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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 
 
 
Career break:  
Returning from parental leave and other career breaks in 
architecture 
 
1. Negotiate expectations at an exit meeting 
If you intend to return to the same employer following leave, arrange a meeting prior to your 
departure to outline what is expected before you take leave, during your leave, and after 
your return. This can be a great way for both parties to figure out what contact (if any) is 
needed during the period of leave. For women on maternity leave in particular, this can be a 
good time to discuss what type of work is desired and expected on return and how that work 
may be structured (e.g. completed part-time, remotely or with flexible hours). Documenting a 
common agreement on this can be a good way to identify conflicting expectations early and 
to avoid miscommunications.  
 
2. Stay in touch while on leave 
One of the tensions for employees returning from any prolonged absence from the 
workplace is in adjusting to the subtle shifts in workplace processes, projects, culture, and 
often personnel, which have occurred while away. Organising to ‘touch base’ periodically 
during leave can help women return to practice up-to-date and confident. It can also help 
both parties to recognise a realistic return-to-work plan. Touching base while being on leave 
may take the form of attending in-house meetings every two months, having regular phone 
calls, attending social events or completing a few hours of non-urgent work each fortnight in 
the month before returning to work. Alternatively, if the firm wins a large project on which the 
employee is likely to work extensively on their return, it may be worth offering to be involved 
at an earlier stage. Of course, any work completed in this manner should be paid.  
 
Warning! 
Be careful to clearly establish, preferably in writing, the expectations on both sides around 
staying in touch. Cc’ing someone on leave into email correspondence may be intended as 
an attempt to stay in touch, but could be interpreted as pressure to return to work, or as 
seeking unpaid labour. Having a clear agreement can help avoid these problems. As always, 
be prepared to re-negotiate as circumstance change. 
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3. Keep your confidence up 
With any prolonged career break, a loss of confidence is often experienced, particularly if 
more than one period of leave has been taken. For women, UK research suggests that 
many experience a dramatic drop in confidence around eleven months after giving birth—or 
about a month before the anticipated return to work. Networking with other architects who 
have taken time off, or meeting those who have ‘gone before’ with older children can be 
helpful. There are many strategies to build confidence about re-entering the workplace, 
including undertaking formal re-entry programs and attending public talks and other institute 
events. Some people use the Australian Institute of Architects’ Practice of Architecture 
Learning Series (PALS) registration material as a ‘refresher course’, which can be 
particularly helpful if you’ve been practising overseas. Other simple but effective strategies 
include repeating a simple pep talk, mentally assembling a portfolio of previous successes, 
reminding yourself of your qualifications, and preparing an answer as to how your time away 
from the workplace has contributed to your abilities. 
 
4. Consider training opportunities 
Where a large technological change occurs it can be worthwhile for a practice to consider 
how to include those who are absent on leave. For example, if the practice is upgrading to a 
completely different CAD program (or even a new version), it can be worthwhile for them to 
offer the same training that is being given to other employees, to women on maternity leave 
and others absent from the workplace. This may be done with the rest of the practice, or with 
a similar training opportunity on return to work. Returning to an unfamiliar interface can add 
unnecessary stress in an already tense period. 
 
5. Think through the nuts and bolts of starting back 
There’s obviously a big difference between returning to a former employer and starting an 
entirely new job after time out of the workplace. If starting at a new workplace, remember 
that they’ve given you the job for a reason: because they think you can do it. The usual 
advice about doing a ‘dry run’ commute, finding out about dress codes and bringing your 
lunch apply as much in architecture as anywhere else. Planning to return to work with a 
truncated week (for example by starting on a Wednesday) can be a good way to ease into 
the new routine. 
 
If you’re returning to a former employer after parental leave, it can be slightly more 
complicated. On the plus side your employer already knows you can do the job, but you’ll 
often be adjusting to your new role as a parent and perhaps also to being a part-time worker. 
Depending on your child care arrangements and financial situation, it can be worthwhile 
getting settled into the new routine slightly before you return to work. This can make it easier 
to adjust to the new reality of coordinating a multi-stop commute and give you time to 
respond to unexpected challenges, such as the discovery that freshly printed plans in reach 
of the baby seat will not reach their destination unmarred.  
 
6. Be flexible 
People returning to work after parental or sick leave may need to work flexibly, possibly 
indefinitely. There are a variety of ways in which flexible working can occur (see Guideline 8. 
Flexibility). 
 
7. Know that even the best laid plans may change 
It can be frustrating to have to adjust expectations and staffing levels when a previously 
negotiated return to the office doesn’t work out as planned. Remember that this is rarely the 
result of a whim and is usually due to external factors such as unexpected health 
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complications or difficulties finding suitable child care. It’s important to keep communication 
lines open during this stage to ensure that what is possible short-term and what is desired 
and planned for long-term are clearly understood by both parties.  
 
Returning from maternity leave 
Returning from maternity leave has some particular challenges that returning from other 
breaks and leave tend not to have. We address some of these challenges below. Returning 
to work after maternity leave is a stressful time for both mothers and employers, as clashes 
between societal, personal, financial and work expectations and demands become apparent. 
In addition, there is often a major upheaval for mothers, in terms of routines and priorities, 
during their maternity leave. Working patterns that they anticipated or that they desired pre-
birth may be later revealed as un-feasible. This can go both ways—some women are 
surprised at how strongly they wish to spend time with their baby, while others miss work 
and professional interactions more than they expected to. Regardless of an individual 
woman’s preference, financial obligations may either force a return to paid employment, or 
prevent it due to child care costs.  
 
Employers’ legal obligations—maternity leave return 
It is a legal obligation under the Fair Work Act 2009 (a federal law) for firms to ensure that 
women returning from maternity leave, return to the same position they had prior to going on 
leave. The only exception to this is if the position no longer exists, in which case, the Fair 
Work Act requires that an employee must be consulted on any changes to the position and 
provided with a comparable position. This means a position for which the employee is 
qualified, with the same or similar responsibilities, pay and status. If a position like this does 
not exist within the re-structured practice, a redundancy package may be required. 
Remember that this guideline is not a legal document and we can’t give legal advice. If you 
have questions about your rights and responsibilities, please consult the office of the 
Australian Human Rights Commission.  
 
Breastfeeding support 
Women who intend to continue breastfeeding after their return to work will require a private 
space in which to feed or express milk, and a cool place to store it. Where a dedicated room 
is not available due to space constraints, consider discussing other options, such as making 
a private office or meeting space available for use. Remember that other people may have a 
similar need for a safe, private place to attend to personal matters, such as religious 
observations or health matters. Be sure to have clear signals about how a space can be 
used, and signals for occupation.  
 
Implications for S, M, L practices 
Smaller firms are often well placed to use unorthodox solutions. Architects pride themselves 
on their creativity, and planning how to return to work with young families is just another 
opportunity to exercise this. Some women have returned to the office with a baby—and a 
babysitter. When babies are very young, this approach may allow breastfeeding to occur 
with minimal disruption to the rest of the office. Other responses have been to set up 
informal crèches or to allow school-aged children access to a meeting room to do 
homework. Each workplace is different and the amount of flexibility that is possible will often 
change over time.  
 
For larger firms (or those that have a higher proportion of females) it might be worthwhile for 
them to prepare a ‘maternity leave pack’, similar to a new starter pack. This can include a 
combination of important legal information, tips about what needs to be done before a 



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

	   4 

woman goes on leave, information on childcare, a copy of the firm’s policies on flexible work, 
and contact details of staff who have previously taken (or are currently on) maternity leave.  
 
Last word 
The journey from walking into your first design studio at university to toasting your 
registration as an architect is a long one—in Australia the average is nearly a decade. 
Because of this, the process of gaining professional registration overlaps with and runs into 
the peak child-bearing years. As a result of this intersection between biology and training, 
many women register just as they are about to become parents—a difficult juggling point. 
Regardless of the practice size, supporting women who are attempting to return to work can 
pay off in the long-term, as women with children are often extremely loyal to their employers, 
with dramatically lower turn over rates. Of course, many men are also increasingly interested 
in working flexibly, to spend time with their children. A flexible and supportive workplace is 
more attractive to everyone.  
 
It’s easy to feel guilty that you don’t spend ‘enough’ time with your child or that staying at 
home would ‘waste’ your education. The most important thing is that you find a combination 
of work and family that works for your particular circumstances, and to recognise that this 
will change over time.  
 
Resources consulted in preparing this guide 

• http://www.mumsatwork.com.au/resourses_parental_leave.html 
• http://www.huggies.com.au/pregnancy/work/maternity-leave/laws 

 
• 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 


