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24 August 2018

ALL WESTERN AUSTRALIAN MEMBERS
Dear colleague
Since my election as President of the Institute I have had the privilege to get to know so many more Western
Australian architects. Architects who care passionately about the built environment, their clients, projects and
staff. I have proudly advocated for the profession on a variety of important issues including procurement,
Design WA, local government reform, an Institute membership re-structure, gender, diversity, inclusiveness
and mental health.
Today, I am writing to you asking for your help.
For some time now, I have thought that there was a need to provide women architects with an opportunity to
network, share experiences, seek guidance and discuss strategies around their careers, and reflect on ways to
combine work with the joys of providing care. So, in line with the Institute’s 2018-2020 Strategic Plan and in
cooperation with our Gender Equity Taskforce, I established a women’s networking group ‘Work Women
Wisdom’ (#WWW). Our inaugural event called ‘The Art of Networking’ was attended by 150 enthusiastic and
engaged women ranging in ages from 21 to 71. It was the first ‘women in architecture’ event held in over 20
years, and for most of us who remembered the last one, we believed – and hoped – that the concerns we held
then were no longer relevant.
Unfortunately, we were mistaken. Since that first event last year, I have had women approach me feeling
devastated, disillusioned and depressed, wanting to share their stories about harassment and abuse at work, in
the hope that another woman or young man will not have to experience the same. It is for this reason that our
second #WWW gathering focused on #TimesUp.
The Time's Up movement was established in January 2018 in the United States by professional women to
target sexual, emotional and verbal harassment in the workplace in response to the Weinstein scandal and
#MeToo. At our #TimesUp event, the attendees – nearly 100 women – heard from the Equal Opportunities
Commission’s Alan McDonald and Diana MacTiernan about employees’ rights under the law, in respect of the
Equal Opportunity Act and to a lesser extent the Fair Work Act. We also offered attendees an opportunity to
share their experiences with a young architect, who collated their responses. Most of the women who did so
were aged between 25 and 40 and found that speaking up for the first time and hearing that they were not
alone was a liberating and healing experience.
The anecdotal information we collated makes for very depressing reading, with examples ranging from
exclusion to sexual abuse. It should be noted that all the women spoke on the basis of anonymity and did not
name their perpetrators. For the purposes of this letter I would like to relay some real (albeit generalised)
examples here, to give you a sense of the type of unacceptable behaviour that has been, until now, tacitly
permitted in our profession:
•

Sexual harassment and emotional abuse, to the point of needing to leave the job. One woman
reported a case of sexual harassment bordering on sexual abuse by a senior staff member to her
superiors in another state. The response was “...oh no not again.” The victim left her job, is in
counselling and does not wish to take this further or press charges because it may affect her future
career prospects;
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•

•
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•
•
•
•

A male architect contracted to a project wanted ‘favours’ in exchange for promising to give better
quality work to his female colleague; he was denied and left the project, but continued to harass his
former colleague;
A female associate being overlooked/excluded at a project meeting in favour of a male colleague in
the room (even when that male colleague was not the lead on the project);
A client asked to speak to the male partner instead of the female project leader, and (importantly) the
male colleague did not call out the client’s behaviour;
A woman architect was introduced by a male colleague as his ‘assistant, but they were of equal
standing on the project;
A woman questioned her superior about lack of salary equity. She was told it was because she had to
leave at 5.30pm (to pick up her child from day-care) and the men in the office worked later. She noted
the male architects also had children;
Women were often not given technical drawings because they were assumed to be not ‘capable’ of
reading and understanding them;
Male directors made sustained inappropriate sexual comments (and jokes) towards female architects;
Male director ‘massaged’ a junior architect’s shoulders to ‘relax’ her, each morning;
Male directors accused women architects of being ‘too emotional’, with no basis in reality;
Women were denied roles on projects; asked what their five-year plan was, and then denied
advancement because they were in their 30’s and would ‘probably have a baby soon’;
Male architects arranged regular meetings at a time when they had been advised which days a female
associate would be leaving early, to pick up her child from day-care.

I know you will be shocked by these accounts. We all want members of our profession to feel safe at work, to
be conscious of their own actions, and those of their peers. However, for some reading this letter, it might be
hard to understand the gravity of these actions. And others may question why the women affected didn’t just
speak up? But there are many reasons women have traditionally stayed silent such as:
•
•
•
•

•

Women are reluctant to make complaints because of concerns about job security, or fear of being
blacklisted, or labelled difficult, especially when they are in a junior position;
Women have to, or are used to, not ‘rocking the boat’; they are used to ‘absorbing’ poor behaviours
rather than speaking up, or used to hearing: “….it’s a joke, get a sense of humour.”
Women have often been told: “That’s just how he is.”;
Often it is a case of not knowing whether there is a complaint procedure in the workplace, or who to
turn to for advice, and women feel concerned about raising these issues with colleagues and
managers;
Women fear that colleagues or managers won’t believe that the discrimination is happening (“I don’t
see it; it’s never happened to me”) or, as has been said to me recently by a well-meaning male
architect, “Suzie this stuff just doesn’t happen anymore, why are you banging on about it…”

For all these reasons, we as a profession need to look out for unacceptable behaviour in our workplace. I urge
you – if you witness this type of behaviour – to call it out, loudly, offer guidance (and if warranted, disciplinary
action) to the perpetrator and support to the targeted person. It’s no longer good enough to turn a blind eye,
or give a reassuring look and shrug and then forget about it. It’s not acceptable to chat quietly to the victim in
the kitchen and advise them how they might want to consider changing their behaviour to stop the
unacceptable behaviour of others. This type of pressure and bullying can have a significant effect on someone’s
mental health and career trajectory.
Thanks to the research undertaken by Parlour, we know that women are leaving the profession in their 30s and
40s in significant numbers. It’s true that some of that attrition may be related to having children, caring for
elderly parents and the general demands of family life – which can be incompatible with some forms of
practice, but we believe that a good percentage of that documented attrition is the result of poor workplace
cultures and practices. These can prevent women from reaching their full potential and from actively engaging
or returning to the workforce after they have had their children.
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Let’s be clear: balancing caring and working roles are issues for both women and men now, more so than in
previous generations. So, it is important that architectural practices support both women and men to have
fulfilling personal lives and professional careers, through good work behaviours.
I strongly urge all practices to consider checking (and improving) their systems and processes, and providing
training for management and directors, about receiving, addressing and resolving internal complaints. It is
imperative that all staff are inducted and are aware of the policies. The Parlour Guides to Equitable Practice are
an excellent resource for this type of cultural shift, and you can access them here:
http://archiparlour.org/parlour-guides/
Other resources that you may find useful include:
• The Institute’s Human Resource policies are available here through the A+ membership portal:
http://www.architecture.com.au/services/hrplus
• The Equal Opportunity Act, overseen by the Equal Opportunity Commission in WA. There are lots of
resources about employees’ rights, training and how to make a complaint on their website:
http://www.eoc.wa.gov.au
• The Fair Work Act, which sets out the Architects Award and workplace terms and conditions:
http://awardviewer.fwo.gov.au/award/show/MA000079
• Architect Dr Gill Matthewson’s documented real-life examples of unacceptable behaviour:
http://archiparlour.org/female-weaponised-metoo-architecture/
In closing, while this letter directly relates to the experiences of women in our profession who attended the
#TimesUp #WWW event, I am positive that unacceptable workplace behaviours affect others in our offices,
including male architects. Any form of workplace bullying, harassment, abuse, exclusion, intimidation or
discrimination, whether it’s based on gender or directed at minority group, is totally unacceptable.
As a profession we need to have zero-tolerance for this type of behaviour. I want the Architecture profession to
be one of fairness and inclusiveness; a community that embraces and celebrates diversity; and offers a career
that is fulfilling, sustainable and long lasting.
I would sincerely appreciate it if you could distribute this letter as you see fit and discuss its contents with your
work colleagues. Please feel free to contact me directly if you would like to discuss the issues further.
Thank you for your time.
Yours sincerely

SUZANNE HUNT FRAIA
PRESIDENT WESTERN AUSTRALIA
CC

Kieran Wong, National President Association of Consulting Architects
Steve Coghlan, State Manager Consult Australia
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