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I: 2013 marks 80 years since the first female architecture student 
graduated in New Zealand. But 8 decades on, there are still 
disappointingly few women working as architects in this country, 
and even fewer working in top positions in the industry. It’s 
coming up to Architecture Week, and there’s going to be a big 
exhibition of women in architecture - the 20th one in Auckland. 
It’s organised by the group Architecture + Women. Lynda Refiti-
Simmons is one of the people who set it up back in 2011. 

L: What I would like to say that it’s called Architecture + Women 

as opposed to the other way around. Typically, we have women 

in architecture groups throughout the past few decades and we 

definitely wanted to put architecture first and gender second. That 

was really, really important to us because architecture is effectively 

a public act and we wanted to have an open discussion about 

architecture in the public realm and actually wanted to make 

women visible in that discussion. So the gender issue came in to 

support the idea of just really bringing architecture into the public 

and having a discussion and the priority for our organisation 

is visibility – that’s our keyword. Back to the question of why it 

was founded. Personally for me - there are four of us in the core 

/ group so I can speak for myself here – personally for me I’ve 

been involved in architectural education for about 18 years and 

I see graduates – very, very talented promising graduates often 

lost to architecture. I was helping push a pram around St Lukes in 

Auckland with a very, very talented graduate that I had taught and 

she had several babies by this stage and she was telling me that 

she was leaving architecture. I was trying to convince her really 

just to stay in the profession somehow. We were going through 

the various methods and ways to manage architecture and life, to 

get that balance and to make sure that such strong talent doesn’t 

get lost to the profession. 

 
I: It can’t only be women having babies though. What are the 
other disincentives for them to stay in the profession? 

L: There’s quite a long list. Typically it’s work/life balance but it’s 

also this issue of visibility. Often there are entire workforces of 

women working and not being seen. Really what this organisation 

tries to do is set up 4 different methods to try and make women 

visible, extending from a simple thing like a database on a website, 

right through to long-term publication of books, things like that. 

We have different strategies. For me, the ‘leaving the workforce 
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in numbers’ comes down to dissatisfaction of the profession, and 

around support. We try to focus on positive things, we’re not 

really interested in being a grievance group. We really, really want 

to see all the positives around work/life balance issues and use 

them, and provide networks so that people can help and support 

each other really. 

 
I: The way that architecture works often it is collaborative so 
with my understanding, what often happens with the firm is 
that there may be a large number of women involved in a team 
but when it comes to the profile, it comes under the name of the 
principal and the principal is most likely to be male?

L: That’s very true. This question of authorship is a tricky one 

for males and females. Again, by focusing on gender here we’re 

actually trying to support the architecture profession as a wider 

group. This issue around authorship, to be fair on practices, you 

know the practice takes all the risk in a project, they make all 

the investment and of course the building has to be seen under 

their name. We would like to see some changes though around 

awards structures and publication techniques. Quite often, as 

you say, the building is published under a single banner name 

of a practice. Whereas the entire group that worked on it, the 

acknowledgement of that we believe would be very beneficial. As 

a researcher too when I look back through history, to have that 

information would be really valuable because then you can track 

people’s careers through their history. So yes we would really like 

to support that as a kind of editorial change. 

 
I: It’s 80 years since the first female architect graduated. That 
sounds pretty good actually 80 years.  But in terms of the 
numbers, are there a lot of women starting architecture who are 
simply not following through? We’ve seen this in many other 
instances, there’s certainly a large number of women studying but 
they’re just not necessarily taking it to the next stage or certainly 
to directorship stage. Is that happening for architecture? 

L:  Yes, that’s a very typical pattern. So what generally tends 

to happen is that yes it’s about 15% now of student numbers 

throughout the nation 50/50 between male and female. Awards 

are being awarded at least at that rate as well. The talent is there. 

Generally there’s a 5-10 year period of grace, if you like, and 

suddenly the numbers drop off after that stage. As you say, it’s not 

only about babies, it’s about a lot of other things. There are travel 
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and other commitments come in, and at that stage is usually at 

about 30 years old, that’s exactly the time where mentoring or 

leadership positions are being fostered within large practices. 

Practice leaders look for future leaders and quite often those 

women who would be the future leaders are having a suspended 

segment in their career at that point. Then they’re not seen, or 

they’re seen a bit late if you like, when they return to the practice. 

Leadership and mentoring often occurs from self-selection as 

well so quite often the leader chooses their successor in the image 

of themselves – that’s been proven to be the case quite often. In 

terms of women reaching leadership positions in large practices, 

we’re at a very miserable 1% in New Zealand at the moment of 

that occurrence. 

 
I: That is miserable. What can be done?

L: Yeah, they’re the two things that we’ve located, the self selection 

of the leaders. But I think more importantly that the timing of 

the selection of the future leaders in that practice is around the 

30-year old or around the 5-10 year post graduation era of that 

person’s career and that’s quite often when our women are actually 

taking time out for family reasons. They literally are not seen at 

that point in their career. We just see that as being a subtle and 

slow change that will happen over the years. We like to point out 

the positives, that actually the women are actually there in the 

numbers. We had one wonderful comment from a woman in a 

large practice, and she said that they look across the office floor 

and there’s a sea of ponytails. It’s not that the women are not there. 

It’s just that they tend to not be seen and part of that is actually 

their own…not putting their hand up too. That’s the other thing, 

this is not about something that occurs to women. Women also 

don’t take risks often. We often don’t put the hand up to take the 

opportunity so it’s about taking that step forward if that’s what’s 

right for you and your lifestyle. 

 
I: You teach architecture courses. Would you say that the work 
on the whole of the women students is just as good as the male 
students? Are we not looking at disparity in talent?

L: Absolutely, without a doubt. I can point to many years where 

the awards are all taken out by women, and vice-versa. It’s 

definitely across the board. There’s no difference at all in talent. 

 
I: Do you notice any difference in style? I mean, could you look 
at an architectural layout and guess whether it was a male or a 
female who designed it, as a matter of interest?

L: That’s always a very contentious question that one. My personal 

opinion is no, absolutely no difference at all. This has been 

debated, I remember this being debated 30 years ago. There will 

be people who will totally disagree with that comment, that I just 

said no. But I’m very, very firm in my belief that gender makes no 

difference in design. 

 
I: I think there’s been a database of women, practising or non-
practising, in architecture. What sort of numbers are we looking 
at?

L: Over 460 at the moment. The response to our database has 

been enormous. It’s been really, really exciting watching it grow 

over the last 2 years. Effectively people are uploading their details 

daily so it’s still growing. It’s a wonderful thing.  What it does 

mean is that we’ve got this massive database for future historians, 

but more importantly for people today wanting to literally see 

other women in practice. You can search through by decade of 

graduation, or by name, or by grouping of criteria. When people 

upload onto the database they say whether they’re in suspension, 

or whether they’re a registered architect, whether they’ve left 

architecture and pursuing something else like film or illustration. 

It’s a really great way to keep track of where women go after their 

training in architecture. 

 
I: I wonder if it’s difficult, say, for women (and I’m sure it’s the 
same for men too) who step out of the career for a while. If you 
come back after, say, 10 years, will things have changed? I mean 
design trends have changed, of course materials have changed. 
So is that difficult? Does it take a while for someone involved in 
architecture to get back up to speed?

L: Yes things do change, and things actually do change quite 

rapidly. That’s often sighted as the difficulty of coming back in. 

I often point to people who travel for 5-10 years or for 2-3 years 

and they have been working in a different environment for 

example, and they come back. It’s a little bit like riding a bike, you 

just get back in and learn the rules again. Yes, the rules do change, 

the construction environment changes constantly. You’ve just got 

to keep yourself educated and up to speed with the practice rules. 

 
I: We’ve been hearing lots of conversations recently with 
Christchurch of course, and the brutalist architecture, to use that 
as an example, of the town hall, which looks now like it’s going 
to be saved. We had these big terms didn’t we, and the whole 
architectural community seemed to be going along the same line, 
you know, brutalism, modernism, whatever. What about these 
days? Are we more eclectic these days? Is architecture less likely to 
have architects in a clump? You know, very focused on one kind 
of style for a certain decade?

L: I think we’re global, if that’s any way to answer that question. 

Because information travels so quickly these days I don’t think 



that there’s any particular singular style. I also believe that we’re 

far more diverse culturally. Diversity is a fantastic thing, so again 

we tend to not have a singular style which is dominant. I like 

to think that that’s true. I do think we have social trends, and 

architecture is completely affected by the trends that affect the 

other areas of arts as well. 

I: I’m just thinking that in a way, what’s happened in 
Christchurch, and this talk of essentially what’s going to be a 
housing boom in Auckland, that this could be a golden period for 
architects, male and female?

L: Absolutely. I totally agree. The NZIA, I’d like to mention here, 

they’re very aware of this and they’re very supportive. Part of the 

reason that we’re holding this exhibition nationwide is to actually 

open up the conversation around innovative housing. As you 

mentioned, Auckland has a huge issue to deal with, and it really is 

a design issue…well, a planning issue but for architecture it’s very, 

very important that you get good quality housing if you’re gonna 

go denser. 

I: And affordable housing though too.

L: That’s right, affordable. It completely needs a rethink in terms 

of solving both of those issues together. This is a very good forum, 

we believe that we can actually open up this conversation in 

public. And hopefully show the public that there are really, really 

good and exciting other typologies, other ways of living than the 

singular suburban house. 

I: There are people who aren’t fans of this whole concept of more 
apartment-based living but it does feel like that’s the way it’s 
gonna go, certainly in Auckland though doesn’t it?

L: Yes, that’s right and as I say, we’d like to look at that positively 

and actually provide some really great examples. I think that some 

courtyard housing could be really, really beneficial to areas in 

Auckland. That would take a lot of social adjustment I think in 

terms of the use of public space and shared space, but I think it 

would be really beneficial for developing little communities. 

I: Lynda, the other issue of course is earthquake-strengthening or 
strength of buildings, of new building as well. That must have had 
to be factored into architectural learning now?

L: Yes, it does. The architecture education is so broad that it 

takes in philosophy, arts and engineering practices and all sorts 

of things. So yes that is definitely factored in. It really always has 

been, to be fair. There’s just a renewed awareness for obvious 

reasons. Building or construction technologies are moving 

quickly all the time to deal with these. 

I: What got you interested in architecture yourself Lynda?

L: Ooh, personal question. Really I was interested in the arts 

and in history and mathematics. All of those things combine 

beautifully in architecture for me. A secondary interest for me 

is sociology. So again, architecture wraps all of those things up 

together really nicely. 

I: You would have been following, of course, all the concern 
about the loss of heritage buildings – back to Christchurch for the 
moment – and the very clear distinction between those who are 
comfortable for the heritage buildings to go, largely because of 
cost, and be replaced by modern buildings, and those who want 
to hold on to the past. Is somebody involved in creating buildings 
for now and the future? What’s your view on the loss of heritage 
buildings?

L: I find that incredibly sad. I’m very interested in the texture of 

a city, and to have whole areas wiped out is just really, really sad 

I think for social cohesion as well as the physical environment. 

I just feel for people in Christchurch, it must be very difficult to 

let go of so much heritage and fabric. There are ways of dealing 

with memory in the city. I have to say that I had the privilege of 

working with many students who have done a lot of thesis work 

based around Christchurch and these issues of the memory, fabric 

of a city. So good things can come out of horrible tragedies like 

that, in great loss. For me, the fabric of a city is really important 

to stitch together with many, many different material, well just 

beings, traces of a place really. 

I: This may be impossible – do you have a favourite building? If 
there was one building in all of New Zealand you would be able to 
save, what would it be?

L: Oh dear. Ok, it’s another personal question then. I would 

actually choose the Tepid Baths in Auckland City probably, for 

similar reasons as to why I love architecture. I have a connection 

with that building that goes right back to my grandfather who 

used to bathe in the slipper baths and put in his coin and get a 

bath because they didn’t have a bathroom at home. I’ve swam 

there pretty much weekly since I was a student at university in the 

1980s and I’ve watched it go through two upgrades and nearly be 

lost to the city. Now I’ve had children and had my entire family 

go to the Tepids and the children have learnt to swim there. It’s 

a beautiful building, it’s tied in to my family’s history and the 

city’s history so therefore, like I was saying before, it’s stitched in 

to the fabric of the entire city, so I’d argue for that one. I should 

add there that Jasmax have just done a fantastic job in saving that 

building and the refurbishment is really quite beautiful.
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