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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 

 
Recruitment:  

Equitable recruitment and hiring diverse talent in architecture 
 
Some architecture firms begin organically as a meeting of like-minded people; others are 
formed in response to specific opportunities. However they begin, most firms will need to 
recruit and promote staff at some stage.  
 
Recruitment and promotion occurs at many levels of seniority: in support roles, at entry or 
graduate level, and at higher levels when the practice grows or as a result of natural 
turnover. Depending on how your office is set up, you may wish to employ people with whom 
you share a similar working style. Conversely, you may be seeking someone with a 
complementary skill set; someone to take over aspects of the business that you dread. Or 
you may wish to promote an existing employee into a new role. In all of these cases, you are 
likely to have pre-conceived ideas about the characteristics and skills the role may need. 
This guide provides a range of tips for architecture firms to ensure that their recruitment 
strategies are gender and diversity friendly. 
 
1.  Check the pool 
Many architecture practices receive unsolicited portfolios and CVs, which are the first things 
they look at when recruiting new talent. Run a quick check of gender across recent 
submissions. If the applicant pool is significantly unbalanced, you may be missing talented 
candidates who have self-selected out. Consider what this might tell you about how your 
practice is perceived in the profession. If it’s not seen as an equitable and desirable 
workplace, you’re missing out on many high quality potential employees. Check the gender 
balance of any short lists you have generated, against the applicants and the demographics 
of the profession. If they don’t match, you may be inadvertently screening out qualified 
women.  
 
To increase the diversity of applicants, consider diversifying how you recruit and advertise 
your firm, or even the culture of your firm—talented people want to work in equitable 
workplaces. Employees—if you’re looking for a new job, it can be tempting to stick to firms 
with visible diversity, but remember that many firms are very open to hiring outside their 
existing demographic and are just waiting for the perfect applicant, which could be you.  
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2.  Widen the net 
Anecdotally, architectural practices often use the personal and professional networks of their 
existing employees when recruiting new staff. This ‘hidden’ recruitment path can favour 
those with strong personal networks at the expense of talented people with fewer 
connections—often those from non-traditional backgrounds. It can be easy for bias to sneak 
in this way, as job opportunities may be directed to friends or others with whom the 
employees feel comfortable. If offering recruitment bonuses for successful referrals, think 
about making them available to people outside the office as well. This can dramatically grow 
the reach of your networks. 
 
Employees—If you’re looking for work, be sure to use your contacts. Encourage peers to 
forward your CV or portfolio to potential employers. Social media and professional 
networking sites are a good way to extend your networks and to visualise your existing ones. 
You might be pleasantly surprised by how few steps there are between you and your dream 
employer! Don’t forget traditional networking methods as well—attend industry events, ask 
questions in public forums and ask to be introduced to professional peers.  
 
3.  Beware of unconscious or ‘hidden’ bias 
We live in a world where we are bombarded with images and stories every day, most of 
which contain people and are gendered. While some cultural expectations around gender 
are very explicit, others are much more subtle. As a result, even the most conscientious 
person (male or female) is likely to have a subconscious mental picture of an ‘architect’, or a 
‘good architect’. If you’re really interested in diversity, you may need to actively work against 
some of these expectations.   
 
4.  Identify the job 
Think about the role before you think about the characteristics (especially non-work related 
characteristics) of the person you imagine filling it. When recruiting or promoting to fill a 
recent vacancy, the role can seem obvious. Where a position is available through 
expansion, it may be less clear. In both cases, it’s worth taking a moment to think critically 
about the job and its requirements. Do you need to replace like with like, or is this an 
opportunity to diversify the skills and experience within the practice? Be clear about what the 
role entails, and don’t pre-empt the kind of people who might have the skills to fulfill it.  
Perhaps the role would be suitable for a part-time or flexible-hours worker? When 
formulating a job description, be sure to drill down into the fundamental requirements of a 
role, rather than simply describing the person who last filled it.  
 
5.  Frame positions around skills, not experience  
Be precise about the skills and aptitudes that the position requires, and avoid the temptation 
to use length of experience as a proxy. Do you want somebody with five years of experience 
on health projects or do you want someone with a sound understanding of the regulatory 
requirements and previous experience working with Department of Health committees? 
While some people may fit both descriptions, others may have the skills required even 
though they are short on the time requirement. Architectural workers with discontinuous 
career paths who are attempting to re-enter the workforce may be excluded by specific 
length of experience requirements.  
 
6.  Show and tell 
Be mindful of the ways in which your practice may be unintentionally signaling its current 
level (or lack) of diversity. Photos from the annual office day at the cricket/golf/ballet might 
seem like a good way to show that you’re a fun practice, but it’s also likely to send a subtle 
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message about who is welcome in the workplace. Social and networking events that revolve 
around sport and alcohol are often perceived as implicitly gendered, even though there are 
many women who enjoy sport and many men who don’t. Consider explicitly stating that your 
practice is interested in applicants from non-traditional backgrounds and that you value 
diversity. This is especially important if your practice is currently homogenous. Obviously this 
shouldn’t just be window-dressing—if you really are interested in encouraging diversity then 
you may need to review workplace culture and policies more thoroughly.  
 
7.  Walk the talk 
It’s easy to put words on paper, but you need to follow through. There’s a big difference 
between lip service, tokenism and a genuine commitment to gender equity and valuing other 
forms of diversity, and your employees will know which term describes your practice. A 
workplace genuinely committed to diversity may need to change how it does things to adapt 
and benefit from a diverse workforce—often in unexpected ways. For example, work 
meetings may need to be held later in the morning to accommodate employees who are 
responsible for dropping off children at child care or school. If your workplace is already 
somewhat diverse, this adjustment period may be less noticeable. Deliberately changing 
your company culture to encourage equity and diversity might be more work in the short 
term, but it’s sure to pay off in improved morale, loyalty, and productivity, as well as lower 
staff turnover. 
 
8.  Watch your language 
Make sure that any formal advertisements (including on your practice website) are written 
using gender neutral language. This isn’t a politically correct conspiracy, it’s a legal 
requirement in Australia under the federal Sex Discrimination Act 1984. Breaching the Act 
can incur fines of $1000 or more, so be sure to advertise for experienced ‘draftspersons’ and 
avoid using ‘he’ or ‘she’ when describing the duties. It’s also a good idea for advertisements 
to avoid using jargon and acronyms, as this can exclude applicants who would otherwise be 
well placed to apply.  
 
9.  Hunt diverse heads 
If using a headhunting firm, request a diverse range of candidates. By using a formal 
recruitment service, you’re already utilising networks that reach beyond your own. Be sure to 
get the most out of them by explicitly requesting diverse applicants. If you use several 
recruiters, keep tabs on who returns the most diverse lists.  
 
10. Interview fairly 
Interviewing job applicants and talking to clients to generate a project brief require many of 
the same skills, in particular an ability to listen and extract information to help make good 
decisions. Good interview questions are behavior and aptitude based, and may include 
hypothetical scenarios. Start with an easy question—this lets both you and the applicant 
settle in. Remember to ask open questions that need explanations rather than yes/no 
answers. When interviewing candidates in a panel, ensure that the panel is gender 
balanced. If that’s a problem in your organisation, try asking a colleague of the required 
gender from another practice to assist. 
 
11. Know the pitfalls of small talk 
Even if your business is exempt from state anti-discrimination laws (for example, on the 
basis of size), the federal Sex Discrimination Act 1984 applies Australia wide. Under the Act, 
it’s illegal to discriminate on the grounds of sex, marital status or pregnancy (presumed or 
otherwise). As a result, it can be a good idea to steer clear of personal questions during the 
interview process. What might seem like harmless small talk from one side of the desk can 
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be perceived as discrimination on the other. Where a job is located internationally but 
advertised within Australia, the Act also applies.  
 
12. Monitor patterns of employee movement for gender 

 imbalance 
Be sure to keep an eye on the patterns of men and women within the workplace—look at 
any gender differences in rates of promotion and attrition and in blockages. If there are 
differences, confirm that employees have equitable chances to learn and develop the skills 
they will require to progress professionally within the firm. This means that employees at a 
similar level are both offered opportunities to learn new software packages, undertake site 
supervision and the like. If you are concerned about attrition rates for women, consider 
engaging a third party to undertake exit interviews. This can help to establish whether the 
attrition is due to coincidence or systemic problems within the firm. Blockages may occur 
where there is a perceived ‘jump’ in responsibilities, such as progressing to partnership in a 
firm. An employee who feels they are unlikely to progress beyond a certain level will be more 
inclined to leave the firm. Having clear parameters for partnership helps make promotion 
decisions easier and fairer.  
 
13. Contract 
Due to the volatility of the construction sector, there is a trend towards employing people on 
short-term and medium-term contracts, rather than full-time. On the plus side, this way a 
practice is able to quickly re-size to accommodate fresh (or stalled) projects, and contractors 
are often able to take on work that fits their availability, effectively managing their own work-
life balance. Practices pay for this flexibility through higher hourly rates (plus overtime), while 
contractors lack financial security. As with any other form of hiring, be sure to hire on the 
basis of skills, rather than assumptions about the suitability of contracting work for life 
choices.  
 
Contracting can raise other business issues. Check with your tax and legal professionals to 
clarify the relationship between you and contractors—under certain circumstances 
contractors may be regarded as employees of the practice. This discovery is often made in 
acrimonious circumstances, such as when the relationship is severed.  
 
Implications for S, M, L practices 
Small and very small practices can often end up as tight-knit groups in which social and 
professional roles are blurred. When hiring a new employee, be careful to make sure you’re 
not subconsciously trying to hire a new friend. The test is what they bring to the office during 
the week, not how fun they are on a Friday afternoon.  
 
Larger firms often have dedicated HR professionals in-house. As a result, the hiring process 
is often more formal. There may be multiple interviews, for example, screening interviews 
followed by more in-depth interviews with a potential manager. All interviewers should be 
familiar with good practice interview skills. It may be worth implementing diversity training for 
those who undertake this role frequently.  
 
Firms of all sizes need to be wary of the potential stumbling blocks called ‘company culture’ 
and ‘fitting in’. Humans often surround themselves with people with whom they feel 
commonality, in the belief that it is easier to build rapport and trust with those who share a 
similar background and interests. Opening the practice up to someone who’s not a 
traditional ‘fit’ might just change your culture for the better. Diversity is good to avoid group 
think. Does your practice accept only sameness or can it embrace difference?  
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Implications for regional practices 
The recruitment issues faced by regional practices are different to those found in capital 
cities. For a start, the recruitment pool is often smaller. There are two potential outcomes: 
practices hungry for talent are prepared to accept candidates from a range of non-traditional 
backgrounds, and alternatively, some diverse candidates may self-select out of living in 
regional areas. In this case, a deliberate effort will be needed to attract women and other 
minorities into a regional architectural practice.  
 
Last word 
Research shows that formal workplace processes such as recruitment and promotion are 
often subject to a lot of scrutiny and as a result are often conducted carefully and equitably. 
While this is great, it’s important to keep an eye out for unconscious bias and inequity in day-
to-day work as well. Assumptions about what work someone is suited for can inadvertently 
deprive that person of important opportunities to grow and develop their skills, leaving them 
a weaker candidate at formal opportunities. Be careful not to make assumptions about who 
is the best fit for a certain task  
 
Resources consulted in preparing this guide 
 

• http://www.wgea.gov.au/sites/default/files/GEI1.1_selection_recruitment_tag.pdf 
• http://www.wgea.gov.au/sites/default/files/GEI1.2_promotion_transfer_selection.pdf 
• http://www.wgea.gov.au/sites/default/files/GEI1.2.2_management_commitment.pdf 
• http://www.humanrights.gov.au/publications/guidelines-writing-and-publishing-

recruitment-advertisements 
 

• 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 


