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Even the most socially awkward of us know there are three topics of conversation to be avoided in polite company: Sex, politics and religion.

But when it comes to the workplace, spiritual chatter is on the rise as companies pay out anywhere between $1,500 to $2,500 for religious diversity trainers to educate workers about, say, why devout Muslim co-workers pray or why a co-worker urging another to accept Christ as a personal saviour may be legally protected.

As Muslims, Hindus, Sikhs and Buddhists become the fastest growing religious groups in Canada, according to the 2001 census (the last time questions about religion were asked), recognizing religious diversity in the Canadian workplace is heating up. And employers are realizing that juggling the myriad of employee requests for religious accommodation helps retain employees and avoid lawsuits.

“What happens in 20 years, if instead of 10 Muslims or 10 Sikhs working for you there's a hundred?” asks Nadir Shirazi, president and CEO of Multifacet Diversity Solutions Ltd., in Toronto, a religious diversity training firm. “From a return on investment perspective, are you going to capitalize on that? Or are you going to continue to put your head in the sand and say, ‘Oh hey, we can't accommodate.' Well, at some point, it's going to have to change.”

WHY HAVE FAITH IN TRAINING?

There are a few reasons to look twice at diversity training at work, Mr. Shirazi says. The first is productivity and profit.

“To ask your employees to leave religion behind in the parking lot or at home has a direct impact on their productivity because they feel they can't bring themselves to work completely,” he says.

Managers and human resources people who understand other religions and how to accommodate them are also better at drawing a more varied group of employees, especially those overseas who have relevant and in-demand skills.

“We're in a global war for talent so you're looking for the best and the brightest, not just on your own block, but across the road,” Mr. Shirazi says.

Deb Volberg Pagnotta, president of Interfacet Inc., a training firm in White Plains, N.Y., says religious education simply makes for a more positive and open-minded work environment.

“When you train people and let them know what their rights and obligations are, they tend to behave better.”

What's training like?

A good trainer will give employees a general overview of many of the world's religions and offer employees the opportunity to ask the questions they might normally be hesitant to utter, from, “Why do you wear that on your head,” to “Why do you need to pray” to “What are your holidays about?”

Stephen Hammond, author of Managing Human Rights at Work and a diversity trainer in Vancouver, says he tries to make his sessions interactive, if not a little goofy. There's a human rights and multiculturalism quiz show game in which employees compete for prizes. He tries not to bore the pants off everyone by discussing the legal ramifications of accommodation case by case.

“When you just bring up the legal aspect, basically what you're telling people is this is what you can't do. What we should be training people is this is what you can do so people feel valued,” he says.

Meanwhile, Ms. Volberg Pagnotta, a lawyer herself, says trainers shouldn't ignore constitutional and statutory framework discussions, however. For example, employers need to know whether demanding that all employees attend a holiday party, even those who don't celebrate them on religious grounds, will land the company in hot legal water. (It can.)

“It's hard to tell somebody how to behave if you don't know what the rules are.”

RELIGION IS STICKY

The challenge with religious diversity training, as opposed to other human rights discussions, is the very nature of religious belief, says Steve Robbins, president of S.L. Robbins & Associates, a diversity consultancy in Grand Rapids, Mich., and author of What If? Short Stories to Spark Diversity Dialogue. In short, many true believers – or vehement non-believers – simply can't wrap their heads around others' religious views.

“There's a lot of stuff with religion. For many, it's the core of who they are and why they see the world a certain way,” he says. “Religion is not based on statistics and cold hard facts. It's based on faith.”

Mr. Hammond agrees, saying that because faith is so integral and important for many, employers who ask employees to choose work over religion are asking the impossible.

“So you're never going to win if you tell someone, ‘Look, you're going to have to work on this particular day even though your religion doesn't allow it.' They won't say, ‘Oh, okay. I'll take this job over my belief in the hereafter,” he says.

Yet if employers learn how to accommodate requests for things like special food in the cafeteria or a prayer room, they're faced with another possible outcome: a backlash from other employees.

“This is one of the biggest problems about accepting the notion of accommodation. It goes against people's interest of fairness. Other workers say, ‘Wait a second. I have to work a Friday night; why are you telling me this person doesn't have to do that? That bugs me,” Mr. Hammond says.

*****

Accommodating signs

Decorating the office for different religious holidays

Allowing employees to display religious material at their workspace

Considering religious needs at the company cafeteria by offering anything from kosher to vegetarian grub

Having a written policy on religious holiday leave and permitting employees to take flexible personal time off

Giving employees a meditation or prayer room and allowing Bible or other religious text reading groups

Permitting employees to wear faith-based clothing

THE UPSIDE

If your people are trained to know what their coworker's concerns are, it's easier for them to make an accommodation. They feel less angry and resentful about it.

- Deb Volberg Pagnotta, president of Interfacet Inc. in White Plains, N.Y.

THE DOWNSIDE

Some companies say they've done something for religious accommodation – they'll create a quiet reflection space, just a blank, empty room – and they'll say, ‘Hey! We did it!' But that's the end of their religious accommodation. So, yeah, you have a space, but I bet the manager doesn't know why his employee is leaving for 10 minutes in the middle of his shift to use it.

- Nadir Shirazi, president and CEO of Multifacet Diversity Solutions Ltd. in Toronto
