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architects in the service of bureaucracies. This 
special journal issue retrieves a domain of ‘invis-
ible’ architects, and our paper offers a distinctive 
focus on the topic by exploring the gendering of the 
salaried architect. We begin by drawing attention to 
the over-representation of women as salaried archi-
tects in both the historical record and contemporary 
practice. Moving beyond this demographic outline, 
the paper studies women architects’ everyday work 
in the office.5 Focusing the gaze of historians and 
theorists on the office rather than the building site 
provides an important shift of attention that chal-
lenges them to conceptualise the production of 
buildings within the organisation of the architectural 
workplace. Mythologies of design genius are coun-
tered by an analysis of the conditions of production. 
Furthermore, investigations of work and gender 
reveal an even less visible topic: the stratification 
of architectural professionals through labour hierar-
chies. Women are over-represented as employees 
and part-time workers, with lower earnings and 
reduced status. As we will argue, these absences 
and delays can be explained by the theory of ‘accu-
mulative disadvantage’, a term denoting the uneven 
but persistent and accumulating impacts of gender 
stereotypes on individual careers. Finally, this paper 
describes some of the activist programmes founded 
by Parlour. We will explain how these initiatives work 
to transform the everyday office lives of women in 
architecture.

Research on women architects and their daily 
labour must strive against a double invisibility: it 

The (invisible) salaried woman architect: The 
Parlour project
During the 1970s, feminist historians highlighted 
‘women’s invisibility’ in written histories and argued 
that these absences exposed structural biases in 
history writing.1 Through mainstream history and its 
privileging of particular topics and institutional struc-
tures, history’s very objects of inquiry threatened 
to perpetuate women’s invisibility. For example, 
although women had been political participants 
throughout history, they had organised and oper-
ated in informal ways and their practices were 
marginalised within the historical record.2 For some 
historians, it was not simply a task of adding women 
in and correcting exclusion with inclusion. Instead, 
writers invented new subjects and unknown 
topics and drew on unfamiliar sources in order to 
enable ‘the prevalent structures and experiences 
of women’s lives’ to be recognised and accorded 
the same level of interest as men’s stories.3 The 
trope of invisibility governed both history writing and 
contemporary political action. Historian Joan Scott 
joined historical inquiry to present-day protest by 
declaring that ‘women’s subordination – past and 
present – was secured at least in part by their invis-
ibility.’ ‘Making women evident’ became a political 
project.4 The idea of the ‘salaried architect’ has 
particular resonance for feminist projects driven by 
concepts of historical invisibility and the bias and 
privileges of the dominant historical narrative.

Footprint has invited writers to consider the cate-
gory of the ‘salaried architect’, particularly those 
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of overt discrimination. Digging far enough into the 
historical record reveals these women architects, 
usually working quietly in a large firm or on their 
own, carving out a place for themselves within the 
profession and earning the respect of their clients, 
colleagues and peers.

To reveal the history of women architects, the 
researcher needs to delve further than the ‘named’ 
architect and, in doing so, calls into question the 
standard practices of architectural historiography, 
where the named architect of a work, be it a part-
nership or individual, is considered the author of 
the work. For the history of women architects is, in 
many instances, the history of architects working for 
other architects – the hidden labour force that fuels 
the profession and its production. The historical 
record of the profession consists of evidence that is 
commonly left behind: professional journals, reports 
in the popular press, photographic collections, 
drawing collections, and manuscript and archival 
holdings. Architectural activity by individuals is 
largely understood through the tropes of named 
architects – owners of firms – rather than those 
who work for them, simply because these are the 
names attached to buildings. Only in the details of 
drawings and job lists can the keen observer deter-
mine the other hands that contribute to such works.

The question might be why women were – and 
are – more likely to work for another architect. 
Prior to second-wave feminism, the answers lay 
in social expectations or gender norms that had a 
significant limiting effect on women’s full participa-
tion in every aspect of the architecture profession. 
Women lacked capital or access to it due to their 
exclusion from inheriting capital and obtaining bank 
credit, which limited their capacity to start and run 
businesses. They faced gendered assumptions 
or structures that limited their access to potential 
clients (such as men’s clubs or public bars). They 
faced assumptions about their physical and mental 
capacity for the demands of architectural practice, 

has to contend with both low numbers of women 
in the profession and a dearth of information on the 
quotidian practices of the office. The environment 
in which many architects spend their working lives 
remains obscure, and office life is generally omitted 
from accounts of buildings, design, or narratives 
of architecture’s symbolic meaning. In order to 
discover the hidden workings of gender and the 
architectural office, this paper draws on a large 
inquiry undertaken by a team of researchers that 
investigated women and the Australian architectural 
profession during 2011–2014.6 As part of a broad 
study, the research project mapped the micro prac-
tices of the workplace. By studying transactions, 
exchanges and tacit practices, we came to under-
stand how particular professional and institutional 
rules and unconscious processes limit women’s 
participation and delay career progression. We 
theorise the everyday practice of architecture by 
drawing attention to work cultures, hierarchies and 
rules. The architectural office is a site for producing, 
distributing and maintaining work ‘norms’ and iden-
tities. These norms include beliefs on how work 
should be organised and distributed, and involve 
mechanisms that produce and reinforce powerful 
mythologies of the ‘ideal’ architectural worker.

The figure of the salaried woman architect domi-
nates the larger history of women in architecture 
and still forms the majority experience of female 
architectural professionals. Historical scholarship 
has confirmed the presence of women in the design 
and construction of architecture and attested to their 
later qualification as architects when the profession-
alisation of architecture progressed in the second 
half of the nineteenth century.7 From early pioneers, 
women increasingly became active members of the 
profession in many Western societies, their pres-
ence encouraged by the establishment of formal, 
institutionalised architectural education. Their small 
numbers reflect the difficulties such women faced in 
joining the profession, but individual stories of archi-
tectural engagement were not, by definition, ones 
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is included and excluded, promoted and rewarded, 
noted and ignored. Gender as a category of anal-
ysis reveals stark differences between men and 
women’s participation in the profession. By focusing 
on cohorts we mask individual identity and suppress 
accounts of buildings and offices as the expression 
of key individuals. Examining the group instead of 
the individual brings structural patterns and privi-
leges to the fore. Everyday social practice operates 
within the profession. The social is not an exterior 
world but an internal dynamic. 

In the 1830s, the British government introduced 
large-scale statistical mapping as civil servants 
worked to better know, administer and (many would 
add) control its population. Statistical mapping 
makes a population visible. Our gendered archi-
tectural demography exposes gender differences 
within the profession and allows us to see archi-
tecture’s distinctive differences from university 
populations, other professions and society as a 
whole. The graphic shown in Figure 1 provides a 
key evidence base.8 [fig. 1] Firstly, we can map the 
participation rate of women in the profession when 
compared to women within university architec-
ture schools. In October 2012, women comprised 
21% of registered architects in the Australian 
Commonwealth, but this registration figure is much 
lower than the 44% graduation rates of women 
architects in the period 2005–2010. A comparison 
with the 2011 census data unearths a slightly more 
promising insight into women’s participation in 
architecture. The census maps women and men 
who self-nominate as architects, and here women 
working in architecture comprised 28% of the overall 
category – the 2011 Australian census includes 
4,138 women who identify as architects, yet there 
are only 2,079 registered women architects in the 
profession’s official institute and registration rolls. 
Half the women working as ‘architects’ participate in 
the profession outside formal means of recognition, 
in comparison to 27% of men.9 [fig. 2] The census 
brings mixed news. It’s cheering to know that there 

or about their predilections for certain types of 
architectural practice, which tended to pigeon-hole 
or propel them towards domestic practice, inte-
rior design or ‘caring’ institutional work, such as 
welfare buildings and hospitals. Women also faced 
expectations that, for many, dictated their enforced 
departure from the profession upon marriage and/or 
childbirth, underscored by a lack of social services 
to support a continued engagement with their 
career. The capacity to marshal capital and clients 
and to undertake significant risk are the factors that 
enable architects to begin, and to control, their own 
practices – factors that probably continue to play a 
major role in the career decisions made by contem-
porary women architects. Working for someone 
else was, and remains, the safe option in the vola-
tile world of architectural work.

The project
Footprint’s call for a study of ‘salaried architects’ 
positions itself against the canon’s roll-call of 
individual signatures by focusing on the larger 
organisational structures of ‘inconspicuous offices 
and unexciting departments’. Our research on 
women within the organisational structure of the 
profession also moves beyond individual names. 
Instead of representing architecture as a collec-
tion of designers and design, our project presents 
a demographic portrait of the profession. Focusing 
on demography transforms the categories we bring 
to bear on architecture. Instead of searching for key 
buildings or names, architects are sorted into gender 
categories and then further sorted by age, employ-
ment level, owner or employee, salary, weekly hours 
worked and full or part-time status. These catego-
ries construct a social portrait of the profession. 

Introducing gender, a social category, into a discus-
sion of architects and architectural practices 
displaces design ‘talent’ as the criteria for historical 
notability. Instead of asking how architecture shapes 
the social practices of everyday life, we inquire into 
how architecture operates as a social practice: who 
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Fig. 1: Employees and owners. Data compilation and analysis by Gill Matthewson. Source: 2011 Australian Census.
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Fig. 2: Women in Australian Architecture (2011). Data collection and analysis led by Gill Matthewson, with data 
visualisation by Georgina Russell and Catherine Griffiths. Sources: University schools of architecture; State registra-
tion boards; Architects Accreditation Council of Australia combined register, 2012; Australian Institute of Architects, 
Architecture Schools of Australasia Handbook, 1988–2013; ABS 2011 Census of Population and Housing, custom-
ised data, code Architect ANZSCO 232111; Paula Whitman, Going Places: The Career Progression of Women in the 
Architectural Profession, Brisbane: Queensland University of Technology, 2005; Julie Willis, A Statistical Survey of 
Registered Women in Australia, Adelaide: University of South Australia, 1997.
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will be discussed in the next section, but here we 
will focus on a further stratification of the profession 
and how it reflects the gendering of participation. 

The majority of architects in Australia are 
employees, 62.3%, an increase from 2006 when 
58.6% of architects were listed as employees. In 
2011, women comprised 76% of employees, while 
10.9% were owner / managers of incorporated 
enterprises, and 12.1% owner / managers of unin-
corporated enterprises. The architectural profession 
is unusual amongst Australian professions in its 
high rates of owners / managers – 36.7% compared 
to 14% for other professions – and architecture 
appears to be an industry dominated by smaller 
enterprises. The Parlour surveys indicate that 
women who are directors of practices tend to lead 
small practices. 

Our project was driven by an initial inquiry into 
women’s under-representation at senior manage-
ment levels and in leadership positions, but we 
aimed to map and record the voices of women 
at the top, middle and bottom of the profession. 
Nevertheless, any portrait of women in Australian 
architecture is the result of writing contemporary 
history from below.12 If the 2011 Australian census 
records that 76% of women architects describe 
themselves as employees compared to 56% of 
men in architecture, lumping women architects into 
one category does not map stratification amongst 
women. [fig. 3] Female architects are scarce in 
the upper levels of the profession, and since most 
women are employees rather than directors, women 
generally experience different workplace power rela-
tions and exercise different professional agency.13 
The public representation of women in architecture 
and the voices of women architects are dominated 
by women leaders, just as the public representation 
of men in architecture is dominated by the voices 
of male leadership. Noting the salaried woman 
architect majority acknowledges the experiences of 
many and raises, of course, the broader issue of the 

are more women in the profession than are officially 
mapped, although it raises the issue of a continuing 
gap between school and work participation rates. 
Women’s over-representation in the informal group 
has significant implications: being registered gives 
greater access to the traditional power structures 
through which reputations are made and influence 
obtained. This is also one of the principal means of 
attaining professional visibility. 

Secondly, we can map women across profes-
sions. When we examined comparable professions 
we discovered that architecture was exceptional in 
retaining lower numbers of women. In law women 
comprise 46% of legal professionals, and in 
medicine women make up 36% of the overall profes-
sional group. And, lastly, we might map architecture 
against a map of Australians. In Australia, women 
are 51% of the overall population. Australian archi-
tecture does not reflect civil society or correlate well 
with other professional groups. 

Comparing the two categories of male and 
female participation rates presents a stark gender 
differential but offers little insight into how this 
disparity comes into being, or where men and 
women are clustered in the profession. The 2011 
Australian Census data can be used to offer a 
more fine-grained account of demographics by 
age, employment position and salary level. This 
material identifies the importance of life stages 
and age cohorts beneath the larger categories of 
male and female architects. We discovered that 
women cluster at the younger end of the profes-
sion.10 This is not surprising, because at a certain 
point in the career journey the shared profiles of 
men and women architects rapidly diverge. In the 
2011 census, men aged 25–29 comprise 53% of 
the workforce, but at age 30 the number of men 
increases to make up 63% of the profession. The 
proportion of women in the profession reflects 
graduation rates until age 30, after which there is a 
significant decline.11 The disappearance of women 
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Fig. 3: Women’s slice of the pie, registration data combined with information from the 2011 Census. Data compilation 
and analysis by Gill Matthewson.
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institute rolls with data from quite different sources, 
drawn from the census and our own surveys.15 This 
new detail enables us to identify pressure points for 
women, and to map the differences between male 
and female careers in architecture. Variation in 
women’s working lives is under-theorised in archi-
tecture, where data is invariably organised around 
the category of ‘Women’ as a starting point.16 Our 
project seeks to address this by developing a theo-
retical framework through which we might discuss 
difference as well as similarity. Two ideas are useful 
in framing the heterogeneous nature of women’s 
experience in architecture: firstly, the recognition 
that disadvantage and advantage are both cumula-
tive, and, secondly, the idea of a career as a journey 
marked by key career turning points. 

The notion of accumulative advantage and disad-
vantage is a powerful concept for explaining the 
delays or acceleration of individual careers. Very 
few women in our survey reported an illegal inci-
dent of sexual discrimination or sexual harassment. 
Discrimination occurs in much more informal ways, 
beyond the definitions enshrined by law. Instead, 
the instances of discrimination experienced by our 
women survey respondents were more cloaked: the 
withdrawal of leadership roles in project work when 
a woman architect began an IVF programme, the 
accidental discovery of gendered salary discrepan-
cies for the same roles, or the failure to be considered 
for leadership opportunities. Together, these inci-
dents reveal a pattern of slow erosion of equity. 

Our research inquiry was interested in progress 
and delays as we sought to explain the barriers and 
pathways that constructed women’s march upwards, 
downwards, or their stasis within office structures. 
Whilst a snapshot focus on statistical data is useful, 
a longer-term model of women’s working lives 
across time is important for developing a meaningful 
analysis of women across the decades. A parallel 
study of women in the construction industry aimed 
to describe women professionals through their 

differences between the general category ‘woman’ 
and the differences between women.

Written narratives of women’s professional lives 
are caught between the large social structures of 
gender and the particular texture of individual life 
stories. Feminism argues that gender is formed and 
experienced in the everyday, and that ‘experience’ 
is central to feminist analysis, but tension remains 
between the specificity of singular experiences and 
the general characteristics of groups of women. 
Feminist theory has long acknowledged conflicts 
between the political strategy of speaking on behalf 
of all women in order to press for gender equality, 
and the range of differences amongst women.14 
These difficulties form a central dynamic of femi-
nism, which still posits everyday experience as a 
primary field for analysis: a place where structure 
and individual account interleave. 

One way to better include the silent majority 
in discussions and portraits of the profession is 
through large-scale online surveys. We conducted 
two surveys. The first of these, ‘Where Do All the 
Women Go?’, aimed to establish a broader portrait 
of women’s participation, to which twelve hundred 
women responded. The second survey ‘And What 
About the Men?’ asked an identical set of ques-
tions to which 900 men responded. The surveys 
took an expanded view of what constitutes architec-
tural engagement and activity, and captured those 
working in non-traditional ways within architecture, 
including a substantial number of women working 
to all intents and purposes as architects within 
conventional practice, but without being registered. 
The survey also sought information about those 
who had either moved sideways into allied fields or 
‘left’ architecture.

Our findings confirm those of earlier surveys in 
Britain and Canada, but a much finer grain is added 
to the picture by augmenting the formal architec-
tural measurement of school and registration and 
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‘success is largely the accumulation of advantage, 
the parlaying of small gains into larger ones.’19 Just 
as success accumulates, disadvantage similarly 
accumulates through small, incremental occur-
rences. This thesis of accumulative advantage and 
disadvantage allows us to incorporate the many 
different moments of missed opportunity that our 
women survey respondents reported: the small 
gendered salary gap, the failure to be offered lead-
ership on a project, the gendered distribution of 
tasks, the inability to find meaningful part-time work 
after returning from a maternity and childcare break. 
These may all be micro events but they cascade.

This theory of everyday micro events acting as 
the builders of accumulative disadvantage needs to 
be supplemented by a theory of key career turning 
points – our second framework. Having children and 
caring for them is one of the major career turning 
points for many women in architecture. It is perhaps 
no coincidence that men and women’s careers 
diverge after the age of 30, when a woman’s career 
coincides with the lifecycle of pregnancy, child-
bearing and childrearing. Conflicts between clock 
time and care time, or office time and home time 
can be discerned if we consider the broader context 
of work patterns. 

Architects work long hours. Data gathered from 
the 2011 census records high levels of overwork 
and long working hours in the Australian architec-
tural profession. In an analysis of the data gathered 
in late 2011, of those who self-nominate as archi-
tects, 32% of men aged 40–44, and nearly 35% of 
men aged 55–59, work 49 hours or more per week. 
Just under 30% of men aged 60–64 work 49 hours 
or more. Only half the number of women reported 
working more than 49 hours a week: 11.92% of 
women compared to 26.35% of men, making 
a total for all architectural workers of 22.37%.20 
Architecture diverges from other Australian profes-
sions in its high rates of overwork (40+ and 49+ 
hours per week), which are several percentage 

career journeys, and this idea has been usefully 
borrowed to analyse women in architecture.17 The 
‘journey’ structure can highlight seminal events and 
turning points, and it allows for the accretion of inci-
dents and responses. Such a narrative framework 
enables us to incorporate the multiple intersecting 
factors that work to disadvantage women, a multi-
plicity that is not easily captured in a crisp ‘problem 
and solution’ message about gender problems. 
Although conventional models of storytelling – such 
as the narration of historical change – often focus 
on decisive events with causal consequences, in 
order to make sense of women’s careers we have to 
conceptualise the problem differently. One frame for 
doing this is the idea of ‘everyday sexism’, a perva-
sive, frequently low-level form of discrimination.18

Constructing accounts of women’s careers over 
time as they intersect with key career milestones 
and life events also allows us to account for vari-
ations in experience of gender disadvantage 
and the use of gendered explanations to account 
for individual experiences. Anecdotally, we have 
noticed a profound ‘feminist belief gap’ between 
many students / recent graduates and women in 
their 30s and above. This can be accounted for by 
the structuring conditions of women’s experience 
as they begin their careers in architecture. Many 
young women have spent years in educational 
institutions with strong administrative provisions 
for gender equality. This is not to suggest that no 
gender discrimination occurs within the secondary 
schooling or university system, but much stronger 
systems of governance do prevail.

When women leave university and move way 
from these heavily managed bureaucratic systems, 
their careers unfold in complex ways. Women’s 
advancement in key professional fields and the 
factors producing or inhibiting career progression 
have been studied and theorised by Professor 
Virginia Valian. She argues that success can rarely 
be attributed to one breakthrough event, but that 
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provide the greater share of care. The impossible 
reconciliation of an architectural career and child-
care is sometimes blamed on construction industry 
schedules: architects explain that their hands are 
tied by clients and builders, who expect consulta-
tions on a demand basis rather than according to an 
agreed timetable. In these accounts, the problem is 
seen as external to the profession, and the profes-
sion adopts a passive, ‘feminised’ position of having 
no agency to change the situation. Importantly, 
survey anecdotes and knowledge sharing at our 
consultation sessions have also unearthed archi-
tectural offices that provide a positive range of 
working structures and methods, and this knowl-
edge has gone into the Parlour Guides to Equitable 
Practices, to be discussed below. Nonetheless, 
Immediate Past President of the Australian Institute 
of Architects Paul Berkmeier has noted a ‘resist-
ance to other ways of working’ in the profession.

The issue of discrimination within the profession 
cannot be tackled if women’s lower rates of partici-
pation are explained away by their biological role 
as mothers. As Valian’s work discovered, childless 
women in other professions experience slower 
rates of progression than men. Even in workplaces 
‘where nothing seems to be wrong, where people 
genuinely and sincerely espouse egalitarian beliefs 
and are well intentioned, where few men or women 
overtly harass women’, they still experience slower 
rates of advancement. She argues that we need 
a much more widespread understanding of how 
we all share a ‘gender schema’: a tacit mode of 
categorising and understanding the world through 
assumptions about gender and its attributes. 
These kinds of everyday cognitive structures are 
useful and not necessarily sexist but ‘sexism steps 
in when values are attached and prescriptions 
imposed’.24 Through evidence gathered from exper-
imental psychological studies, Valian argues that 
both women and men are likely ‘to overvalue men 
and undervalue women’. These presumptions affect 
our perceptions of competence – such as having a 

points higher than other professions.21 Particularly 
telling is the data on working hours and the avail-
ability – or lack – of part-time work. This reveals 
that architecture is less supportive of part-time work 
than other professions, and our survey responses 
suggested that the low levels of part-time work 
and the drive for long hours impact particularly on 
women.22 [fig. 4] In architecture, office time domi-
nates people’s working lives. The data on work 
hours can be tied to the micro stories supplied by 
architects as responses to our survey. These stories 
suggest that the preference for full-time work, the 
long hours culture in architecture and normative 
gender ideals have significant negative effects on 
the careers of women caregivers. 

Women respondents were riled that the survey 
did not ask directly about children, although it did 
ask about caring responsibilities. Stories about the 
impact of children on careers dominated many of the 
open-ended survey responses. Some respondents 
declared that care and career were incompatible. 
‘Architecture + babies + no options’ said one woman 
and another respondent declared: ‘Children and 
major corporations do not mix.’ Women architects 
parenting young children described their careers as 
‘slowed down’, ‘shaky’, ‘on hold’, ‘stalled’ and ‘unsup-
ported’. Several of the respondents puzzled over 
the impact of a fairly brief period of maternity leave 
of six months on a subsequent career slow down.23 
Gender ideals and gender norms come into play. 

When we first began this project we encountered 
a folkloric belief that women’s disappearance from 
the profession could be attributed to their child-
bearing responsibilities alone. This is a particularly 
pernicious narrative that can exempt architecture 
from changing its working culture. Women’s contin-
uing participation and presence in the profession is 
a more complex issue than maternity and childcare. 
If the problem is envisaged as a purely biological 
issue, women’s ‘disappearance’ can be external-
ised as a societal issue: women have babies and 



153

Fig. 4: Hours worked per week, 2011. Data compilation and analysis by Gill Matthewson. Source: Australian Census.
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‘attitudinal change’ has also been confronted in two 
other ways.26

Information has been shared and published via 
our public platform ‘Parlour’. The Parlour website 
was developed and continues to be edited by 
Justine Clark with support from the rest of the 
research team.27 Parlour was launched a year 
after the research began as a place for women in 
Australian architecture to speak. It had multiple 
aims: to disseminate the research findings beyond 
academia; to offer a space for the architectural 
audience to reflect upon the research; to promote 
discussion and debate; to publish informed, provoc-
ative opinion; and to present a more complex, 
diverse view of what an ‘architect’ is. 

In establishing Parlour, we were highly aware 
that there had been many reports on women in 
Australian architecture over the years, all of which 
had made excellent recommendations, yet few of 
these had been followed. We realised that if our 
work was to have a widespread impact we had to 
create a strong demand for it – a demand that would 
mean our reports and analysis could not be left to 
moulder on an institutional shelf. We had the advan-
tage that our work was unfolding at a significantly 
different historical moment than earlier researchers 
had encountered. Nowadays, new media and social 
media offer wider possibilities for building a larger 
coalition and stronger consensus around the issue 
of gender reform. As other scholars have noted, the 
Internet offers social movements a further means of 
building a collective identity, disseminating informa-
tion and achieving mobilisation, as well as acting as a 
lobbying mechanism for social andpolitical change.28  

By November 2014, over 80,000 individuals 
from 3,836 cities and 172 countries had engaged 
with Parlour. Surprisingly, 38% of our participants 
come from outside Australia, enabling us to build 
connections with similar activist projects else-
where. This expanded involvement has also added 

higher threshold of competence to judge one gender 
rather than another. These values affect ‘the ability 
of women to benefit from their achievements and 
to be perceived as leaders’.25 The ‘gender schema’ 
concept deserves to be more widely disseminated 
to explain stubborn and subtle discrimination, and 
account for the kind-hearted and the adamantine.

Our surveys furnish anecdotal evidence and offer 
a fine-grained understanding of how workplaces 
operate through gender channels. Accounts from the 
workplace floor document the everyday operations 
of gender bias and norms and fill in the gaps between 
the statistical graphs. For over thirty years we have 
pondered why so few women remain in the profes-
sion after architecture school. Individual stories are 
portals into the daily grind of gendered relations. 

Outcomes
Research and activist politics were linked at the 
project’s inception, and media platforms became a 
central means to collect and disseminate informa-
tion. Our project has pursued a number of activist 
outcomes in order to support gender change in 
architecture. This has happened incrementally as 
we disseminate the findings of the research. Some 
of the working patterns that impact most severely 
on women’s career progression – and indeed their 
ability to stay in the profession at all – are based on 
perceptions about women and work, and in mythol-
ogies about architecture and labour: ‘You can’t be 
a part-time architect’; ‘Women are less ambitious’; 
‘There is no gender pay gap’; or ‘The only way to be 
a successful architect is to sacrifice all to the work.’ 

Although clearly ridiculous, such disciplinary 
myths and perceptions are slippery and persis-
tent. Nonetheless, our research has provided the 
evidence to start disassembling these mythologies, 
and our activism has revealed a strong appetite for 
change among significant sections of the profession. 
Justine Clark developed a specific presentation 
addressed to these mythologies, but the project of 
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Fig. 5: Covers of the Parlour Guides to Equitable Practice. Graphic design, Catherine Griffiths.
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centre of discussions on the future of the profes-
sion – another kind of visibility. In 2013, we held a 
one-day workshop: ‘Transform: Altering the Future 
of Architecture’. Attended by two hundred archi-
tects, it addressed the question: ‘If architecture was 
more equitable would is also be stronger?’ Together, 
Parlour, the Parlour Guides and the Transform work-
shop have placed issues of workplace flexibility, 
reasonable working hours, broader definitions of 
the profession, and more diverse career pathways 
after architectural training at the centre of current 
debates about the future of the profession. These 
issues have moved from being ‘women’s issues’ to 
becoming issues of concern for a far larger constitu-
ency. We have built consensus by focusing on these 
key issues and, in so doing, moved our agenda from 
the margins to the mainstream. 

The initial research proposal foresaw certain 
outcomes, notably a Gender Equity Policy for the 
Institute of Australian Architects, and the compilation 
of information from parallel professions on effective 
structures for gender change. But one of our most 
important initiatives, the Parlour website, emerged 
as the project progressed. Parlour became a central 
means for collecting grass-roots information on the 
profession and the operations of the office. We 
undertook the large-scale online surveys via the 
Parlour website and gathered other information from 
the census, a little-used demographic resource, as 
well as collecting statistical data from more main-
stream institutional bodies, such as architecture 
schools and the Australian Institute of Architects. 

The final significant outcome of the project 
to be noted here is the first Australian Institute 
of Architects’ Gender Equity Policy, developed 
over the course of a year by key members of the 
research team.29 The policy formally acknowl-
edges the underlying structural issues that result 
in inequitable opportunity for women in Australian 
architecture. It sets out an agenda for change 
and is obliged to monitor and report on progress. 

significant impetus and credibility to our campaign 
within Australia. We have continued to expand our 
Australian audience and, in doing so, have made 
gender and labour issues much more visible in 
the wider professional community. We publish 
opinion pieces on the workplace and architectural 
culture – some based on personal experience – and 
we alert readers to findings from studies of other 
professions. Inadvertently, perhaps, we have 
become a benign public watchdog on gender issues. 
As one architect commented recently, ‘Parlour has 
put the profession on notice.’

Reports from other professional fields and Virginia 
Valian’s research recommend transparency, struc-
ture and accountability as ways of advancing gender 
equity in the workplace. Recruitment, interviewing, 
promotion, pay, leave and project opportunities can 
all benefit from being more clearly structured and 
making their procedures and outcomes more trans-
parent. To this end we have developed a series of 
eleven guides, the Parlour Guides for Equitable 
Practice. Topics include long hours, part-time 
work, recruitment, flexibility, career progression, 
negotiation, and leadership. [fig. 5] Each guide 
employs about nine to eleven pages to outline the 
issue, establish why it matters and provide strate-
gies for change. This last section is addressed to 
multiple audiences: individual employee architects, 
employer practices, and institutional and profes-
sional bodies. Importantly, the guides acknowledge 
that different parts of the profession have different 
types of agency, and suggest that all of them can 
take a proactive role in facilitating change. The 
guides arm individuals, companies and organisa-
tions with the skills, knowledge and systems to 
activate these varying types of agency. This encour-
ages the profession as a whole to attend to the work 
and labour practices of architecture – to see them 
and take them seriously, rather than looking straight 
through them. 

Parlour aims to put women and gender at the 
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Gill Matthewson points out: ‘A minimum 65% of the 
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Australia has a strong tradition of ‘state feminism’. 
With the reforming Labour government of the early 
1970s, key women’s agendas were institutionalised 
through legislation; for example, the establishment 
of bureaucracies and budgets for specific new 
areas of state intervention, such as childcare and 
women’s refuges.30 Moving gender change into the 
Institute provides enormous legitimacy for the idea 
of structural gender inequity. Even if the policy has 
varied impacts within the broader profession – and 
we don’t yet know what these will be – it estab-
lishes standards for the major industry body itself to 
adhere to. Now the Institute must begin by sorting 
out its own house. 

Presenting the profession with a new, nuanced 
picture of itself has had multiple effects. It has 
provided many women architects with a larger and 
more visible context in which to understand their 
own career trajectory. This sense that they are not 
alone has been empowering for many. It has also 
helped architects, practices and institutions to see 
and recognise the systemic, structural issues at play 
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