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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 
 
 
Leadership:  
How to promote and support women to senior roles in 
architecture 
 
There remains a disparity between the proportion of women entering architecture and those 
represented in the formal leadership roles of architecture firms and the profession. This 
disparity persists even when historically gender skewed graduation rates are accounted for. 
This suggests that the lack of women in leadership roles is related not to the lack of 
candidates but to other, perhaps subtle and invisible, factors.  
 
In a professional setting, the terms ‘leadership’ and ‘management’ are often confused or 
used interchangeably. However, these are different skills. The difference can be expressed 
as, ‘Management is doing things right, leadership is doing the right things’. In professional 
life these skills are often found and used in tandem. The good news is that both leadership 
and management skills can be learned. Women can bring a different style to the table and 
this different style can help architecture practices reap the benefits of diversity.  
 
1. Prepare to support promoted women  
Support comes in many forms, and from many directions. If you’ve been involved in the 
decision to promote someone to a leadership position, be clear on why you think they’re a 
great fit for the job, and what the new job entails. When a woman (or in fact anyone) joins 
you at a more senior level due to a recent promotion, consider making an effort to show that 
you recognise the new dynamic. If there is any overt hostility or resistance to working under 
a female manager, it may be necessary for formal intervention and disciplinary action. 
Remember, under workplace law, you are responsible for the actions of employees.  
 
2. Clearly communicate expectations and provide educational support 
Often the focus is so much on achieving promotion, that clarifying what is expected at the 
new, higher level is overlooked. While some new responsibilities and expectations may be 
explicit, it’s important to remember that others might be implicit. If the leap to a more senior 
level means new responsibilities outside an employee’s previous area of expertise, it’s a 
good idea to provide training.  
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3. Overcome unconscious bias 
Research indicates that even the most progressive and well-intentioned among us tend to 
‘default’ to our culture’s norms and stereotypes regarding occupations and behaviors; a 
phenomenon known as ‘unconscious bias’. In Western architecture and its leadership, the 
default is male. This means that employers need to actively strive to expand their concept of 
who ‘seems’ like a leader or has ‘potential’. This can be an uncomfortable experience at first, 
but it is worthwhile investing in.  
 
4. Address ‘imposter syndrome’ 
Imposter syndrome is the name given to individuals—typically women—who believe that 
their professional success is due to luck, timing and faulty judgment by others, rather than 
their own actual merit. This lack of confidence often manifests in a reluctance to speak up or 
seek further challenges and remuneration. Under-confidence can be just as damaging (and 
expensive) as over-confidence in a professional setting. Addressing this issue may require 
managers to make it explicit why someone has been promoted—what qualities and previous 
work merited the promotion. When this endorsement and explanation is made publicly, it 
signals support and gives others a template for success.   
 
5. Recognise the double bind  
Traditional gender stereotypes lead us to equate leadership qualities with a male interaction 
style. This is loosely characterised by decisive action and an authoritative conversational 
approach. Conversely, women are often expected to demonstrate a caring, collaborative and 
supportive interaction style. Women who use a ‘feminine style’ can face resistance and a 
perception that their authority is less legitimate. However, women also experience resistance 
in adopting a leadership approach perceived to be ‘masculine’. This has been theorised to 
be due to gender role dissonance. Put simply, women experience resistance when they use 
either ‘feminine’ or ‘masculine’ styles of leadership. Their peers and superiors in leadership 
positions would do well to be aware of and support them through this double bind.  
 
6. Recognise slippery ladders  
While history shows us that women often struggle to reach the upper levels of larger firms, 
the metaphor of the glass ceiling may no longer be apt. Instead, it should be recognised that 
there is usually not a single level in an organisation, or along the career journey, where 
women cluster, unable to break into the top echelon. Many otherwise excellent female 
candidates may have already left the field due to an inability to access flexible working 
arrangements, an unwelcoming environment or a sense of professional stagnation. Ensuring 
talent reaches the top means supporting it throughout the practice.  
 
7. Take action 
If you’re concerned that you’re not achieving the diversity you’d like or you’re worried that 
you don’t have enough in-house talent ready to step up to a leadership position, commit to 
gradually improving the opportunities your practice offers. For example, encourage staff 
members to nominate for committees in professional organisations (such as the Australian 
Institute of Architects, or the National Association of Women in Construction). Similarly, 
undertaking to interview at least one woman for any position, or ensuring that in-house 
teams are gender balanced, can be a good first step towards equity.  
 
8. Distribute ‘stretch assignments’ equitably 
It’s often the case that employees bucking for promotion are given ‘stretch assignments’. 
These are often projects or tasks that will require the individual to develop and learn, and to 
demonstrate that they are ready to take on more responsibility. Be sure to distribute stretch 
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assignments equitably. The temptation to shield an employee from a difficult or unpleasant 
aspect of the job (such as firing an underperforming contractor) actually stunts professional 
growth in the long-term, eroding skills and confidence.  
 
9. Beware the ‘glass cliff’ project  
If a project is already badly off track or is known to involve a difficult client, you need to 
carefully consider its suitability as a testing ground or stretch opportunity. The practice of 
giving a project with a high chance of failure to a female candidate is common enough to 
have earned its own nickname: the ‘glass cliff’. The term particularly applies to situations in 
which the incoming person is unaware of the risks. When a glass cliff project goes horribly 
wrong, it is often used as evidence of a candidate’s unsuitability for the role, rather than 
being recognised as a poisoned chalice.  
 
10. Beware of mirrors 
Let’s face it—you’re pretty fantastic. Many studies show that people instinctively rate more 
highly, people who resemble themselves. When the people making promotion decisions are 
men, this can mean that they are already unconsciously predisposed to see potential in 
rising male stars rather than female ones. It’s very rare for a practice to need a clone—after 
all, if you’ve already got the original, why would you want a copy? It can take a conscious 
effort to value difference as much as sameness, but diversity makes good business sense 
as well as being the right thing to do.  
 
11. Remember, it’s not you, it’s diversity 
It can be difficult to hear that adding more people just like you isn’t necessarily the best thing 
for the practice. People can perceive diversity or equality messages as a threat, or as 
diminishing the opportunities of those outside the target group. When thinking about 
diversity, remember that diversity values all voices, including yours.  
 
12. Nurture leadership 
The great thing about leadership, recognition and success is that they aren’t finite 
commodities. Unlike yellow trace rolls or printer cartridges, having more people who show 
leadership in the office does not diminish the overall supply. You can afford to be generous. 
A leader isn’t just the person who leads the team. Leaders show initiative, have original 
thought and solve problems autonomously; skills that are valuable at all levels of the 
organisation, from management to entry level.  
 
13. Balance proper recognition and pay 
Within architecture, there is a perception that architects design strictly out of passion, and 
that peer recognition overrides the need for monetary rewards. This isn’t necessarily true. 
Recognition comes in two main forms: acknowledgement within the practice and external 
publicity and prizes. By contrast, monetary reward comes in a single form: pay. While failing 
to recognise the contribution of the wider team will lead to resentment, plentiful recognition 
with no financial rewards is also toxic.  
 
14. Re-evaluate flexible working practices at senior levels 
There is some evidence to suggest that flexible working practices are expected to cease at 
higher levels of responsibility. For women (and others with caring responsibilities), this loss 
of flexibility can act as a disincentive to apply for or accept leadership positions. It can be 
worthwhile re-examining whether leadership positions are in fact flexible enough to support 
part-time work (which comes in many different guises). Chances are, if your office can 
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support frequent absences due to client meetings and holidays, it can support a flexible work 
pattern at the leadership level.    
 
15. Remember, personal sacrifice is not the price of professional 

success 
The mentality that good design and professional success necessarily come at the expense 
of a work-life balance is archaic and harmful. It is possible to lead a life rich in both personal 
and professional fulfillment. Often, the lack of women enjoying visible professional success 
is attributed to insufficient desire or commitment. Australian research has shown that a high 
proportion of female architects have turned down promotions. This doesn’t indicate a lack of 
ambition or commitment, but rather that the way senior level jobs are structured is 
untenable. When skilled, talented women are turning down promotions, it’s a clue that the 
role is poorly structured.  
 
16. Recognise difference in career momentum  
Recognise that career momentum often looks different between men and women. The 
traditional male model of workplace engagement is a hill shape, with increasing investment 
and remuneration, a plateau and then a decrease towards retirement. By contrast, women’s 
careers may feature multiple pauses, lateral moves and part-time engagement. Unlike men, 
women in the later part of their working lives may be more engaged, as children leave home 
and caring responsibilities reduce.  
 
17. Recognise skills gained from outside the profession 
Taking time out to do things outside of architecture, or outside work altogether, is often an 
opportunity to grow personally, and much of that growth can benefit the architectural 
workplace. Consider recognising within the workplace, skills gained elsewhere. For example, 
managing a family develops time management, teamwork and organisational skills. These 
soft skills are very transferable and can be undervalued. Having a diverse range of 
experience on a team can be beneficial in avoiding ‘group think,’ and in bringing innovative 
approaches to work. 
 
18. Be aware of the power of gate keepers 
Gate keepers are the individuals that are already represented at senior levels in 
organisations. They are the ‘keepers of the keys’ to success and advancement. There are 
three identified characteristics demonstrated by gate keepers who hinder increasing 
diversity. These are: apathy about diversity, fear of loss of status and opportunities, and 
ignorance. By contrast, proactive diversity sponsors share three very different attributes: 
they have had a female mentor, they possess a strong sense of fair play and they often defy 
masculine norms around ‘winning’. Consider who the gate keepers are in your practice. Are 
they creating barriers to diversity, or acting as diversity sponsors?  
 
 
Implications for S, M, L practices 
Small practices with a single principal may seem like a difficult environment to develop 
leadership. Beyond registration and project managing large projects, don’t forget the 
opportunities available through getting involved in professional organisations. For example, 
your local Australian Institute of Architects branch may have vacancies on the small practice 
committee or on other committees.  
 
Many medium and larger practices aspire to a flat hierarchy, whether or not this is formalised 
in an organisational chart. Some people find it rewarding to have a title (such as ‘senior’) that 
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reflects their additional responsibilities, while others aren’t as invested. In addition to the 
opportunities that seniority and project management can provide, there may be scope for 
informal growth and development. Leadership can be subtle—if you want to test the waters, 
volunteer to organise a small in-house event, perhaps a lunch-time speaker. Be careful 
though, it can be easy to get sidetracked into organising social events rather than 
professional opportunities.  
 
Last word 
Architects are creative professionals who often think laterally to come up with innovative 
solutions to complex problems. Of all the professions adapting to the increasing number of 
women in the workforce, architects are uniquely trained to re-design workplace practices to 
enable capable women to make it to the top. Having a low proportion of women in senior 
roles is not inevitable, and there are ways to redress the current imbalance by making a 
wider range of roles more accommodating to a wider range of people.  
 
Resources consulted in preparing this guide 

• http://www.mwmconsulting.com/downloadables/CrackingtheCode.pdf 
• http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-

equality/files/gender_balance_decision_making/working_paper_engage_men_promo
te_women_en.pdf 

• http://www.hr.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/87501/Watch_Your_Langu
age.pdf 

• http://www.architecturewomen.org.nz/archives/not-hold 
 

• 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 


