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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 
 
 
Mentorship:  
Mentors, sponsors and career champions in architecture 
 
Mentoring is a process whereby knowledge, social capital, and support relevant to 
professional development, is communicated between individuals of different levels of 
professional capability. It comes in many forms, from the traditional elder/protégé 
relationship, to more informal peer mentoring. Research indicates that mentoring can be an 
especially effective way to boost and retain female staff and attract younger Gen Y workers. 
Mentoring is often thought of as useful to people entering the profession, but research 
shows that women re-entering the workforce after time away can also reap huge benefits 
from mentoring. Likewise, mentors can assist with career planning and strategy, 
troubleshooting how to get through career crunch points, and providing general moral 
support. One of the most practical and important roles a mentor can take is as ‘critical 
friend’, offering feedback on a portfolio or job application.  
 
1. Be clear 
Mentoring is distinct from training or coaching or providing a ‘buddy’ to explain the intricacies 
of the office plotter to new staff. Depending on the individuals involved, it is often worthwhile 
expressly defining what is being offered, as the term can be applied quite loosely. In a formal 
scheme, support may be provided to both the mentor and mentee in the initial stages. 
Mentors are often of most use when they guide and encourage mentees to make their own 
decisions; ones that may not necessarily be identical to those the mentor made for 
themselves. Be aware that there are many different models of mentoring—make sure you’re 
on the same page.  
 
2. Master-apprentice 
The traditional model of mentoring involves the young mentee learning from the older, wiser 
mentor, often within a company that both work for. The strength of this model is that an 
individual one-on-one relationship can develop and adapt as circumstances change. It’s 
often perceived as training or grooming a replacement. However, this form of mentoring is 
not always the best match for career paths that may include detours and pauses along the 
way. Linear advancement may not be the goal of a career and a single organisation is 
unlikely to offer all the opportunities one might wish for. Be prepared to adapt how you or 
your practice approach mentoring when the circumstances and people change.  
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3. Reverse mentoring 
Reverse mentoring is the name given to relationships where the member that one would 
expect to be receiving mentoring (usually the younger member) is able to give advice in 
specific areas where their own knowledge may outstrip that of the other member. For 
example, a recent graduate may be able to give advice on cutting-edge BIM and 
visualisation software, even though they are much less knowledgeable and experienced in 
real world construction.  
 
4. A Mosiac of multiple mentors 
It’s not uncommon for architects from non-traditional backgrounds (and Gen Y employees 
from all backgrounds) to have a range of people to whom they turn for professional advice, 
or to change mentors when their roles change. Each mentor consulted is able to contribute 
something towards the overall career picture. This can be especially important in addressing 
cross-gender and cross-cultural mentoring relationships. However, this ‘fragmented’ 
approach can be confronting for mentors who are expecting a more traditional, linear 
relationship, or mentees who may be expecting a different level of engagement.  
 
5. Not only in your own image 
There’s evidence that women (and men) benefit from having both female and male mentors. 
While senior women may share their experience and tips for negotiating male-dominated 
working spaces, men still have the edge in accessing powerful networks. Having access to 
both male and female mentors gives women tools and networks they need for success. 
Research shows that many men committed to progressing gender equity have had female 
role models—don’t overlook the cultural change that pairing a senior women with a young 
man can have. And if you’re a woman, don’t overlook the skills and confidence you can 
derive from a strong male mentor.  
 
6. Jump the fence 
Don’t be afraid to go outside your organisation or even outside architecture to find the right 
mentor/mentee. Experiences and ideas for strategising a way through office politics and 
personalities are surprisingly universal. Similarly, if you’re striking out on your own, a mentor 
with experience in starting their own small engineering business may be a far more valuable 
resource than a highly experienced architect who has only worked within larger firms. 
 
7. Conflicting interests 
A really good mentor will be selfless (within reason), or at least it’s important that they are 
not solely self-interested. A good mentor will be willing to advise something that may go 
against their own interests if it’s best for the mentee. The larger point here is to be aware of 
potential conflicts of interest, for both the mentor and mentee, and discuss them ahead of 
time. 
 
8. Put your money where your mouth is 
If you are committed to supporting mentoring, be prepared to make time for it within the 
working week. This means taking the time (and letting other staff take the time) to build that 
relationship. Depending on the formality of the mentoring relationship, this can be anything 
from scheduling a regular fortnightly coffee to simply forwarding a promotion opportunity with 
a note that you’d be happy to support their application, or giving advice on beneficial 
networking and training opportunities.  
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9. Career champion and sponsors 
Anyone who seeks to advance your professional development outside a formal educational 
setting can loosely be considered a mentor, but champions and sponsors are more directly 
involved and influential in your progression. A champion is often above you in the same 
workplace, and is someone who sits at the decision table and says ‘You know who is perfect 
for this job? X. I’m prepared to supervise if that’s what it takes to get everyone on board, but 
this is the right call’. 
 
A champion or sponsor might also act as a formal referee. Such a person promotes you and 
your work to others, and takes risks on your behalf. Every career can benefit from one, but 
this is even more the case in a firm where making the step from employee to partner, or 
project architect to associate, can be a major hurdle. Champions are important, especially 
for women.  
 
10. Generation gaps 
Due to the nature of mentoring relationships, it is almost inevitable that there is a cross-
generational relationship in mentoring. Differences in communication styles, expectations 
and priorities can be confronting, but preparing both sides for this is likely to help ease the 
experience. Once again the most important thing is for the mentor and mentee to be clear 
about their hopes and expectations, and to agree on the rules of engagement.  
 
11. Introductions, please 
The mentor/mentee relationship is dynamic, and changes over time. What may begin as a 
fairly straightforward knowledge and skills transfer can turn into a much more strategic 
relationship, where mentees are introduced to influential people (such as potential clients or 
trusted builders and engineers) both socially and professionally. While the old practice of 
networking occurring over a golf tee may be gradually dying, try to ensure that introductions 
are done in neutral surrounds—a casual coffee after a work related meeting can be a low-
key way to make an introduction.  
 
12. Matching and mismatching 
It’s often the case that mentoring relationships evolve or are set up with similarities in both 
professional and personal life in mind. However, there’s a lot to suggest that a creative 
mismatch can prove beneficial to both parties. Matching across age, cultural background 
and gender can have unexpected benefits. It can be eye opening to see how privilege and 
discrimination manifest in career opportunities and stimulate behavioral change on both 
sides.  
 
It’s a good idea to consider the difference between experience levels early on. While the gap 
between a fresh graduate and someone with five years of experience may seem large now, 
within five years those individuals may be placed in a position where they are likely to 
compete professionally, which is likely to kill a mentoring relationship. Conversely, too large 
a gap may be a mismatch due to the gap between what is needed and what is offered. 
Remember, mid-career professionals may both need and offer mentoring.  
 
13. Return to work  
Traditional mentoring is often offered to those starting their careers. However, those 
returning to work are likely to benefit from mentoring as well. Research suggests that return 
to work mentors and support schemes are vitally important in retaining women in the 
architectural profession, particularly post child-bearing. It’s worth remembering that 
prolonged absences from the workforce (voluntary or otherwise) can be taken by anyone. 



D  R  A  F  T     F  O  R     C  O  N  S  U  L  T  A  T  I  O  N 

	   4 

On returning to the workplace, mentors can help to build confidence and offer insight into 
recent changes in the workforce. Returnees will still have the professional competencies and 
skills they left with—they’re more likely to need assistance seeing the ‘lay of the land’ than 
being equipped with tools to navigate it.  
 
14. Role models 
The classic catchphrase, ‘You can’t be what you can’t see’, is very apt for women and 
architects from non-traditional backgrounds. Positioning the achievements of women within 
the firm (and the profession more broadly) can be key to helping normalise women’s 
participation in the profession. Pinning up a poster of Zaha may not be enough—research 
indicates for early career women it’s not superstars that are most helpful as role models, but 
those who have achievements that are seen as more attainable. This might include women 
within the firm who have taken lead roles in managing projects or achieved registration. The 
perfect role model doesn’t have to be perfect, they just need to be there.  
 
15. Anti-role-models 
Just as important, but rarely considered, is the anti-role-model. Anti-role-models may be 
lovely people on a personal level, but a neon red warning sign about where you don’t want 
to end up professionally. The anti-role-model is invoked when deciding what not to do. 
These people need never know how you view them but can unwittingly serve as powerful 
guides and motivators.    
 
Implications for S, M, L practices 
There are different challenges to establishing mentoring relationships depending on practice 
size. In a small, single principal practice, you may be filling a mentoring role for all of your 
staff whether that is formalised or not. In slightly bigger firms, there may be one or two 
people who excel at mentoring. In any case, it can be helpful to set up mentoring 
relationships outside the office—check with your local Australian Institute of Architects 
chapter to see if any mentoring programs are being offered. Retired employees can also be 
a useful resource.  
 
Unlike their smaller counterparts, larger firms may have the resources to match staff across 
experience levels internally. Some firms try to ensure mentoring matches are within a direct 
line of report, while others advocate keeping them firmly separate. Either way, you will need 
to have clear policies about how mentoring relationships fit within other relationships within 
the firm, especially if there is a management level between the mentor and mentee.  
 
Regional and remote 
It can be especially challenging to access mentoring from regional and remote offices. 
Without the sizeable informal networks that exist in larger areas, the ability to find a willing 
and suitable mentor can be hard, and the ability to stay in regular contact even harder. But 
keep working at it, it is definitely worthwhile.  
Establishing relationships through large events (such as conferences), where the 
relationship can be maintained and accessed through telephone or email contact, is a good 
way to keep you connected.  
 
Last word 
It’s clear that a mentee stands to receive numerous benefits from a good mentoring 
relationship, and we tend to focus on these. But it’s worth remembering the satisfactions that 
the relationship can also bring to the mentor, who gets to share their hard-won knowledge, 
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ensure that talent is rewarded, and watch someone flourish in their career. Also, it’s a very 
concrete way to be a gender equity champion. 
 
Resources consulted in preparing this guide 

• http://www.womensagenda.com.au/career-agenda/mentors/ 
 

• 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 
 


