Religious Accommodation in the Workplace

Canada is widely celebrated for its diverse workforce, encompassing various cultures,
ethnicities, and religions. This diversity enriches the workplace environment but
also brings unique challenges. HR managers, therefore, play a crucial role in
ensuring that workplaces remain inclusive and respectful of religious beliefs through
proper accommodation practices.

Understanding Religious Accommodation

Religious accommodation involves making adjustments or modifications to the workplace
or employment conditions to respect an individual's religious beliefs, practices, or
observances. Canadian law requires employers to accommodate religious practices to
the point of undue hardship, a standard that varies by jurisdiction.

Legal Framework for Religious Accommodation in Canada

Employers must comply with both federal and provincial/territorial human rights
legislation. While the Canadian Human Rights Act governs federally regulated
employers, each province and territory has its human rights code.

Jurisdictional Differences

Below is a table outlining key differences and considerations across various Canadian
jurisdictions:

Province/Territory Governing Law Standard for Accommodation

Canadian Human Rights To the point of undue hardship

Federal Act (considering costs, health, and
safety).
Ontario Ontario Human Rights Undue hardship based on cost, health,
Code and safety.
British Columbia BC Human Rights Code Undue hardship considering size,
9 costs, and operational needs.
Alberta Alberta Human Rights Undue hardship based on cost,
Act disruption, and safety.
. Charter of Human Undue hardship, includes economic
Québec

Rights and Freedoms viability and organizational impact.
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Common Types of Religious Accommodations

Some common religious accommodations include:

turbans).

Flexible break times for prayer.

Standard for Accommodation

Undue hardship including cost, health,
safety, and disruption.

Undue hardship relating to cost,
safety, and operational concerns.

Undue hardship considering financial
and operational factors.

Undue hardship standard considering
cost, safety, and overall impact.

Undue hardship based on cost, safety,
and feasibility.

Undue hardship related to cost,
safety, and business impact.

Undue hardship standard considering
practicality and financial impact.

Undue hardship considering resources,
safety, and practicality.

Undue hardship relating to cost,
health, safety, and operational
capacity.

Adjustments to work schedules (e.g., allowing time off for religious holidays).

Adjustments to dress codes to accommodate religious attire (e.g., hijabs,

Allowing alternative duties if tasks conflict with religious beliefs.

e Providing suitable spaces for religious practices (e.g., prayer rooms).

Best Practices for HR Managers

Implementing effective religious accommodation policies involves:

1. Clear Policies and Communication: Develop clear, accessible policies outlining
procedures for requesting religious accommodation.

1. Proactive Engagement: Regularly engage employees through training and open
dialogue to promote understanding and inclusivity.

1. Documented Processes: Maintain clear records of accommodation requests, actions
taken, and justifications for decisions to demonstrate compliance.

1. Consistent Application: Apply accommodation policies consistently across the
organization to prevent perceived favoritism or discrimination.

1. Ongoing Education and Training: Provide continuous education for managers and
employees on religious diversity, human rights obligations, and accommodation

procedures.

Addressing Challenges and Conflicts

Conflicts may arise despite proactive efforts. It is essential for HR managers to:



e Engage in sincere dialogue to understand employee needs clearly.
e Consider creative solutions to resolve conflicts.
e Document all accommodation efforts thoroughly.

e Seek mediation or third-party assistance if internal resolution proves
difficult.

Quiz
True or False Questions:

1. Employers are obligated to provide religious accommodations even if it causes
some minor inconvenience.

True. Employers must accommodate religious practices up to the point of undue
hardship. Minor inconveniences generally do not qualify as undue hardship.

2. An employer can refuse religious accommodation requests if it significantly
impacts workplace safety.

True. Safety risks constitute undue hardship, allowing employers to refuse
accommodations posing significant safety concerns.

3. Employers must accommodate religious attire even if it conflicts with a
company's established uniform policy.

True. Employers must accommodate religious attire unless it poses an undue hardship
related to safety, health, or operational functionality. This principle was affirmed
in the Supreme Court decision in Multani v. Commission scolaire Marguerite-Bourgeoys
(2006) .

4. Employees do not have to explicitly mention their religion when requesting an
accommodation.

True. Employees need only indicate a need based on a sincerely held belief; detailed
religious explanations are not required.

5. Employers can deny accommodation if it negatively affects employee morale.

False. Employee morale alone is typically not sufficient to demonstrate undue
hardship.

Scenario Questions:

6. An employee requests time off to observe a religious holiday that falls during a
busy sales period. The employer claims accommodating this request would
significantly disrupt operations. Can the employer refuse?

True. Employers can refuse if they can clearly demonstrate that accommodating would
cause undue hardship, such as significant operational disruption. Employers should
provide clear evidence, however, and explore alternative solutions.

7. An employee requests regular short breaks for prayer during work hours. The
employer suggests slightly altering their schedule to accommodate these breaks.
Is this an acceptable approach?

True. Employers are obligated to provide reasonable accommodation, not necessarily
the exact accommodation requested. Slightly modifying schedules to accommodate prayer



times is considered reasonable.

8. A new hire wears a religious garment that poses a potential safety hazard in a
manufacturing environment. Can the employer require the employee to modify their
attire?

True. Employers can request modifications if there are legitimate safety concerns
that constitute undue hardship, as supported by the Supreme Court decision in Bhinder
v. CN (1985).

9. An employee declines to work with a colleague based on differing religious
beliefs, creating workplace tension. Must the employer accommodate this request?

False. Employers are not required to accommodate preferences based on personal
beliefs if it disrupts workplace harmony or causes undue hardship.

10. A candidate requests an accommodation for religious reasons during the hiring
process. Is the employer required to accommodate this request?

True. Employers have an obligation to accommodate candidates during recruitment to
ensure equal opportunities, provided it does not cause undue hardship.

Conclusion

Religious accommodation is integral to fostering inclusive workplaces and ensuring
compliance with Canadian human rights laws. HR managers play a pivotal role in
navigating jurisdictional nuances, implementing best practices, and managing
conflicts effectively. By adopting proactive and clear policies, organizations can
embrace diversity, support employee wellbeing, and build positive workplace cultures
that reflect Canada's values of inclusivity and respect.



