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ABSTRACT 

A diverse workforce has been identified as a critical component of Army's 

future capability. However, strategies to increase the proportion of under

represented groups have only been developed for a few discrete and highly visible 

demographics. This article introduces the topic of religious diversity in Army by 

outlining the current representation, comparing this against historic and national 

trends and listing compelling reasons for its consideration by strategic workforce 

planners in the future. Finally, the article describes the range of benefits that would 

result from an increase in Army's proportion of personnel affiliated with religions 

other than Christianity (currently just 1.2% against a national proportion of 7.2%). 
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Introduction 

Over the last decade Army has seen an increasing emphasis on diversity, including 

strategies for the recruitment and retention of women and indigenous personnel. 1 

There is no doubt that these are necessary and important from a variety of 

perspectives ranging from maximising the possible candidate pool, reflecting the 

values, demographics and expectations of the wider Australian community, and 

ensuring that Army is well placed to remain a balanced and focussed organisation. 

However, despite an emphasis on resolving the gender balance and increasing 

the number of indigenous personnel in the Australian Regular Army, the lack of 

religious diversity has gone largely unnoticed.2 

That Army's religious diversity has attracted little attention is something of an anomaly 

in the current climate, particularly given that the extent of under-representation is 

relatively large and comparatively visible.3 Frequent deployments to, and multilateral 

exercises with countries with high proportions of Muslims, Buddhists and Hindus 

have not yet attracted a wider narrative conceming Army's lack of religious diversity 

and any limitations this may place on its ability to operate effectively.4 However, this 

is unlikely to remain unnoticed for much longer and the need to address aspects 

of religious diversity is gaining momentum. Nationally, this has been recognised 

in the Australia in the Asian Century White Paper which, in reference to cultural 

and religious diversity, states that 'there are gaps in participation in some of 

Australia's institutions and organisations, such as in our parliaments, businesses, 

labour movement and civil society organisations.'5 The 2013 Defence White 

Paper notes that, within Defence, 'specific activities are underway for improved 

recruitment of women and diverse groups ... from culturally and linguistically 

diverse backgrounds.'6 In addition, the 2012-17 Defence Corporate Plan describes 

the strategic target of increasing the 'representation of women and multicultural 

Australians to better reflect [the] Australian community.'? In many respects the 

strategic intent to increase religious diversity might already exist, but this has not 

yet permeated through other aspects of Army's policy. 

This article introduces the case for a more deliberate approach to religious 

diversity in Army. While strategies for increasing religious diversity are not 

presented, the article discusses differences between Army and the broader 

population, the recent history and trends within Army, and describes opportunities 

that may result from increased religious diversity. Finally, in order to inform a 

broader dialogue, this article closes with a short discussion on whether Army 

should proportionately reflect the demographic characteristics of the nation or 
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simply reflect its values. This article argues that, once Army has progressed its 

gender and indigenous personnel strategies, there may be sound justification for 

focussing more on religion as the next possible diversity frontier. 

Why we need religious diversity 

In 2012 the Australian Human Rights Commission released its Review into the 

Treatment of Women in the Australian Defence Force (also known as the Broderick 

Review).8 While religious diversity is not addressed in the review, many of the 

reasons offered for increasing the representation of women are equally applicable to 

increasing the proportional representation of any demographic group. Specifically, 

the review identified five reasons to support its argument that 'a change in the 

treatment of women must be a priority for a strong and sustainable ADF':9 

" to attract the best talent 

" to reduce costs 

.. to increase capability 

.. to be a first class and high performing employer 

.. to take a [national] leadership position 

These reasons also resonate with the need for religious diversity, although there are 

further capability-related factors including the need to: 

" gain a deeper and more intimate cultural understanding and appreciation 

of local populations in likely areas of future operations, including religious 

sensitivities and practices (beyond that possible through cultural awareness 

training during force preparation) 

" maintain, within Army, a religious advisory capacity to enhance international 

understanding during coalition operations, multinational exercises and other 

activities where diverse religions are represented in an international task force 

" enhance the effectiveness of domestic disaster relief programs through 

consideration and understanding of religious customs, traditions and 

immediate faith-related needs in affected areas 

.. increase the potential candidate pool for enlistment in the Army from an 

under-represented demographic segment 

.. increase the attractiveness of Army as an employer and career option 
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This combination of factors provides the imperative for increasing Army's religious 

diversity: it will improve operational capability, international engagement capacity, 

and social balance. io A positive and likely second-order effect is that it will also 

improve Army's national and international reputation as a diverse and inclusive 

organisation that more closely reflects the Australian society it represents and is 

able to adapt to a wide variety of religious and cultural scenarios. 11 

An emerging priority for religious diversity 

Unlike other areas of diversity currently being addressed by Army, there are very 

few strategies that focus on religious diversity.i2 There may be several reasons 

for this, not the least of which could be the absence of a current political or social 

imperative. In the short term this is unlikely to change as religious advocacy groups 

in Australia tend not to pressure the government on issues such as proportional 

representation in the military, nor are there any pressing internal reasons to explore 

religious diversity.13 

This lack of political and internal pressure is unlikely to persevere for another 

decade, especially since the release of policy documents such as the Australia 

in the Asian Century White Paper and Australia's Multicultural Policy strongly 

suggest the need for greater diversity in public institutions. i4 As religious diversity 

increases within the wider Australian population and Army's gender balance and 

representation of indigenous people improves, it is possible that other areas of 

demographic under-representation in Army will attract some attention. As such, 

internal and external pressure to increase the representation of religious groups 

should be anticipated. 1s 

Contributing to other pressures may be the practical realities of continued recruiting 

underachievement. This may draw attention to potential candidate pools that are 

not well represented in Army.i6 For example, in 2011, over 12% of the recruiting 

demographic aged between 20 and 29 were affiliated with a non-Christian religion, 

yet this demographic contributed less than 2% of the total recruiting achievement. 17 

Since the proportion of people affiliated with non-Christian religions is forecast 

to increase over the next decade it follows that this demographic may provide 

a growing pool of potential candidates and should feature more deliberately in 

recruiting initiatives. is Ultimately, the government is likely to demand strategies to 

increase religious diversity from Army should it not independently see the need 

given continued recruiting underachievement. 
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National religious affiliation is reported in the National Census, the latest of 

which was conducted in 2011 , the same year as the ADF Census. The Census, 

the findings of which are summarised in Table 1, indicated that, although the 

population remained dominated by Christian affiliations (61.1 %), the proportion 

of those of no religious affiliation was also large and approached one-third of the 

population (31.7%).19 The representation of other religious groups, grouped as 

non-Christian, accounted for the remaining 7.2% of the total population.20 

Table 1. National and Army religious affiliation 
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Religious affiliation in Army 

Army's religious affiliation was captured from two sources including the ADF 

Census and the human resource system, PMKeyS.25 Figures shown in Table 1 

indicate that Army's total religious affiliation comprised around 59% Christian and 

less than 2% non-Christian. Although the proportion of those indicating a Christian 

affiliation in Army was similar to the broader Australian population, non-Christian 

and non-religious affiliations varied considerably.26 The proportion of non-Christian 

affiliation was about six percentage points lower than the wider population, 

and non-religious Army personnel was around eight to ten points higher. 

The relatively low level of non-Christian representation is a point of concern given 

that there are no obvious barriers to religious diversity in Army. Unlike gender 

representation, where the recruiting and retention of women has been constrained 

by cultural and career management barriers,27 and the recruiting of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islanders is constrained by selection disadvantage,28 there are 

no similar barriers to entry that apply uniquely to religious affiliation. Although this 

may oversimplify the experiences of those seeking to enter the Army, and further 

research may be required to identify any organisational barriers, it remains unclear 

why non-Christian religious representation is so low across the board. 

Interestingly, this low representation of non-Christian religions is also present among 

other comparable nations. Figures from the United Kingdom (UK), Canada and the 

United States of America indicate similar levels of religious under-representation in 

their armies as shown in Table 2 (although the time period over which figures were 

obtained differs between countries and between Census and Army figures). It is 

possible that some of the underlying reasons may be common between nations and 

that these are reflected in Australia's figures. For example, concerns about racism 

within the military or cultural reluctance towards military service, which are 

significant factors in the UK, may also be factors restricting proportional 

representation in Australia.29 
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Table 2. National and Army religious affiliation30 

Trends in religious affiliation 

National trends and influences on Army 

Over the last few decades there has been a three-way interaction at the national 

level that has seen a decrease in Christian, and increases in non-religious and non

Christian affiliation. The proportion of Christians has decreased from 73% to 61.1 %, 

those affiliated with no religion has increased from 25.1 to 31.7%, and non-Christian 

affiliation has increased from 2% to 7.2% since 1986.35 These trends, which can 

be expected to continue in the foreseeable future, will change the demographic 

characteristics of future recruits and will have a subsequent impact on the diversity 

of Army. Progressively, there will be fewer recruit candidates of Christian and more 

of no religious affiliation. There will also be an increase in potential non-Christian 

candidates; however, historical representation in Army, discussed shortly, suggests 

that Army's proportion might not increase without intervention. 

To some extent, the national trends have already been reflected in Army over 

the last decade, although the size and nature of the change differs. As Figure 1 

indicates, in 2004 around 70% of Army personnel were affiliated with Christianity, 

a number which fell to around 57% in 2013, a decrease of more than one 
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percentage pOint per year and greater than the corresponding decrease in the 

wider Australian public (which was around half a percentage point per year). 

This decrease in Christian affiliation has been matched by an increase in personnel 

who are not affiliated with any religion, increasing from 29% to around 40%.36 

This high rate of change has been influenced by two related demographic factors: 

the changing religious affiliation of young Australians in the target recruiting ages, 

and the high proportion of relatively young personnel in ArmyY 

Although broadly reflected in Army's Christian and non-religious affiliations, national 

trends have not been apparent in non-Christian affiliations. Figure 1 shows that the 

proportion of Army personnel with non-Christian affiliation has remained virtually 

unchanged over the decade despite increases in the proportion and numbers of 

Buddhists, Hindus, Muslims and others in the wider Australian population. If Army 

was recruiting effectively across a broad cross-section of society then, all things 

being equal, non-Christian affiliation in Army should have increased in line with 

national changes; however this has not occurred. 

Data Source: PMKeyS 

Figure 1. Religious affiliation in Army 2004-2013 

The representation of non-Christian affiliation has been so small that the 

percentages described in Figure 1 don't adequately illustrate how little the situation 

has changed. The raw numbers paint an even bleaker picture of religious diversity 

in Army. For example, in January 2003 there were 101 personnel who indicated in 

PMKeyS that they were Buddhist; in January 2013, ten years later, there were 103. 
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Although there were 33 more Hindus and 22 more Muslims over the same period, 

their increase in proportional representation can only be measured in fractions of one 

percentage point which presents a stark contrast to their national increase.38 In total, 

in January 2013 there were only 340 Army personnel with a non-Christian affiliation 

of which the largest groups were Buddhist (103), Muslim (48) and Hindu (44). 

This lack of non-Christian representation has several implications for Army. 

Significantly, it portrays Army as lacking the ability to relate to large community 

sectors on religious grounds; still worse, it points to the fact that Army does not 

even possess the numbers to reflect a capacity to change. For those members 

who are serving there are also implications ariSing from the lack of critical 

mass which leads to constraints in developing support networks, sharing lived 

experiences, or even practising their chosen faith in an inclusive Army environment. 

Their strength is simply too small to adequately contribute to any improvements to 

capability that religious diversity might otherwise offer. 

Changes among ranks 

Changes in the nation's and Army's religiOUS affiliations have also been reflected 

in differences between ranks. There is clear evidence that junior personnel have 

considerably different religious characteristics to those of more senior personnel 

in both officer and other ranks. Over 55% of all private soldiers and 50% of officer 

cadets had no religious affiliation in January 2013. This compared with just 18% 

of warrant officers and 6% of generals (brigadier and above). Figure 2 illustrates 

an incremental increase in religious affiliation as the rank increases from private to 

warrant officer, and from officer cadet to general. 
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Data Source: PMKeyS 

Figure 2. Religious affiliation by rank as at January 2013 

Although there was a noticeable difference in affiliation between the ranks, there was 

still very little difference in non-Christian affiliation. The proportion of personnel in 

each rank with a non-Christian affiliation ranged from 1.6% to 3.8% with no evident 

trend from junior to senior ranks. That the proportion had not increased in the junior 

ranks is noteworthy when compared to national figures for each age group. 

Figure 3 shows that the proportion of Australians with a non-Christian affiliation 

was higher in the younger age groups. This means that, not only is Army 

unrepresentative in a broad sense, the relative gap is actually increasing in the 

younger demographic. 

It is unclear why there was no increase in non-Christian affiliation in junior ranks. 

Proportionately, the 2011 National Census showed that, in the key recruiting 

age demographics, 11 % of 20 to 24 year olds and almost 14% of 25 to 29 year 

olds were affiliated with a non-Christian religion. Army's proportion in the ranks 

associated with these ages was just 1.6% of officer cadets and 2.3% of privates. 

On first principles, if over 11 % of 20 to 24-year-old Australians were non-Christian, 

a similar proportion of Army's junior ranks should also have been non-Christian; 

however, Figure 2 shows that this is clearly not the case. 

The broad implications of Army's non-Christian representation have already been 

outlined; however, the divergence between junior ranks and young Australians is 

even more significant because it restricts Army's ability to correct this deficiency. 

Army's workforce approach of ab initio recruiting means that religious affiliations 
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that are currently under-represented in junior cohorts will forever remain that way. 

Even if Army were to increase the proportion of non-Christian affiliated personnel 

recruited from today, it would take well over a decade for these personnel to be 

represented both in sufficient numbers to establish a critical mass, and become 

sufficiently promoted to provide the advocacy necessary at the middle ranks. 

Oata Source: ABS39 

Figure 3. Religious affiliation in Australia by age group (2011 Census) 

Future direction of trends in religious affiliation 

The changes in Army's religious affiliation over the last decade, combined with both 

the different affiliations between ranks and the trends in the national population, 

suggest that, in the coming decade, Christian affiliation will continue to decrease 

and the proportion of those with no affiliation will increase. As over 50% of officer 

cadets and 55% of privates have no religious affiliation, it is reasonable to expect 

that by 2040, when these personnel filter through to Army's higher ranks, at least 

50% of Army personnel will have no religious affiliation, including some of the 

most senior personnel. Religion and religious identity are therefore likely to be less 

important to a majority of Army personnel over the coming decades than has been 

the case in the past. 

The future proportion of non-Christian affiliation is less clear. As the proportion of 

junior personnel with non-Christian affiliation is less than 2% there may be very 

little change in the medium term. Even if the proportion of non-Christian recruits 

increases to reflect the proportion in society then the change will be gradual over 
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many decades. However, since there is no impediment for Army (or the Australian 

Defence Force) to alter its recruiting strategy, it is unlikely that non-Christian affiliation 

will keep pace with changes in the wider Australian population without intervention, 

thus resulting in a widening gap. Nonetheless, if Army can address the under

representation of non-Christians then several future opportunities may be presented. 

Future opportunities 

An increase in non-Christian representation in the Australian population presents 

Army with several opportunities relating to achievement of recruiting targets and the 

subsequent benefits of a diverse workforce. At the last National Census there were 

around 370,000 adults in the key 21 to 29-year-old age group; therefore, there is 

likely to be an existing pool of potential candidates from which Army is yet to draw 

to contribute to achieving its recruiting targets. Army routinely falls short of its target 

for many employment categories and it seems intuitive that if there is a large section 

of the community that is not widely represented, then recruiting underachievement 

can be minimised simply through recruiting from this demographic.40 

A certain critical mass of religious diversity will also enhance Army capability. 

The deployment of personnel familiar with the religious practices in the area of 

operations will assist communication, removal of cultural barriers, and other human 

factor aspects of overseas deployments. Such religious diversity will not only assist 

in improving international engagement and the ability to operate in combined 

operations and exercises, it will also assist in understanding an adversary 

and avoiding the possibility of antagonism and hostility resulting from religious 

insensitivity.41 Nationally, Army also stands to benefit significantly from an outward 

appearance of tolerance and inclusiveness that will contribute to its reputation as a 

socially balanced and responsible organisation. 

Regardless of how the opportunities presented through religious diversity are 

viewed by Army, the current representation of non-Christian affiliated groups 

appears to be well below that which might be considered reasonable to capitalise 

on any opportunities. Even after accounting for a possibility that many religious 

groups may have an adverse view of military service, the current number of 340 

non-Christian affiliated people is probably below a critical mass for representation, 

exacerbated by the geographic dispersion of Army. Based on national 

representation, around 2000 Army personnel (Le. 7%) should be affiliated with a 

non-Christian religion (and even this might not reach a critical mass). However this 

raises the question of how Army should reflect society and whether it is appropriate 

or necessary for Army to have a proportion of non-Christian affiliated members that 

reflects the national level. 42 
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Reflecting Australian society 

Whether and how Army, or any service, should reflect society is a question that 

is not infrequently discussed.43 Detailed discussion is outside the scope of this 

article, but a broad outline of the central tenets of some selected literature may 

be useful. In short, there are two prevailing views on representation which have 

been described as either statistical (i.e. proportional) or 'delegative'. 'Delegative' 

representation occurs 'where members of groups are represented in the ranks 

of any profession by some of their members' but not necessarily represented 

proportionately.44 

Typically, Army takes the former view - that it should reflect society in terms of its 

proportional representation.45 For practical reasons, proportional representation is 

not always achievable because of the differing propensity of some demographic 

groups to join the military. Any cultural reluctance to join may be based on a variety 

of factors such as the esteem in which military forces may be held or perceptions 

of racism; regardless, such attributes have the potential to restrict goals of 

proportional representation. 46 Therefore, although proportional representation 

might be a simple, intuitive and attractive objective, more analysis concerning the 

practicalities of such objectives may be required. 

The latter view, that an army can reflect the values of society without necessarily 

resembling it, could be appropriate when considering religious diversity. Dandeker 

and Mason argue that 'if proportional representation proved to be unattainable ... 

perhaps delegative representation would offer a more promising way forward. '47 

In other words, should there be no feasible likelihood of proportional representation 

being achieved in the short, medium or long term, perhaps a critical mass of 

representation would achieve the same diversity outcome. If this view is adopted 

then there may not always be a need for a recruiting quota system or targeted 

recruiting initiative. Instead, a more measured approach that would facilitate and 

allow the recruitment of a greater number of under-represented personnel could 

be implemented. 

Although a solution to achieving the best diversity objective for the Australian 

Army is not presented here, the current numbers suggest that, not only is Army 

significantly under-represented in the proportional sense, there are also too few 

people with non-Christian affiliation to achieve delegative representation. In this 

regard, any medium-term objective of increasing representation to anything 

greater than current levels will require a significant net increase in the number of 

non-Christian personnel that, in all likelihood, could only result from some form 
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of deliberate recruiting and/or retention action. What the non-Christian diversity 

objective should be is open to further analysis but a figure higher than current levels 

of under 2%, but less than 7% could be considered reasonable. 48 

Conclusion 

There are many advantages to be gained from increasing religious diversity in 

Army ranging from the strategic to those that are more practical in the conduct of 

everyday activities. A reasonable proportion of personnel from a diverse range of 

religions will allow an intimate appreciation of religion that can contribute to Army's 

effectiveness on both domestic and international operations. Furthermore, it will 

improve Army's national and international reputation as a diverse and inclusive 

organisation. Finally, strategies to increase diversity will provide an opportunity to 

reach into a potential candidate pool for the achievement of recruiting targets. 

In combination, these advantages are likely to improve Army's operational 

capability, international engagement capacity and social balance. 

Whether armies should reflect the demographic composition of society or Simply 

represent the values of society without necessarily maintaining proportional 

representation, is a valid topic in itself. Currently, non-Christian affiliations are 

significantly under-represented and it can be argued that Army neither reflects nor 

represents the wider Australian community. Therefore, Army is unable to capitalise 

on the opportunities and benefits that religious diversity provides. Given the 

emerging emphasis on diversity in strategic guidance, the option not to address 

religious diversity may not exist for much longer and strategies to address this 

now require consideration. As a first step, Army must have a discussion about the 

level of representation needed to reflect the values of society. Having established 

this level, Army will be in a position to begin to address religious diversity thereby 

capitalising on the resulting opportunities and avoiding the political and social 

scrutiny that may otherwise result. l1li 
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Perceptions of the Armed Forces', Armed Forces & Society, 28(4), 2002, pp. 601-18. 
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Firman Ray, Strength Forecasting and Analysis. 
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March 2011, Statistical Bulletin, Office for National Statistics, 2013,p. 15 at: http://www. 
ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171778 31 0514.pdf (viewed 9 July 2013). UK Army data is available 
from Ministry of Defence, Biannual Diversity Dashboard: 01 April 2012 at: http://www. 
dasa.mod.uk/publications/people/diversitvl 20130401 1 april 2013/1 april 2013. 
pdf?PublishTime-08:30:00 (viewed 1 July 2013). 

33 Statistics Canada, 2011 National Household Survey: Immigration and Ethnocultural Diversity, 
Catalogue number: 99-01 0-X2011 032 at: http://www5.statcan.gc.ca/bsolc/olc-cel/olc
cel?catno=99-01 0-X2011 032&lang=eng (viewed 8 July 2013). Canadian Army data was 
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in 2013. In contrast, the representation of other Christian affiliations decreased from 42% in 
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was not stated. 

38 Comparisons over the same time-frame are not possible given the census timings; however, 
between 1996 and 2011 the proportion of Buddhists increased from 1.1 % to 2.5%, Hindus 
increased from 0.4% to 1.3% and Muslims from 1.1 % to 2.2%. 

39 Data was obtained via the ABS Survey TableBuilder available through the link http://www.abs. 
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