
RELIGIOUS MINORITIES IN THE PUBLIC SERVICE 

Tony Clement, President of  the Treasury Board, stated during the controversy over the wearing 
of  a niqab at citizenship ceremonies that hijabs and niqabs “are frequently worn” in the public 
service and that “I’m sure we have employees in the public sector who wear a niqab – I’m sure 
we do.” 

So how many Canadian Muslims and other religious minorities work for the federal and 
other levels of  government?  

While federal (and provincial) employment equity and related reports do not include religion, 
the National Household Survey provides us with the numbers of  the declared religious affiliation 
of  public servants (just as they provide a breakdown of  visible minority groups as I analyzed in 
the Federal Government Employment Equity in my book Multiculturalism in Canada: Evidence 
and Anecdote).  

So what do the numbers show for all public servants aged 15 or over? 

Looking at federal (less defence), provincial and municipal public servants by religious 
affiliation, the overall picture shows moderate under-representation. Not surprisingly, under-
representation is greater at the provincial and municipal levels, given that many services are 
delivered in less diverse communities. Quebec has the worst representation compared to any 
major province, with religious minority representation at 50 percent or less compared to the 
population. 

The majority are composed of  Christians (70 to 72 percent) and 23 to 25 percent have no 
religious affiliation for all three levels of  government.  

The following table summarizes the national results along with those for the largest provinces. 

RELIGOUS MINORITY PUBLIC SERVANTS COMPARED TO POPULATION 15 PLUS 2011

Religious Minorities Federal Provincial Municipal

Number 412,575 351,290 424,150

National 8.3% 6.2% 4.8% 4.3%

British Columbia 10.9% 9.6% 6.8% 6.1%

Alberta 7.6% 5.8% 6.2% 4.9%

Ontario 11.6% 8.7% 8.7% 5.5%

Quebec 5.1% 3.4% 2.6% 2.1%

https://multiculturalmeanderings.files.wordpress.com/2015/07/mic-final-draft-ee.pdf
https://multiculturalmeanderings.wordpress.com/books/multiculturalism-in-canada-evidence-and-anecdote-forthcoming/


Breaking this down further by religion, the chart and table allow us to see the representation 
of  individual religious groups are and highlight some aspects, particularly at the federal level.  
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RELIGIOUS MINORITY PUBLIC SERVANTS BY RELIGIOUS GROUP 2011

Pop Federal Provincial Municipal

Total Men Women Men Women Men Women

Christian 67.3% 66.5% 72.8% 70.2% 73.6% 69.8% 73.0%

None 23.9% 26.7% 21.4% 24.5% 21.9% 26.0% 22.5%

Muslim 3.2% 2.6% 1.8% 2.0% 1.3% 1.5% 1.3%

Hindu 1.5% 1.1% 0.9% 0.9% 0.8% 0.7% 0.9%

Sikh 1.4% 1.0% 0.8% 0.5% 0.6% 0.7% 0.7%

Buddhist 1.1% 0.7% 0.8% 0.7% 0.6% 0.5% 0.6%

Jewish 1.0% 0.9% 0.7% 0.7% 0.6% 0.4% 0.5%

Aboriginal 0.2% 0.1% 0.2% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1%

Other 0.4% 0.4% 0.6% 0.4% 0.4% 0.3% 0.4%



First, all religious minority groups, save male Canadian Jews, are under-represented by about 
25 percent compared to their share of  the population. Secondly, gender differences are relatively 
small save for female Canadian Muslims who have the largest gap compared to males which may 
reflect Muslims being more recent immigrants compared to other groups. Canadian Buddhist 
and followers of  Aboriginal Spirituality (less than 5 percent of  Aboriginal People) on the other 
hand, have greater representation than their male counterparts. The same general pattern 
applies at the provincial level. 

However, while overall representation of  minority religions is lower at the municipal level, 
gender gaps are smaller for all religions, and Canadian Hindu, Buddhist and Jewish women have 
relatively higher representation than their male counterparts. 

Median income data provides a useful proxy for relative seniority and occupational levels as 
summarized in the chart above for the federal public service. Hindu men and Jewish men and 
women all have higher median incomes than Christians (between 5 and 10 percent). Most other 
groups, men and women, have median incomes between 5 and 20 percent less than Christians. 
Those practicing Aboriginal spirituality have the lowest median incomes: 20 percent less for 
women, 30 percent less for men. 

The median income gender gap is greatest for Hindus, with women only having median 
incomes 62 percent of  men, and smallest for followers of  Aboriginal Spirituality at 87 percent. 
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FEDERAL PUBLIC SERVICE MEDIAN INCOME BY RELIGION 2011
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Christian women median incomes are 75 percent of  Christian men. Lower media incomes for 
women largely reflect occupational groups, with relatively more women in support positions. 

At the provincial level, a somewhat different picture emerges. Groups doing better than 
average include Hindu men and women (slightly), Sikh women, Buddhist men (slightly), Jewish 
men and women (the highest difference with median incomes 130 and 150 percent respectively 
compared to Christians) and Aboriginal women. Groups doing the worst include Muslim and 
Aboriginal men (84 and 65 percent of  Christian median incomes) along with Sikh men (91 
percent). 

Municipally, Hindu men and women, Buddhist women, and Jewish men and women all have 
higher median incomes. Muslim and Sikh women have the lowest median incomes (76 and 83 
percent respectively, along with Aboriginal Spirituality men and women (77 and 68 percent 
respectively. 

Conclusion 
There are limits to NHS data for religious and visible minorities compared to more detailed 

federal and provincial employment equity reports (which include hiring, promotions and 
separation, and greater detail on occupational groups, salary levels and age profiles). However, 
the NHS provides comparative data on different groups, unlike government employment equity 
reports. 

Policy makers at all government levels should complement their internal employment equity  
data with the NHS to assess whether there are issues with respect to particular groups. This 
analysis of  religious and visible minority data indicates that there is variation among groups, and 
this needs to be considered as part of  employment equity strategies and programs. The five-year 
frequency of  this NHS data also provides a longer-term view of  employment equity trends than 
the annual government reports, which tend to focus on year-to-year changes. 

Given overall demographic trends, the percentage of  newer religious minorities in 
government will likely continue to increase. While most members of  religious minorities may not 
need or request accommodation, the more traditional members will, and it is likely that the 
number and type of  requests will increase.  

Getting back to Minister Clement’s statement, while we know that some 8,800 Canadian 
Muslims work for the federal government (47 percent women), we do not have any information 
regarding their religiosity and the extent to which deeper religiosity is reflected in men’s facial 
hair or women’s head coverings (which do not mean identical religiosity, beliefs or interpretations 
of  the respective religions). Nor do we have such information regarding other religions (e.g., 
Canadian Jewish public servants wearing the kippa, or Canadian Sikh public servants wearing 
turbans and carrying the kirpan). Nor to my knowledge is there any publicly available summary 
of  religious accommodation requests. 

We may not have hard numbers to back his assertion that “we have employees in the public 
sector who wear a niqab.” However, any public servant who wished to wear a niqab would 
provoke considerable bureaucratic discussion regarding whether this could be accommodated. 
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That no such discussion has come to light suggests that there are no such cases at the federal 
level. 

At some time, however, it is likely that someone will request such an accommodation (just as 
voting, citizenship and judicial processes have shown). While some would argue that such a 
request should be accommodated, this would not be healthy to an integrated workplace and 
society given the degree to which the face provides needed cues to interpret words. 

In the interim, the public service may wish to consider collecting and analyzing data related 
to accommodation requests in core public administration to complement employment equity 
reporting and strengthen the current framework by providing a more comprehensive and 
consistent evidence base. 

 

Andrew Griffith is the author of  Multiculturalism in Canada: Evidence and 
Anecdote and Policy Arrogance or Innocent Bias: Resetting Citizenship 
and Multiculturalism and is a regular media commentator and blogger 
(Multiculturalism Meanderings). He is the former Director General for 
Citizenship and Multiculturalism and has worked for a variety of  
government departments in Canada and abroad.  
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