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Christmas can mean different things to different religions or it may not be 5|gn|f|cant at
all. What does it mean for the workplace, asks Elaine Larkin

Pamela Fay is managing director of Irish firm Business Performance Perspectives

HILE the incr-

easing comm-

ercialisation

of Christmas

is of major

concern to
many people, including the Pope,
employees across Ireland should
have other things on their mind
when it comes to the celebration
of Christmas. For example, what
about their foreign national
colleagues or Irish colleagues
who come from faiths that do
not celebrate Christmas?

All considered, is it still okay
to have tinsel, Christmas trees
and stars everywhere? Or to
have baby Jesus in his crib pride
of place in the office and get
everyone involved in the Kris
Kindle? And what about getting
everybody singing Christmas
carols? “Oh come all ye
faithful..”

James Farrell of Professional
Development Limited, which
runs diversity training courses for
workplaces, says it is up to
employees to talk more to their
colleagues from different
religions and cultures and not
wait for management to call the
shots.

Dialogue among staff is the
way forward in the eyes of Pamela
Fay, managing director of Irish
firm  Business Performance
Perspectives  (BPP),  which
provides business etiquette
training to employees and
managers in companies and
organisations of all sizes across
Ireland.

According to Fay, the “party or

IF YOU'RE
PUTTING
SOMEBODY
UNDER
PRESSURE TO
ATTEND
SOMETHING
THEY'RE NOT
COMFORTABLE
WITH, THEN IT'S
BAD MANNERS.
ALWAYS ASK
FIRST

event you host for Christmas
should appeal to everybody in the
‘workplace.

“If there’s a number of different
cultures and different religions in
the workplace, try to get a repres-
entative from each group and get
an organising committee in place,”

. Fay suggests. “It sounds obvious

but a lot of people don’t do it

Under pressure
Fundamentally, Fay says, you are
putting people who don’t
celebrate Christmas at all under
pressure and if a high proportion
of staff are from such a culture
she suggests thinking about
changing the Christmas
celebration. “You shouldn’t do
anything that puts people under
pressure. If youTre putting
somebody under pressure to
attend something they’re not
comfortable with, then it’s bad
manners. Always ask first”

The Irish Congress of Trade
Union’s advice is to apply a
degree of common sense and
sensitivity to decorations and
celebrations. “If in doubt as to
whether some people might
have problems with certain
aspects of the season, then
simply ask,” recommends a
spokesman. “A little consu-
Itation will go a long way. Ask
employees what they want and
what they themselves feel
comfortable with. There should
be no compulsory element
attached to any part of the
‘festive season’ be it through
participation in things like Kris
Kindle, putting up decorations

or, indeed, using religious
imagery. On balance, it is better
to keep religious imagery and
issues out of the workplace”

“Even have a party in October,
January or February or have a day
out or a golf day out or something
else other than a Christmas
party,” suggests Fay.

Some progressive companies
have taken the bull by the horns
and have days throughout the
year where employees get to learn
about their peers’ cultures.

Michelle Ryan, head of
human resources for
McDonald’s Ireland, which

employs 43 nationalities in its
restaurants in the country, says
Christmas is a time that
employees look forward to
regardless of religion or beliefs
as they celebrate the festival.
“There’s festivity in the air”

McDonald’s does not have a
policy saying that something
needs to be done for every
religion, but it endeavours to give
people the feast days off that are
important to them, Ryan adds.
Around Ramadan, for example,
the company would also be
conscious of people’s needs and
ensure they have opportunities to
eat when they can and pray when
they need to.

Fay says we need to take other
people’s religions into consid-
eration. To acknowledge impo-
rtant dates in different cultures, is
a great excuse to celebrate, says
Fay. “If business is going well, it
gives you another two or three
opportunities during the year to
do different things.”
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