
Fact Sheet on Religious Garb and Grooming 
in the Workplace: Rights and Responsibilities 
This fact sheet provides basic information about how federal employment discrimination law 
applies to religious dress and grooming practices. A full-length question-and-answer guide is 
available at http://www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/publications/qa_religious_garb_grooming.cfm. 

In most instances, employers covered by Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 must 
make exceptions to their usual rules or preferences to permit applicants and employees to 
follow religious dress and grooming practices. Examples of religious dress and grooming 
practices may include: wearing religious clothing or articles (e.g., a Christian cross, a Muslim 
hijab (headscarf), a Sikh turban, a Sikh kirpan (symbolic miniature sword)); observing a 
religious prohibition against wearing certain garments (e.g., a Muslim, Pentecostal Christian, or 
Orthodox Jewish woman's practice of wearing modest clothing, and of not wearing pants or short 
skirts); or adhering to shaving or hair length observances (e.g., Sikh uncut hair and beard, 
Rastafarian dreadlocks, or Jewish peyes (sidelocks)). 

Title VII prohibits disparate treatment based on religious belief or practice, or lack 
thereof. With the exception of employers that are religious organizations as defined under 
Title VII, an employer must not exclude someone from a job based on discriminatory 
religious preferences, whether its own or those of customers, clients, or co-workers. Title VII 
also prohibits discrimination against people because they have no religious beliefs. 
Customer preference is not a defense to a claim of discrimination. 
 
 Title VII also prohibits workplace or job segregation based on religion (including 

religious garb and grooming practices), such as assigning an employee to a non-
customer contact position because of actual or assumed customer preference. 
 

 Title VII requires an employer, once on notice that a religious accommodation is 
needed for sincerely held religious beliefs or practices, to make an exception to dress 
and grooming requirements or preferences, unless it would pose an undue hardship. 
 

o Requiring an employee's religious garb, marking, or article of faith to be covered 
is not a reasonable accommodation if that would violate the employee's religious 
beliefs. 
 

o An employer may bar an employee's religious dress or grooming practice based 
on workplace safety, security, or health concerns only if the circumstances 
actually pose an undue hardship on the operation of the business, and not because 
the employer simply assumes that the accommodation would pose an undue 
hardship. 

 
 



o When an exception is made as a religious accommodation, the employer may still 
refuse to allow exceptions sought by other employees for secular reasons. 
 

o Neither co-worker disgruntlement nor customer preference constitutes undue 
hardship. 
 

o It is advisable in all instances for employers to make a case-by-case 
determination of any requested religious exceptions, and to train managers 
accordingly. 
 

 Title VII prohibits retaliation by an employer because an individual has engaged in 
protected activity under the statute, which includes requesting religious 
accommodation. Protected activity may also include opposing a practice the employee 
reasonably believes is made unlawful by one of the employment discrimination statutes, 
or filing a charge, testifying, assisting, or participating in any manner in an investigation, 
proceeding, or hearing under the statute. 
 

 Title VII prohibits workplace harassment based on religion, which may occur when 
an employee is required or coerced to abandon, alter, or adopt a religious practice as a 
condition of employment, or for example, when an employee is subjected to unwelcome 
remarks or conduct based on religion. 

To locate the EEOC office in your area regarding questions or to file a charge of 
discrimination within applicable time deadlines, call toll free 1-800-669-4000 or 1-800-669-
6820 (TTY) for more information. Federal sector applicants and employees should contact the 
EEO office of the agency responsible for the alleged discrimination to initiate EEO counseling. 
For more details, see "How to File a Charge of Employment Discrimination," 
http://www.eeoc.gov/employees/charge.cfm. 

In addition to Title VII's prohibitions on religious, race, color, national origin, and sex 
discrimination, the EEOC enforces federal statutes that prohibit employment discrimination 
based on age, disability, or genetic information of applicants or employees. You may contact the 
EEOC with questions about effective workplace policies that can help prevent discrimination, or 
with more specialized questions, by calling 1-800-669-4000 (TTY 1-800-669-6820), or sending 
written inquiries to: Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, Office of Legal Counsel, 131 
M Street, NE, Washington, D.C. 20507. 

 


