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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 
 

 

Negotiation:  
Negotiating flexible working conditions in architecture 
 
Some commentators have argued that a failure to negotiate assertively is an explanation for 
the persistent gender pay gap and the under-representation of women at senior levels in 
many professions, including architecture. But more recent research indicates that for 
women, a range of factors including stereotyping around gender norms, complicates 
negotiation. Since negotiation is involved at many stages during a career, it’s a skill well 
worth developing, and fortunately it’s one that can be learned. An explicit statement on the 
part of employers that conditions and pay are open to negotiation can dramatically increase 
the likelihood of women entering into negotiation. Negotiation should leave both parties with 
a clear idea of where they stand, and a satisfactory outcome. But in order to get to this, both 
parties need first to work out what’s negotiable. 
 
The first part of this guideline sets out some hints and tips on how to negotiate working 
conditions, and the second part helps to build the business case, before looking at 
implications for small, medium and large practice.  
 
1. Don’t wait for an invitation to negotiate 
Research suggests that men and women are equally skilled at negotiation, but men tend to 
negotiate much more frequently, especially when the rules around negotiation are 
ambiguous. While there’s a whole swath of reasons for this difference, it’s worth bearing in 
mind that when there is an explicit invitation or cue to negotiate, women do so with great 
results. If there’s no such cue available in your workplace, you’re going to need to create 
your own. Try arranging a date for a discrete distance in the future, such as three or six 
months. Linking the date to an external event such as handing over an important project to 
the client or the end of the financial year can be helpful. 
 
2. Mind games 
It’s important to know what you’ll settle for before you start the conversation. Some people 
ask for more than they want, arguing that it’s a way to test the waters and gives them 
something to concede, which can be an important psychological factor in negotiating. 
Another tip is to use the phrase ‘we’, as in ‘I’m sure we can reach an acceptable agreement’. 
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Never make an ultimatum—even if you’re prepared to follow through, architecture is a 
surprisingly small industry and you can easily burn bridges.  
 
3. Check what has come before 
Know what you want, and whether it’s reasonable. This applies to working flexibly, pay rises, 
promotions and commencing salaries. Find out what’s previously been done in the office, 
and think about different strategies that might work, and exactly how. Employers and 
managers are much more interested in solutions than problems—having one (or two) ready 
is a good way forward.  
 
4. Remember, it’s not special treatment 
Negotiation of flexible or part-time working conditions shouldn’t be regarded as the 
employee asking the employer for a favour. If it is granted, this doesn’t constitute special 
treatment, and doesn’t mean the employee is personally indebted. The ability to request 
flexible working conditions is every employee’s right, and is enshrined in commonwealth law. 
Of course, not every request will be met, and equally it is the right of an employer to decline 
a request on reasonable grounds. But the negotiation itself should be neutral—while you can 
be thankful for being granted a flexible working arrangement, you needn’t be grateful as 
such.  
 
5. Choose your timing 
In negotiation, timing is everything. This applies at a range of levels. A company that is 
actively seeking additional employees is much more likely to be receptive to negotiating pay 
than one that is contemplating redundancies. Similarly, a Friday afternoon when the practice 
has just lost a big competition is not the ideal moment to pitch for a promotion.  
 
6. Find the data 
For salary negotiations, do some research to find out what you’re worth. Make an effort to 
get quality information—social networks are often gender biased, which can skew your data. 
If you’re really stuck, try a careers or recruitment website, which can give information on 
average salaries, often broken down by level experience. Pitching too high is as damaging 
as pitching too low. One way around this is to ask for a salary range for the position, or to 
ask where other forms of compensation are available—perhaps a regular day off each 
month is possible.  
 
7. Practice and prepare 
Do mock interviews and practice strategic answers. Find a partner (ideally one with 
experience as a manager—mentors can be great for this) to give you feedback. If you’ve 
received testimonials or thank you notes from clients, awards or other recognition (such as a 
magazine cover), you can use these as evidence of your value to the practice.  
 
8. Tread carefully around bonuses 
Bonuses are a double-edged sword. From an employer’s perspective, they can be an easy 
way to boost income and recognise and reward good performance without having to commit 
to an ongoing salary rise (which can also introduce inequality). On the other hand, bonuses 
can be used to forestall more permanent pay rises. An offer of a bonus can be a good cue to 
negotiate other matters—but not always. Attempting to negotiate a pay rise instead of 
accepting a practice-wide Christmas bonus is unlikely to go down well. 
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9. Be realistic and keep communicating 
It’s important that all parties have realistic expectations. If you’re moving to implement a 
flexible agreement, make sure it’s in writing and put in an opportunity to review the 
arrangement periodically. This may need to be more frequent initially, while everyone 
adjusts to the new situation.  
 
While employees may not wish to share their reasons for working flexibly, colleagues should 
be aware of the outcome—it’s no fun to discover that you’re widely regarded as a slacker for 
taking alternate Friday afternoons off, when you’ve been spending them getting extensive 
root canal surgery.  
 
10. Respect that flexibility is a matter of discretion 
Managers should be given the discretion to grant and refuse requests for part-time work. 
There are some positions (and people) that may not be suitable for such work patterns. For 
instance, extremely junior staff may be unsuited to working from home, while more senior 
staff can find that the ability to work free from distractions is extremely productive. Ideally 
there should be some room to work more flexibly, even if it’s not to the full extent requested, 
but some extra juggling might be required. This is particularly the case where supervision or 
people management is involved.  
 
Remember that flexibility is not one size fits all—it’s a tool kit for people to be more effective 
in all parts of their lives. In reality, part-time work is also not an option for everyone, for 
financial reasons.  
 
11. How you know it’s working 
There can be workplace resistance to implementing a flexibility-friendly culture. Employees 
are anxious that working part-time is a career limiting move or that they will be forced to 
work flexibly against their will. On the other hand, managers are often anxious about the 
extra administrative work flexible arrangements can create. As flexible work culture becomes 
more established, it should be possible to point to staff that are working part-time at a senior 
level, who have been promoted while working from home, or who manage a flexible 
arrangement in a way that benefits everyone.  
 
12. Be aware of barriers to negotiation 
Be aware that there are many social factors that come into play in negotiations, and that 
these can create barriers for women. A lifetime of social messages about appropriate 
behavior for each gender can set subtle expectations for what is and isn’t appropriate 
behavior for men and women. For women, there are strong messages about considering 
others, valuing relationships, and being conciliatory, while men are often taught to compete. 
This can lead to differences in the ease with which individuals approach negotiations, and 
research indicates that women who negotiate assertively, in a way that is sometimes 
understood as ‘masculine’, can face social and financial penalties for doing so. As with any 
generalisation, there are many exceptions.  
 
 
Putting a business case together 
Whether you’re negotiating a pay rise, a promotion, or flexible working conditions, you’ll 
need to make an argument for the advantages to your employer. The fact that it will be 
enormously beneficial to you just won’t be enough—you need to demonstrate what’s in it for 
them, and not just in terms of ethics, or the ‘right thing to do’. The smartest way to negotiate 
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is to make the business case—why giving you a pay rise or a promotion or accommodating 
you working part-time, will be good for the practice and everyone in it. While this might seem 
far-fetched it’s actually not—you just need to think laterally and positively about what you 
bring to the practice, and what more you could bring if your request is met.  
  
In many architectural workplaces, flexible working conditions are widely used and enjoyed 
by staff at all levels. In others, flexibility is unheard-of. If you’re blazing a trail in your 
workplace or activating a long dormant clause in a dusty HR policy, the ability to make a 
sound business case for supporting flexibility is worthwhile. Flexible working can often take a 
little bit more effort and a lot more communication than more traditional styles of work, but 
it’s usually worth it.  
 
13. Boost staff retention and recruitment 
Staff turnover can be a real headache for businesses. The rule of thumb for replacing staff is 
conservatively estimated to be around one and a half times the annual salary of the position. 
This is through both recruitment and training costs and the opportunity costs of being 
understaffed. Compare this to a year of part-time parental leave or elder care leave taken at 
half pay, and in the second case both employers and employees are coming out ahead. 
Further, research shows that flexible and part-time workers are less likely to consider leaving 
their employers over the next two years. Considering some businesses with Gen Y 
employees face a 50% churn rate, that loyalty is a cost saving.  
 
14. Recognise the opportunity for more experience at less cost 
Highly trained and experienced people expect to be remunerated accordingly. The good 
thing about part-time workers is that you get all of that experience, at a fraction of the full-
time cost. This can be a great way to boost or retain the embodied knowledge of the firm 
without having to dramatically increase costs.  
 
15. Recognise the opportunity for increased productivity 
Most workplaces (and workers) report increased productivity with increased flexibility. There 
is some evidence to suggest that workers with more control over their working hours work 
harder and get sick less often than those who are unable to work flexibly. There are also 
important mental health benefits, such as stress reduction and lower risks for depression. 
 
Implications for S, M, L practices 
Smaller firms are often already very flexible, whether or not this is formalised in writing. This 
can be both a boost and a burden. While some forms of flexible work may be taken for 
granted, other forms will often be untested and may be resisted. Clear communication of 
expectations is the key to making it work.  
 
For larger firms with demanding corporate clients, a part-time or flexible worker might find it 
necessary to step away from client-facing roles temporarily. While many clients are 
themselves struggling to create flexibility-friendly workplaces, there are some that retain the 
mindset that part-time work will provide an inferior experience. With skilled management, a 
client need not even know they are dealing with a part-time employee, although 
transparency is usually the best policy. 
 
Larger firms with several layers of management or different teams will often have to do much 
more work to produce cultural change towards a more flexibility-friendly workplace. In a 
small office of twelve people, just one person working flexibly can cause a profound and 
noticeable change, but in a practice of eighty people the impact of one flexible arrangement 
may be unnoticeable.  
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It’s worth investing in support for managers new to managing part-time and flexible workers. 
Simple things like scheduling meetings at times when the flexible worker can attend are very 
important. This can avoid situations where employees are expected to complete the same 
amount of work in fewer hours.  
 
Resources consulted in preparing this guide 
 

• http://www.topmba.com/articles/programs/negotiation-are-women-bad-it 
• http://www.abetterbalance.org/web/images/stories/Documents/fairness/factsheets/B

C-2010-A_Better_Balance.pdf 
• http://www.aicpa.org/career/womenintheprofession/downloadabledocuments/2010%

20mary%20bennett%20flexibility-the%20business%20case.pdf 
• http://www.guardian.co.uk/culture-professionals-network/culture-professionals-

blog/2013/mar/15/flexible-working-culture-sector-workplace 
• http://www.bc.edu/content/dam/files/centers/cwf/research/publications/pdf/5.%20How

%2020%20Leading%20Companies%20are%20Making%20Flexibility%20Work.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 
 




