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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 
 

 

Long hours:  
Challenging the long hours culture in architecture 
 
The culture of long hours in architecture starts at university in the design studio and is often 
perpetuated in practice. Bad habits are often carried into the workplace, reinforced by the 
idea that architectural success is the result of personal sacrifice and that more hours 
equates to better designs. Parallels are frequently drawn with other professions that demand 
long hours (such as law), while overlooking the large remuneration differences between 
those fields. While the persistent expectation of long hours hurts everyone, it can be 
especially damaging for women. This is due to social expectations around caring work, 
which often results in women having greater demands on their time outside of standard 
working hours. Thus, what appears in theory to be a gender-neutral way to ‘show your 
commitment’ is often a subtly limiting factor on women’s progression. 
 
1. Challenging norms: office absences 
It’s easy (and flattering) to feel as though you’re too valuable to be spared. Re-frame this 
attitude—an office that can accommodate both planned and unexpected absences is a 
resilient office, able to absorb and respond to unexpected events. 
 
Insist that senior staff take leave owed to them, come and go at reasonable hours and 
occasionally work flexibly. Your senior staff set the example for the rest of the practice, and 
can be powerful change agents. A flexible work policy that is never used at upper levels can 
send a signal that working flexibly is a career-limiting move. It’s worth actively encouraging 
all staff members to do the same, otherwise flexible working can be seen as a ‘management 
perk’ rather than a widely available working style.  
 
2. Long hours culture 
Working long hours is a huge part of traditional architectural culture. This can take the form 
of all-nighters or hours of unpaid overtime—sometimes in anticipation of a competition 
deadline, but sometimes as a matter of course. This culture equates the physical presence 
of a team member with ‘productive contribution’. In reality an exhausted team member is 
unlikely to be doing their best work, and may not be doing any valuable work at all. This 
phenomenon has been coined ‘presenteeism’—being absent while present. Presenteeism 
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has been associated with workaholism, the unwillingness for a high workload to ‘pile up’, and 
also devotion to the job. Importantly though, it has also been associated with unproductive 
use of time—the body may be present, but that doesn’t mean the mind necessarily is.  
 
3. ‘Why are you still here?’ 
To challenge a long hours culture as a leader or manager, consider asking staff why they 
are there after hours: ‘Are you struggling with the work? Is the deadline unreasonable?’. This 
sends a clear message that the firm supports regular, restricted hours.  
 
As an employee, ask questions about the rationale for doing long hours on a particular 
project. While every job can run into unexpected problems, routinely long hours suggest that 
there is a problem with scheduling and workloads, which can indicate a business that is not 
controlling its costs appropriately.  
 
4. The deadline issue 
Sometimes, things go wrong at the last minute. A client’s funding falls through and a project 
has to be rapidly re-scoped, the design strategy in a competition entry dramatically shifts. 
However, when tasks that are assigned to staff are routinely re-prioritised or pushed into 
different timeslots, this indicates that there is a larger management problem.  
 
If urgent overtime is absolutely non-negotiable, be prepared as an employer to be flexible 
with how this is undertaken. Similarly, as an employee with responsibilities outside the office, 
consider coming up with creative suggestions on how you can contribute. For example, it 
may be possible to leave and come back, work remotely from home, or come in early the 
next morning. For a sustained period of long hours, discuss options—working overlapping 
shifts can be more productive than having everyone there at the same time. 
 
5. But I love my work! 
It’s possible that you are genuinely in love with the work you do, finding it fulfilling, 
challenging and rewarding. Perhaps there’s nothing else you’d rather be doing. But it’s likely 
that not everyone feels this way all the time. Once a pattern has been established, by even 
just a few individuals, it can quickly become the norm and everyone becomes subject to the 
new rule. What was once a choice becomes compulsory, and this can be much less 
appealing even if you do really love your job.  
 
6. Impression management 
‘Impression management’ is the term given to behavior that is intended to create a certain 
perception, usually one of dedication. Examples include leaving a jacket on your chair to 
indicate you’re still in the office and sending emails at unsociable hours. There are two 
options here: push back against the culture, or work the system, for example by adding a 
delay to when emails are sent. Many opt for the latter technique in order to get by within a 
competitive work culture, but it’s more helpful for others and less likely to result in an 
embarrassing revelation if you choose the high road. 
 
7. Small steps 
It’s a tough job to attempt single-handedly to change workplace and architectural culture. 
Start small—for example, try to get others in the office to observe a ‘leave work on time day’ 
once a week. If you’re truly unhappy, check your employment contract for information on 
conditions and overtime, and stick to it. Be aware that insisting on your legal rights could put 
you on a collision course with management and colleagues, who might perceive you as not 
being a ‘team player’ or a ‘good fit’.   
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Implications for S, M, L practices 
If you’re running a small firm and working long hours, it can seem fair to expect your staff to 
put in the same effort, often with the rationalisation that ‘if we don’t get this job they’ll have 
nothing to work on’. However, this effectively requires staff to subsidise the business by 
donating their labour. Chances are, the practice (and by extension, the owners) stand to 
benefit from increased profits from winning a job. Depending on the employment 
arrangements, staff are usually entitled to be paid regardless of whether the work available.  
 
Routinely asking staff to do unpaid overtime ‘for the good of the business’ results in 
employees being more likely to move on. Putting in long hours and sharing the stress of 
hustling for work is much more appealing when it’s your own finances and reputation that will 
be improved.   
 
Medium and larger firms can also unwittingly create unhealthy attitudes around long hours, 
through the subtle competition to stay at work ever later. In an open plan environment, it’s 
very easy to see that others are still present, and much harder to see that they are sending a 
personal email or that a five minute search for window details has taken half an hour and 
ended up on an unrelated forum on cameras. The exceptions are often those firms that track 
and pay overtime—the financial overruns that excessive overtime causes can result in a 
‘self-correcting mechanism’, where long hours are not seen as cost-effective or competent 
management.  
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Additional resources 
*to be added following consultation 
 


