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BY SARAH DOBSON

A
few years ago, law
firm Stikeman Elliott
in Toronto tried to
accommodate law

students and lawyers who
prayed during work hours.
Locks were installed on office
doors and those without offices
were given offices for privacy.

But it became an adminis-
trative and logistical challenge
as people moved around, so the
firm decided to provide a re-
fection room instead. Luckily,
there was unused space that
could be converted with a cof-
fee table, a couple of comfort-
able chairs, non-denomination-
al art on the walls and a
cupboard to store prayer mats.
A sign was also put up indicat-
ing which wall faces east.

The room is always open, to
every employee, and is used on
a drop-in basis for any reason,
such as quiet contemplation,
says Ritu Bhasin, director of
student and associate pro-
grams at the firm, which does
not monitor the room’s popu-
larity.

“What is more important
than numbers is the fact it ex-
ists, it is available,” she says.
“It sends a message to our peo-
ple that we are committed to
making the environment be as
supportive and inclusive as
possible and we do understand
people have beliefs that aren’t
outside of work hours, that are
incorporated into their being

throughout the day and we
want to be able to facilitate
that.”

Stikeman Elliott also pro-
vides a washing basin in a pri-
vate bathroom that can be
used to perform ablutions. And
the accommodation extends to
mealtimes and gatherings, as
foods are offered that adhere
to dietary or religious needs,
such as presenting pork on a
separate plate or ordering
kosher meals.

“Religious and cultural di-
versity is something we actual-
ly work on quite a bit,” says
Bhasin. “Over the last several
years, as our lawyer and stu-
dent group has become in-
creasingly more diverse, we
have had, first of all, to be
proactive in making sure that
we have people management
strategies that reflect the di-
versity. But also, in dialoguing
with our students and lawyers,
we are able to learn about oth-
er things we could be working
on.”

Canadian workplaces were
designed for able-bodied, white
males with an Anglo Saxon,
Christian background who took
time off to celebrate Christmas
or Easter, says Sandeep Tatla,
founder and managing princi-
ple at Tatla Diversity Group in
Mississauga, Ont.

“Workplaces really haven’t
been designed for these people
coming in with very different
religious holidays, religious
needs,” she says.

But the demographics and
diversity of the workplace are
changing and Canada will rely
more heavily on immigrant
labour to fulfill work demands,
particularly from Asia and the
Middle East where there is
more religious diversity.

“There’s the non-dominant
religions present: Islam, Hin-
duism, Sikhism, Buddhism,
Jainism, a bunch of different
faiths. They were present in
our workplaces before but
they’re going to be present in
our workplaces in a much more
significant number,” she says.
“That’s why it’s coming to the
forefront of being addressed.”

A good employer will un-
derstand the workplace is go-
ing to be diverse and the best
candidates aren’t always going
to be from the once dominant
groups, which don’t have the
same norms and customs, she
says. And there could even be
greater productivity as em-
ployees provided with accom-
modation such as a reflection
room don’t require as much
time off to observe.

“I always liken it to… when
we first started dealing with is-
sues of disability in the work-
place, people didn’t under-
stand them. Now it just goes
without saying,” says Tatla.
“That’s hopefully where we’ll
be with religious accommoda-
tion in the next little while.”

Religion is not yet a huge
area of request for accommo-
dation — compared to family

status and disability — but
down the road, there will be a
significant shift in the work-
place with more requests for
recognition beyond the Christ-
ian-based holidays, says Donna
Seale, a human rights lawyer
and educator based in Oak-
bank, Man.

“That’s going to be some-
thing that employers are going
to see more and more because
our population is certainly
changing, not only in terms of
aging population but our immi-
gration is primarily coming
from areas like Asia now and
the Middle East and they’re
typically younger people.”

KPMG’s reflection room 
an ‘easy sell’

A couple of years ago,
KPMG was asked to put in a re-
flection room by some Muslim
employees who wanted to have
a space where they could pray
during the day. Previously they
had to travel 20 minutes for five
minutes of prayer, “so it was a
pretty easy sell,” says Michael
Bach, Toronto-based director
of diversity, equity and inclu-
sion at the audit, tax and advi-
sory firm.

KPMG is just completing its
first religious accommodation
policy.

“We’re a big organization
and we didn’t want to find that
there were things happening
differently across the country
in different offices,” he says.
“We wanted everyone who
would be potentially affected to
know where the firm stood on
it.”

The reflection rooms are
now in several offices across
the country and can be booked
through Microsoft Outlook. The
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Calm amidst the storm
Reflection rooms provide privacy, 
peace and religious accommodation at work
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space is not monitored, for pri-
vacy reasons, and people can
use it as they see fit. The rooms
are busier during larger high
holidays, such as Ramadan, and
there is a Muslim group that
meets at several of the offices
three times a day, he says.

“We’re getting good enough
usage that can I justify it to the
leadership,” says Bach. “It’s
not just about usage — it’s
about the symbolism of it.”

Most employees at KPMG
don’t work a traditional 40-
hour workweek, so giving
someone one half-hour in the
middle of the day can make
them far more engaged in their
work, especially if they don’t
have to hide it, he says.

“It’s always been about ac-
commodating and engaging
our people, attracting and re-
taining the best and the bright-
est. We want everyone to come
to work and feel they can do
their job,” says Bach. “So if we
can do something as simple as
providing a reflection room, it’s
really simple — then our peo-
ple are more engaged, there-
fore, they’re more productive.”

After the interfaith rooms
were publicized, an employee
suggested a Christian prayer
group be started.

“I fully supported that,” he
says. “There is a population of
Christians who take their faith
far more seriously than those
who go to church on Sunday.
It’s important for them to have
that outlet and it’s important
for the firm to support it.”

The most common requests
for accommodation fall into
two categories, one being
scheduling-related issues to
participate in a faith-based hol-
iday or activity that doesn’t
necessarily coincide with

Christian-based days off, and
time off during the workday it-
self for things such as prayer.

Lack of awareness 
leads to conflict

Conflict that arises between
an employee and employer
around this issue is often due
to a lack of awareness, says
Tatla. But two years ago, the
law in Ontario was clarified on
the duty to pay for time off for
religious holidays, so there
have been fewer disputes.

“The challenges really are
more practical, just a misun-
derstanding, not understand-
ing the duty of employers and
the responsibility of employ-
ees, when it comes to accom-
modation,” she says.

Employers should pause,
reflect and then respond, says
Seale, and seek input from
workers.

“The conflict arises always
when the employer responds
in a knee-jerk fashion. In this
area in particular, that seems
to happen more and more of-
ten because we lack under-
standing of the requirements
of others’ religion,” she says.
“It may sound like this enor-
mous issue for you but (the em-
ployees) might have a very
simple solution and the sched-
uling issue that seemed so
enormous before now seems
very insignificant in the big
picture.”

Employers need to take a
more proactive approach and
try to make rules as inclusive
as possible, says Seale, citing a
2009 case in which a Muslim se-
curity guard in training re-
quested one hour off each Fri-
day to pray. The company had
plenty of shifts available but,
instead, ceased his training
and said he would not be hired.
A court decided he should be

awarded $5,000 in general dam-
ages and $2,500 in lost wages.

“If (the employer) had
stepped back and reflected,
they could easily accommo-
date his requests,” she says.
“They didn’t, they hadn’t real-
ly taken the time to look at his
request and they couldn’t even
prove that they had even come
close to an undue hardship ar-
gument.”

Beyond that, employers
need to communicate what is
involved because other em-
ployees may see it as unfair
some people get to leave at cer-
tain times of the day or
reschedule breaks. Employers

struggle at times because oth-
er employees may question
why a reflection room cannot
also be used for fitness classes,
for example.

“So you have to really clear-
ly let employers know, ‘You
don’t know when a person’s re-
ligious observance may oc-
cur,’” says Tatla.

Any concern around abuse
of the provision is a misguided
fear, and if this approach is
managed appropriately, em-
ployees shouldn’t take advan-
tage of their rights, she says.

“For the most part, most
employees don’t abuse those
types of things.”
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The following steps will guide employers dealing with employee re-
quests to accommodate religious observance needs in the workplace.

Put it in writing: Ensure a request for accommodation of a reli-
gious observance is in writing and it explains why accommodation is
required (the nature of the sincerely held belief and nexus to reli-
gion) and what measures of accommodation are required.

Reply to the request within a reasonable time: Acknowledge the
request has been received and management is reviewing it. Also,
confirm the organization’s general commitment to accommodation,
provide an outline of the process for dealing with the request and a
time frame for a final decision — and deal in good faith and respect
the dignity of the employee making the request.

If needed, request further information from the employee: Seek
clarification or further details to investigate the employee’s need for
accommodation to determine the legitimacy of the request or deter-
mine an adequate scope of accommodation.

Assess the need for accommodation — dress code, scheduling,
religious leave — based on the religious observance needs of the
employee: There are a few questions to answer here, such as: What
is the exact nature of the religious observance? What religious holy
day(s) is the employee requesting off? Are there health and safety
factors involved? How does the request conflict with the regular
work schedule? What measures can be taken to accommodate the
person?

Consult with stakeholders: Talk with all relevant parties during the
accommodation assessment process (such as the employee and
union, if applicable).

Denying accommodation

If accommodation is not possible because of undue hardship, ex-
plain this clearly to the person concerned. Make sure the details are
provided in writing and be aware the employee may request details
of the cost of accommodation if undue hardship is the reason for
denial of accommodation.

■ TIPS FOR EMPLOYERS

Dealing with an accommodation request

Source: Tatla Diversity Group
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