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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 
 
 
Flexibility:  
Making flexible patterns work in architecture 
 
There are many different ways—more than in many other industries and occupations—that 
flexibility can be fitted into the architectural workplace. Many workers in architecture already 
report that they use flexible conditions, and flexibility is likely to be useful to most people at 
some time in their career. The benefit works both ways—enabling architectural staff to 
balance work and life, and allowing a practice to respond when projects and workloads 
change quickly.  
 
While there are a variety of ways in which people work flexibly, there are some common 
strategies around flexible work that can help all such arrangements run more smoothly.  
 
1. Document, document, document 
A flexible work agreement is only as good as the paper it’s written on. Put any long or short-
term arrangements in writing and keep them on file. This can help to clarify things at the 
outset, and ensure against forgetfulness down the track. There’s scope to be a little more 
informal around one-off events, but it’s easy to lose track of variations, and this can lead to 
misunderstandings. Make sure that there is a clear and simple way to track hours that is 
easy for both sides to access and monitor. The best intentions can break down, from either 
the employer’s or employee’s side, where there is a perception that work and payment are 
not aligned.  
 
2. Not on call 
Unlike doctors, architects aren’t paid for being on call, so it’s best to avoid planning to 
contact people on days that they are not at work. One way around this is to agree on a list of 
issues that people are prepared to be contacted about, outside of their regular hours. But it’s 
a two-way street—a flexible worker should not be expected to regularly drop everything and 
rush in for an architectural emergency. Remember that flexible workers have other, specific, 
planned activities in their non-office time. There’s no quicker way to rile a part-time worker 
than to refer to their ‘day off’! It’s likely they are working just as hard that day, but at a 
different kind of work, whether it is elder care, organising the school fete, or pursuing 
another creative practice. Just because full-time employment is the most common pattern, 
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don’t assume that employers ‘own’ all of an employee’s time, with any variation from this 
incurring a debt.  
 
3. Cultural change 
One of the strongest barriers to flexible employment is the established work culture within 
architecture. Bad work habits often begin in architectural schools with ‘all-nighters’, and can 
continue in practice with a culture of long hours and presenteeism. One of the best ways to 
ensure that flexibility is accepted, is to have senior staff take advantage of flexible working 
and to explicitly state that it’s okay for other staff to do the same. If you want to avoid 
murmurs in the lunch room and dark looks when staff leave early, it’s best to be up-front and 
transparent about which flexible arrangements are in place.  
 
4. Thinking outside the tutorial room 
Some flexible work patterns have long been accepted within architecture. For example, 
working four days to enable studio teaching or work on a solo or side project is common in 
many practices. These examples show that part of the resistance to flexible work is cultural 
rather than being based on practical or business considerations. At a business level, the 
reason behind the need for flexible work is often irrelevant. It should be enough to know that 
a worker has something important enough in their life, in which they wish to invest some of 
their most valuable asset—time.  
 
5. Communication and crunch time 
There are often concerns about how to meet urgent client and site issues that occur during 
the (planned or unplanned) absence of a staff member, particularly a senior one. Depending 
on the size of the job and the practice, there may be a team of people working on the same 
project. If junior staff members are working on the project full-time, consider delegating 
contact responsibilities to them. This can be a good way to develop staff and ensure 
continuity of contact, while providing support and supervision for less experienced staff.  
 
It can be worth spending a little time ‘war gaming’ the build. This can be wrapped into other 
forms of project planning, such as developing a Gantt chart. Proactively identifying likely 
problems with co-workers and builders, on a weekly basis, can help to identify what is urgent 
enough to escalate.  
 
6. Who and what to tell 
Some architectural workers who follow a flexible pattern, choose to play it down, so as not to 
draw attention to their difference, or be seen to use it as an ‘excuse’. Others are very 
forthright and mention their flexible work pattern frequently, for example to remind others not 
to expect a full-time load from a part-time worker. Either of these modes can work for 
individuals in specific workplaces, but one thing common to everyone is the need to manage 
expectations. Colleagues, managers, and clients need to be clear about when and how they 
can make contact, and what kind of response time to expect. The decision on how much to 
tell contractors and builders about specific flexible working conditions will depend on the 
individuals involved, but remember that if you are frank and open about your flexible work 
arrangements then you’re helping to normalise them, and forging a path for others who will 
come later. 
 
7. Many eggs in many baskets 
Creative people need creative challenges. The stimulation of travel, and artistic outlets such 
as photography and painting, are widely accepted as informing and enriching architectural 
work. But having a rich and fulfilling social life outside the office can be equally beneficial—
for business as well as for pleasure. Having a range of interests isn’t evidence of a lack of 



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

	   3 

ambition within architecture but a sign that an individual is living a well-rounded life. A 
practice that encourages flexibility is also encouraging balanced, happy and fulfilled 
employees, not overworked drones.   
 
8. Dealing with co-workers 
Even when senior management is happy to sign off on a flexible working agreement, some 
colleagues may feel that part-timers aren’t ‘pulling their weight’ or that they themselves are 
expected to compensate for the perceived ‘slacking’. This can be addressed in many ways: 
explicit support from management; encouraging wider adoption of flexible working patterns, 
including ‘availability’ as a standing item at team meetings; and committing to frequent 
reviews and check-ins. For the flexible worker, it’s also worth developing a thick skin and a 
stubborn streak—don’t apologise, this is your right and you work to earn it. Remember that 
most people will seek flexible work conditions at some stage in their career.  
 
9. Working from home 
With advances in technology, working from home is often seen as part of a flexible working 
solution. While it can be beneficial to both employee and employer, it should be established 
early on, who is responsible for paying for phone, electricity, and software costs, which can 
be substantial. There can be resistance to working from home, from the employee because 
of the risk of social isolation and of becoming ‘invisible’ in the office, and from employers 
who sometimes resist work from home because of concerns about the intrusion of other 
work, and liability issues. Nevertheless, these arrangements can work exceptionally well 
where there is mutual trust, respect, and excellent communication.  
 
10. Stay visible 
It’s important to stay visible—literally. When you’re working reduced or time-shifted hours 
there’s often a temptation to put your head down and chug through the work. But it’s very 
important to highlight your contribution. In business jargon, this is described as ‘managing 
up’—making sure your superiors know what great work you’ve been doing. Emailing your 
team a list of what you’ve achieved prior to time out of the office can be a good way to both 
highlight what you’ve done and to make it easy for others to carry on your work if required. It 
can also be a good way to demonstrate that you’ve been doing more than your fair share of 
drudge work, which can be a problem for some part-time and flexible workers.  
 
11. Negotiate it 
For employees, when requesting or negotiating a flexible pattern, do your homework and 
prepare an argument. Set out the business case for why the flexible pattern will be good for 
your employer, your colleagues, and your clients, as well as for you. Acknowledge that it 
might require some additional logistical juggling, but argue that it will all pay off in your 
increased productiveness, efficiency, and loyalty. Write the proposed arrangement down, 
being absolutely clear about what it will entail. Then make the case clearly and logically, in 
terms that show it for what it is: an offer they’d be crazy to refuse.  
 
 
Part two: specific issues and challenges 
In addition to the common issues for flexible workers, as described above, some challenges 
are more specific to the type of flexible work undertaken.  
 
Four-day week 
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People who choose to work a four-day week often find that they are expected to fit five days 
worth of work into four. Bear in mind that you’re being paid 80% of a full-time wage to do 
80% of the work, not all the work in 80% of the time. Some judicious reminders may be in 
order.  
 
Job sharing 
Job sharing is a three-way negotiation, and often works best when the people doing it have 
a good pre-existing relationship and similar experience levels. Issues to consider include, 
when each person will work (what days of the week and over holiday periods), what 
happens when there is a disagreement, and how roles and responsibilities will be allocated. 
Two part-time roles may be more appropriate.  
 
Working from home 
Most people spend their time away from the workplace doing something else that interests 
them. While it can feel reassuring to know that a colleague is only a phone call or email 
away, there’s a slippery slope by which work can start intruding into personal life. 
Negotiating this slippery slope can be especially challenging when working from home, 
particularly with the endless connectivity of smartphone and digital devices. Be very clear 
about when you are working from home and are happy to be contacted, and when you are 
away from the workplace with other responsibilities. Adding a note about availability to your 
email signature is one way to make this information easily available, and to remind others.  
 
Part-time work 
One of the hardest perceptions to counter is that part-time workers aren’t serious or 
committed to architecture, or that they have ‘stepped off the career track’ and hence should 
not expect a promotion any time soon. This is a particularly insidious idea in architecture, 
which can lead to workers with non-conventional patterns, particularly part-time workers, 
feeling stressed and marginalised. Try re-framing things in your own and others’ minds: part-
time workers are so committed that even though it might be easier and more lucrative to 
leave, they continue within architecture. Likewise, if they’re doing their work well, then they 
should be promoted for it, regardless of how many hours they put in.  
 
Compressed work weeks and part year work 
Less familiar forms of flexible work include compressed work weeks, where the same 
number of hours are fitted into fewer days per week or fortnight. Another option gaining 
popularity is part year work. It may be possible for employees to work full-time for part of the 
year, and then take extended leave or work part-time in blocks. Because architectural work 
is project based, it is possible to consider different ways in which it might be done. A project 
might take a certain number of months and then someone has a break. Or parts of the work 
can be considered as ‘packages’. 
 
 
Implications for S, M, L practices 
Small firms focused on residential work often meet with clients outside regular business 
hours, which can be a challenge for the flexible worker and their manager. Depending on the 
client, being up-front about out-of-hours responsibilities and availability can be best. 
Technology can help, to a certain extent, and it’s not unheard of for children to come to 
casual meetings or for a firm to arrange babysitting. Once again, every time you do this, 
remember that you are helping to normalise the practice, and making it easier for those who 
come later.    
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Due to the volatility of the construction market, there is a trend towards small practices 
employing people on short and medium term contracts, rather than on an ongoing basis. As 
with any other form of hiring, be sure to hire on the basis of skills, rather than assumptions 
about the suitability for contracting work. Because contractors are often able to take on work 
that fits their availability, they are effectively managing their own work-life balance. It can be 
worth checking that a contractor is not interested in other part-time and flexible opportunities.  
 
Like all professional relationships, contractors should be employed for their skills, not for 
their loyalty, likeability or ability to work free overtime. Be sure to check with tax and legal 
professionals that you don’t fall into circumstances where you are actually in an employment 
rather than contracting relationship.   
 
Larger and medium firms also have unique challenges. In larger firms, there may be more 
formalised policies around what is available for flexible working, but conversely, there may 
be more entrenched norms around workplace culture.  
 
 
Resources consulted in preparing this guide 
 

• 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 
 


