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Parlour: women, equity, architecture and the Australian Institute of Architects present a suite 
of draft guidelines for equitable practice in the architecture profession. This is informed by 
the research project ‘Equity and Diversity in the Australian Architecture Profession: Women, 
Work and Leadership’ (2011–2014) funded by the Australian Research Council through the 
Linkage Projects scheme.  
 
Draft released 30 May 2013 
Consultation process to continue until August 2013 
Revised final guidelines to be released late 2013 
 
Please offer your thoughts, comments and feedback online, via: 
http://www.archiparlour.org/parlour-guides-call-for-feedback 
 
 
Pay equity:  
Moving towards equal pay between women and men in 
architecture 
 
Equal pay for equal work has been enshrined in Australian law since 1969. But even with the 
best intentions, at individual practice level it can be hard to discern whether promotion and 
payment levels are justifiably different, reflecting different experience and ability, or there are 
other factors at play. After all, no two jobs in architecture are identical. And how, exactly, do 
you compare contract documentation with the work of a design architect, or the work of an 
office administrator with that of a specification writer?  
 
In this guide, we’ve developed a few simple tips that can help your practice evaluate, 
establish and maintain pay equity.  
 
1. Have a clear, transparent pay scheme 
Secrecy is not helpful to pay equity. Make sure the conditions for pay are clear and 
transparent, and stick to them. Where other forms of payment are used in the practice, 
written guidelines about targets and eligibility should be freely available. Remember, 
performance pay should fluctuate with performance. Set up objective criteria and monitor 
them regularly. Always discuss any changes to payment structure with staff well in advance. 
Be frank, fair, and open. Pay inequities between staff will always be revealed eventually 
(through conversation, or a sheet left accidentally on the photocopier) and can be alienating 
and destructive to staff morale.  
 
2. Use merit selection processes for recruitment  
A merit selection process involves advertising a position (either internally or externally) and 
encouraging employees to apply. It’s a system that works well in large organisations, where 
there are clear job requirements. But in architecture, where recruitment is often through word 
of mouth or by unsolicited portfolios, it’s a bit blurrier. If you’re sorting through CVs, or about 
to ask around to find a new employee, try to identify what you’re looking for before you start. 
This means clearly defining the types of experience and software skills that your ideal 
candidate will have. By testing applicants against an objective template, you can help 
prevent unconscious bias from creeping in to employment decisions.  
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3. Make an organised annual system of performance reviews, separate 

to pay reviews 
An organised system of performance reviews with objective criteria will help maintain fair, 
equitable pay. When done well, performance reviews are a helpful tool for addressing 
performance issues, identifying training needs, and acknowledging development. Who has 
earned the right to become an associate in the last year? Who has stepped up and is 
already performing a senior role?  
 
Do you have clear criteria for promotion? There needn’t necessarily be a checklist of criteria, 
but the directors/principals of a firm should all be able to agree on and articulate the kinds of 
things they are looking for. The clearer such things are to staff and management, the easier 
and more equitable the decisions. Assessment based on what a staff member might do in 
the future (such as resign if they aren’t promoted, or go on maternity, paternity or travel 
leave) will always cause distortions, and should be avoided. 
 
4. Analyse roles around the concept of equal value 
Most firms are very clear about the concept of equal pay for equal work, but the concept of 
equal pay for work of equal value is less understood. The value of a job isn’t based on the 
cost to the employer or what it earns for the employer but on the demands on the person 
undertaking the job. A job that brings in lower fees (due to job size or type, or through fee 
cutting) often requires the same skills to complete as a higher fee job, and should be paid 
accordingly.  
 
Traditionally, work that is more technical has tended to be valued more highly, even when 
the skills required are similar. For example, preparing interior concepts and detailing both 
require an employee to operate complex software, undertake product research, understand 
the client’s vision, work within budget constraints and to liaise with other professionals. 
Therefore, this work can be deemed to be of equal value, and should be paid accordingly. 
Likewise, communicating with a client and communicating with subcontractors both demand 
a combination of people skills and a thorough understanding of the building project.  
 
5. Check salaries on entry and at promotion 
When a new employee commences, check their salary against other salaries in the practice. 
You may be inadvertently importing pay discrimination into your organisation and it can be 
hard to get rid of later. Similarly, when an existing employee reaches an important milestone 
(such as registration), check their salary against other salaries in the office. Your job is to 
provide equal pay, not to match previous salaries.  
 
6. Schedule all pay reviews in a block  
It can be tempting to spread out the administrative work involved in pay reviews over time, 
but bundling reviews together is a good way to stay on top of pay equity issues. Where 
possible, have all pay reviews conducted by the same person or people, using consistent 
criteria, and keeping an eye specifically on pay equity. Doing this helps to ensure staff are 
being reviewed over a similar timeframe, helps to avoid creep and assists less assertive 
employees in being paid a fair wage, on par with their colleagues. Research shows women 
are less likely than men to ask for a pay rise, and will often ask for smaller increases. This is 
how gradual pay disparities emerge, even if the commencing salary is the same. Knowing 
that there will be a defined opportunity to discuss pay at a separate meeting can take the 
stress out of performance reviews.  
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7. Don’t forget to include other forms of payment 
Not all payment comes in the form of salary or wages. Other forms of payment include 
bonuses, profit sharing, service increments, access to commissions, support for training, 
fees paid for Australian Institute of Architects membership and registration, salary sacrificing 
or work-provided items such as computers and phones. These discretionary payments 
should also be considered when assessing pay equity. Each pay slip should clearly indicate 
what proportion of income is base pay and what proportion is from a performance pay 
scheme. 
 
Be aware that payments that are only available to senior staff or for which certain positions 
in the business (such as administrative support) are not eligible, may inadvertently contribute 
to gender inequity. It may be necessary to set up ‘pro rata’ bonus conditions for part-time 
and casual staff or to consider extending a bonus scheme to junior staff. Where there are 
sound business reasons for excluding certain positions from performance payment 
schemes, make sure all staff understand the rationale.  
 
8. Pay for performance, not time served or cultural fit 
Schemes that reward years of service or contributions outside regular hours rather than 
performance are likely to disadvantage those who have responsibilities (such as family or 
other commitments), that limit their ability to participate in this manner. Similarly, people who 
do not fit the dominant culture of the office risk being penalised for reasons other than their 
work performance. Clear, measurable performance goals should be used.  
 
9. Reward output and productivity, not visibility and asking  
It’s easy to notice the employee who turns up early, fetches coffee, stays late to work on a 
competition and organises Friday drinks. Some people will actually align their working hours 
with that of their director, to be more visible, but ‘being there’ does not mean that someone is 
necessarily productive. It can be harder to remember the employee who works part-time with 
minimal supervision, or works very efficiently without socialising because they have to leave 
promptly at 5 pm. When reviewing for pay and performance, be sure to check against what 
the role actually requires and not the visible presence. Pay should reflect worth and 
contribution, not just how much a person asks for. Remember, research shows that women 
are less likely than men to ask for a pay rise. 
 
10. Make sure that training opportunities are evenly available 
Ensure that training opportunities are evenly available, including to part-time and casual 
staff. A gradual de-skilling is one of the hidden risks of part-time work. Opportunities should 
be widely publicised to ensure that inequitable assumptions about suitability, interest and 
availability are avoided. Training should be relevant to current and future career 
development opportunities. Also watch for making assumptions about who might be 
interested in a particular topic or skill—interest in colour, structure, domesticity or highly 
technical aspects of architecture have in the past been seen as gender aligned, but in the 
twenty-first century this shouldn’t be assumed. 
 
11. Treat permanent, part-time and casual employees equally 
One of hidden ways that pay inequity can sneak in is through alternatives to full-time work. 
Part-time workers (who are disproportionately women) should have access to training, 
promotion and performance pay, and be paid at the same rate as full-time employees. The 
concept of ‘quality part-time work’ is a big one here. Part-time employees shouldn’t be 
limited to drawing reflected ceiling plans! You’re unlikely to be getting the best out of your 
employees this way, and they won’t be developing and improving either.  
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While it’s common to regard architecture as an ‘all or nothing’ proposition, the reality is that 
there’s room to manoeuvre. For instance, briefing and feasibility studies can form discrete 
packages of work that might be suitable for allocation to part-time workers, or be able to be 
done from home. Be creative and flexible in how you assign work. 
 
12. Get on your high horse 
If the legal requirement for pay equity isn’t enough to convince you, consider enjoying the 
view from the moral high ground. It’s often tempting for a small business to resist giving an 
un-requested pay rise—after all, every dollar saved can be spent elsewhere. But while this 
might save you money in the short-term, you’re likely to take a hit in loyalty and have 
increased staff turnover. Scheduling regular pay discussions is an important way to address 
this.  
 
13. Remember, it’s never over 
So you did a pay equity audit a couple of years ago and everything was rosy. Guess what? 
You need to do it again. Over time, your business will change and hopefully grow, which 
means changing personnel, project sizes, and the type of work undertaken. All those 
changes introduce opportunities for inequity to arise. Keep an eye on staff progression rates 
and consider where there may be ‘bottlenecks’ for talent.  
 
14. Engage a professional 
If you’re not confident in your ability to meet your legal obligations on pay equity, ask for 
help. Just as clients might think they can save money by avoiding architects, it’s likely that 
any ‘savings’ you make by doing human resource and legal work in-house will have a hidden 
price. A human resources professional will help your practice establish clear policies and 
identify any pay anomalies, to help you meet your legal obligations. Think of it as a risk 
management investment—it’s sure to be cheaper than an expensive lawsuit.   
 
Implications for S, M, L practices 
 

Very small and small practice 
Research shows that the majority of architects in Australia work in very small or small 
practices, where very small is defined as less than four people, and small is defined as less 
than fifteen people (under the Fair Work Act 2009) or with a turnover under $2 million (by the 
Australian Taxation Office).  
 
In these practices, it can be hard to access information that provides a benchmark for pay 
equity purposes. But you can do a simple gender equity pay audit of your own. Draw up a 
list of employees, with information on seniority, responsibilities, years with the firm, years 
post graduation, and salary. Don’t forget to adjust part-time income to the full-time 
equivalent. From there, it’s easy to check for outliers—either high or low. It can be tempting 
to use past payments as a guide to benchmarking, but you’ll need to correct for inflation. 
Paying a graduate a salary based on your own graduate salary in 1989 is unlikely to win you 
a loyal employee! In firms of this size, there’s often a lot of contact between staff and 
management, and so often more opportunities to identify and resolve issues informally.  
 
Medium and large practice 
The Australian Bureau of Statistics describes a medium sized company as one that employs 
between 15 and 200 people, while a large company is one that has more than 200 
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employees. If your firm is large enough to have human resources staff, check that doing a 
pay equity audit is on the radar—it’s often perceived as non-urgent and is delayed. As firms 
get larger, they increasingly need to have clear, transparent and consistent systems around 
performance and pay reviews. This is particularly the case where different people are 
making decisions about pay for similar staff, such as individual managers. It’s possible for a 
firm to have great policies that are badly implemented.  
 
Last word 
Patterns in staff turnover can be a clue that the mix of pay and opportunities isn’t quite right. 
If you’re consistently leaking staff at a certain level or with similar demographic 
characteristics, there might be a deeper issue at play, and it might be pay equity.  
 
Resources consulted in preparing this guide 
 

• http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/our-responsibilities/women/programs-services/economic-
security/pay-equity 

• http://www.fairwork.gov.au/BestPracticeGuides/06-Gender-pay-equity.pdf 
• https://www.commerce.wa.gov.au/labourrelations/PDF/FlexibleWorkplaces/Pay_equi

ty_factsheets/Solution_sheet_two_Gender_equity_in_performance_payments.pdf 
• http://www.security4women.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Attitudes-to-Gender-Pay-

Equity-in-Small-Firms_Final-Report_v2_Feb-20122.pdf 
 

• Australian Institute of Architects, ‘Architects in Australia: A Snapshot from the 2006 
Census’ (2007). 

• Ann de Graft Johnson, Sandra Manley and Clara Greed, ‘Why Do Women Leave 
Architecture?’ (London: Royal Institute of British Architects, University of West 
England, 2003) 

• Eva Matsuzaki, Patricia Gibb and Imbi Harding, Consultations & Roundtables on 
Women in Architecture in Canada (Vancouver: Royal Architectural Institute of 
Canada, 2003). 

• Towards a More Egalitarian Profession, Findings of the Royal Australian Institute of 
Architects Committee on the Status of Women in Architecture, August 1991. 

• Paula Whitman, Going Places: The Career Progression of Women in the 
Architectural Profession (Brisbane: The Royal Australian Institute of Architects and 
Queensland University of Technology, 2005). 

• Women in the Architectural Profession, a Report by the Royal Australian Institute of 
Architects to the Human Rights Commission, November 1986. 
 

• Preliminary results of Parlour survey 1, ‘Where do all the Women Go?’  
• Preliminary results of Parlour survey 2, ‘…And what about the men?’  
• Primary Research conducted as part of the ARC project ‘Equity and Diversity in the 

Australian Architecture Profession: Women, Work and Leadership.’  
 
 
Additional resources 
*to be added following consultation 


