheduling cannot trump human rights without solid
evidence of genuine disruption. 

Cases like this underline the need for HR departments to build clear, transparent
processes for religious leave. The best practice is to circulate an accommodation
calendar early in the year, inviting employees to identify upcoming observances that
may require scheduling adjustments. That transparency helps managers plan coverage
and prevent conflict later. 

But policies alone are not enough. Culture matters. If employees feel judged for
taking time off, the policy becomes meaningless. One multinational bank learned this
lesson after an internal review found that Muslim employees were using vacation days
for Eid because they feared backlash from requesting unpaid leave. The bank responded
by introducing two “floating cultural days” that any employee could use for faith-
based observances. Within a year, participation rose sharply, and so did employee
satisfaction scores. 

The lesson is simple: equality does not mean identical treatment. It means fairness
tailored to difference. 

Scheduling Conflicts and the Pressure of Year-End Work 

For many industries, December is crunch time. Sales targets, project deadlines, and
year-end reporting collide with personal obligations. That pressure often collides
with employees’ religious observances. 

Ramadan, for instance, moves through the calendar each year based on lunar cycles.
When it falls in winter, Muslim employees may fast during short daylight hours and
attend evening prayers. Mandatory late meetings or evening events can become genuine
barriers. Jewish employees observing Hanukkah or Yom Kippur face similar conflicts
when sundown services overlap with standard work hours. 

A notable case before the Alberta Human Rights Commission involved an employee who
regularly left early on Fridays to attend synagogue. His employer claimed this caused
production delays and eventually terminated him. The Commission found that no real
effort had been made to explore shift adjustments or alternatives. The dismissal was
discriminatory. 

The challenge for HR is to balance accommodation with operational needs. The key lies
in dialogue. Instead of treating requests as exceptions, organizations can build
flexibility into their scheduling systems from the start. Remote work, flexible start
times, and shift trading are all modern tools that make accommodation easier than
ever. 

Statistics from the Conference Board of Canada show that companies offering flexible
scheduling options experience twenty percent fewer absenteeism complaints and
significantly higher retention. Flexibility, in other words, is not just kindness; it
is a competitive advantage. 

Decorations, Parties, and the “Holiday Spirit” Problem 

Few things expose cultural blind spots more than the office holiday party.
Decorations appear overnight, carols play in the hall, and emails remind staff of the



“mandatory fun” planned for Friday night. For many employees, this is harmless and
enjoyable. For others, it is alienating. 

In one Toronto tech company, a Muslim employee arrived at work to find his desk
wrapped in tinsel and a Santa hat placed on his chair. When he declined to wear it, a
colleague joked that he lacked Christmas spirit. Later, when he skipped the “ugly
sweater contest,” his supervisor mentioned in a review that he “did not always
participate in team-building activities.” It was a small remark, but one that made
the employee feel both misunderstood and penalized. 

The Ontario Human Rights Tribunal has consistently held that forcing participation in
faith-related activities or creating pressure to conform can amount to harassment.
The law does not prohibit celebration, but it does require respect. 

Several Canadian organizations have responded by shifting language and tone. They no
longer call December events “Christmas parties” but “year-end gatherings” or “winter
celebrations.” The difference may seem semantic, but the impact is significant. A
study by the Canadian HR Reporter found that companies adopting inclusive event
branding saw measurable increases in employee satisfaction, especially among those
identifying as non-Christian. 

Inclusivity also extends to logistics. Providing halal or kosher meal options,
ensuring alcohol-free beverages, and allowing people to opt out without stigma are
all simple steps that transform an event from exclusive to welcoming. One Vancouver
engineering firm replaced its traditional evening party with a daytime luncheon
and charitable gift drive. Attendance rose by thirty percent, and post-event surveys
reflected a dramatic increase in perceived inclusivity. 

The guiding question for HR is not whether to celebrate, but how to celebrate in a
way that unites rather than divides. 

Expression of Faith at Work 

Religious expression in the workplace is protected by law, yet it is also constrained
by the need to maintain respectful boundaries. The balance can be delicate. Employees
have the right to wear religious symbols, discuss their beliefs, and observe prayer
or dietary requirements. Employers have the right to maintain a harassment-free
environment and ensure safety. 

The famous case of Bhinder v. Canadian National Railway (1985) captures this tension.
Bhinder, a Sikh employee, was dismissed for refusing to wear a hard hat that
interfered with his turban. At the time, the Supreme Court upheld the company’s rule,
prioritizing safety. The backlash was swift, and Parliament later amended the
Canadian Human Rights Act to strengthen accommodation requirements. Today, employers
must explore alternatives; modified safety gear, administrative adjustments; before
denying accommodation. 

Expression also includes speech. Casual greetings like “Merry Christmas” are not
inherently discriminatory, but insisting that everyone use that phrase, or mocking
those who respond differently, crosses a line. HR leaders can pre-empt conflict
through education. Simple guidance that encourages curiosity rather than
correction; asking “What holidays are important to you?”; turns potentially divisive
moments into opportunities for connection. 

The deeper issue is power. When workplace culture reflects only one dominant
tradition, other voices shrink. Encouraging open conversation about faith, within
clear boundaries of respect, helps re-balance that dynamic. Diversity training that



includes religion, not just race or gender, is essential. The Canadian Multifaith
Federation reports that only forty percent of companies include religion in their
diversity curriculum, even though religious complaints represent nearly fifteen
percent of all human rights claims. Expanding that focus is overdue. 

Party Problem: Alcohol, Inclusion, and Choice 

Alcohol occupies a peculiar place in corporate culture. For some employees, it
symbolizes relaxation and celebration. For others, it is forbidden by faith. When
participation in alcohol-centered events becomes expected, exclusion follows. 

A Manitoba case highlights the risk. A company held its holiday gathering at a local
pub and described attendance as “strongly encouraged.” A Muslim employee declined due
to religious restrictions on alcohol. Her supervisor later commented that she
“wasn’t a team player.” The Human Rights Commission concluded that the event’s
structure and pressure to attend created a discriminatory environment. 

Even beyond religion, alcohol can alienate employees recovering from addiction or
managing health conditions. Inclusive planning means offering meaningful
alternatives. Non-alcoholic cocktails, daytime family events, or volunteer outings
achieve the same bonding purpose without alienating anyone. The Conference Board of
Canada found that organizations replacing bar-based parties with mixed or dry events
reported thirty percent higher attendance and far fewer post-event complaints of
harassment. 

The principle is not prohibition. It is freedom of choice without penalty. A
workplace that celebrates responsibly signals maturity and respect. 

Dress Codes and Religious Attire 

The line between dress code and discrimination is often crossed in December, when
“festive attire” days or uniform variations are introduced. For employees whose faith
requires specific dress; hijabs, turbans, kippahs, or modest clothing; these
expectations can conflict with personal belief. 

The Canadian Human Rights Commission has been clear: employees cannot be penalized
for following religious dress practices unless there is a demonstrable safety risk.
In one Quebec retail case, a Muslim employee was told to remove her hijab during
December to “fit the Christmas image.” When she refused, her hours were reduced. The
Tribunal ordered compensation for lost income and injury to dignity. 

What employers sometimes miss is that inclusion is not just about allowing difference
but normalizing it. When colleagues see diverse expressions of faith accepted without
question, it reduces prejudice. HR can support this through education, clear
communication of rights, and consistent enforcement of anti-harassment policies. 

Even in safety-sensitive workplaces, creativity can reconcile faith and function.
Modified protective equipment, layered uniforms, or alternate symbols of
participation allow employees to share in the season without violating belief. One
Ontario manufacturer replaced its mandatory Santa-hat day with a “colour of joy”
theme where everyone could wear something festive of their choice. Participation
increased, complaints disappeared, and morale improved. 

Microaggressions and the Hidden Costs of Bias 

The most damaging forms of discrimination are often the smallest.
Microaggressions; subtle slights, jokes, or assumptions; erode belonging. They rarely



make headlines, but they shape daily experience. 

An employee joking that a colleague fasting during Ramadan looks tired, or assuming
that everyone wants a Christmas card, may not intend harm. Yet to those on the
receiving end, these moments reinforce the feeling of being other. Research from the
Angus Reid Institute shows that fifty-six percent of Canadians from minority faiths
have encountered at least one form of workplace bias, most commonly
insensitive remarks or scheduling neglect. 

Addressing microaggressions requires more than policy. It requires culture change.
The most effective organizations build psychological safety; an environment where
employees can speak up about discomfort without fear of reprisal. HR can model this
by responding to complaints with empathy rather than defensiveness. A quick
conversation, acknowledgment, and commitment to learn can diffuse tension far more
effectively than formal discipline alone. 

Training plays a role too, but not the one-time workshop variety. Continuous learning
embedded into leadership programs, onboarding, and team discussions helps normalize
awareness. As one diversity consultant put it, “Inclusion isn’t taught in a
day. It’s practiced every day.” 

Digital and Branding Bias 

In today’s digital world, a company’s holiday message travels far beyond the office.
Social media posts, email banners, and website greetings communicate values. When
those messages celebrate only Christmas, they risk signaling exclusion to employees
and customers alike. 

A few years ago, a national retailer launched a “Merry Christmas Canada” campaign
featuring exclusively Christian imagery. The public backlash was swift, with
customers of other faiths accusing the brand of tone-deafness. The company quickly
replaced the slogan with “Season’s Greetings” and pledged to include multicultural
representation in future advertising. 

This kind of reputational misstep is easy to avoid. HR and marketing teams can
collaborate to ensure that internal and external messages reflect Canada’s pluralism.
Neutral greetings, diverse imagery, and acknowledgment of multiple
traditions demonstrate awareness without controversy. 

The goal is not to erase Christmas. It is to widen the lens. As diversity consultant
Amira El-Sayed observes, “When inclusion is authentic, everyone sees a piece of
themselves reflected in the celebration.” 

The Emotional Cost of Exclusion 

Legal risk can be quantified; emotional impact cannot. Employees who feel their
faith is unwelcome experience a kind of quiet exhaustion known as identity fatigue.
They spend energy monitoring speech, declining invitations, and pretending comfort.
Over time, that fatigue drains engagement. 

A 2023 McKinsey study on inclusion found that employees who feel their personal
identities are respected are forty-seven percent more likely to report high
satisfaction and seventy percent more likely to stay long-term. Those who feel
excluded are twice as likely to seek other employment. 

The emotional toll is evident in personal stories. A Montreal nurse recalled how
colleagues teased her for skipping the Christmas potluck, unaware that the



dishes contained ingredients prohibited by her faith. “I didn’t want to be
difficult,” she said, “so I smiled and said I wasn’t hungry. But it hurt.” The
incident was minor, yet it colored her view of the workplace for years. 

HR professionals often serve as the conscience of the organization. Recognizing and
addressing these moments is part of that role. The goal is not perfection, but
progress. 

Building a Culture of Respect: Lessons from Canadian Cases 

Canadian case law offers practical guidance. In Markovic v. Autocom Manufacturing
Ltd. (Ontario, 2008), a Serbian Orthodox employee requested leave for his church’s
Christmas Day on January 7. The employer refused unless he used vacation time. The
Tribunal ruled in his favour, confirming that religious
observance warrants accommodation equal to statutory holidays. 

In Mouvement laïque québécois v. Saguenay (City) (2015), the Supreme Court ruled that
government meetings could not begin with a Catholic prayer, setting up a principle of
state neutrality that, while directed at public institutions, resonates in private
workplaces as well. 

And in Kamal v. Top Line Roofing (B.C., 2019), a Muslim employee endured jokes about
his prayer breaks. The Tribunal found the behavior discriminatory and awarded
damages for harassment. 

These decisions send a consistent message: inclusion is not optional. It is a legal
duty intertwined with organizational ethics. 

The Business Case for Inclusion 

Beyond compliance, inclusion drives performance. Deloitte Canada’s 2022 research
showed that organizations with inclusive cultures are more than twice as likely to
meet or exceed financial targets and nearly four times as likely to innovate
effectively. When employees feel seen and respected, they collaborate more freely,
share ideas more openly, and represent their employer more positively to clients. 

Holiday inclusion is one of the simplest and most visible ways to prove those values.
Recognizing multiple faiths in internal communications, rotating floating holidays,
or simply asking employees how they celebrate sends a clear signal: you belong here. 

What HR Managers Should Be Doing Now 

The most effective HR leaders treat inclusion not as seasonal maintenance but as
ongoing culture design. The first step is policy alignment; ensuring accommodation
procedures are clear and accessible. Next comes leadership education. Front-line
supervisors make daily decisions about scheduling and events; they must understand
their obligations and the spirit behind them. 

Regular audits of workplace traditions help catch blind spots. Something as small as
the music playing in the 

lobby or the imagery in an email banner can carry unspoken bias. Inclusive
communication; using terms like “year-end celebration” or “holiday season” instead of
“Christmas party”; broadens belonging without diminishing anyone’s faith. 

Dialogue is the final piece. Encouraging employees to share their traditions fosters
curiosity and empathy. One Calgary logistics company launched a monthly “Culture
Corner” lunch series where employees introduce customs from their backgrounds. When



December came, the event featured presentations on Christmas, Hanukkah, and
Kwanzaa. Participation tripled, and employees began requesting more cultural
exchanges throughout the year. 

Leadership, ultimately, sets the tone. When executives model inclusive
behavior; granting flexibility, acknowledging diverse observances, and showing
humility when mistakes occur; culture follows. 

A Season for Reflection and Respect 

Religious discrimination in the workplace rarely begins with hostility. It begins
with assumption; the assumption that everyone celebrates the same holidays, enjoys
the same events, and shares the same definitions of belonging. Breaking that pattern
requires intention. 

As December approaches, Canadian HR professionals have a unique opportunity to lead
by example. By weaving inclusion into every celebration, policy, and conversation,
they affirm the core Canadian value of pluralism. 

The holiday season, at its best, is not about a single story of faith. It is about
light in the darkness, gratitude, and connection. In a workplace where every
tradition can shine, those values become universal. 

The challenge, then, is simple. Ask who might feel unseen. Listen. Adjust. The reward
is a workplace that truly reflects the country it serves; a place where every
employee, regardless of beliefs, can find joy and dignity in the season. 


