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Editor’s Letter

Lucy Brazier, Editor

“The best way to find yourself is to lose yourself in the service of others.” 
Mahatma Gandhi

It’s been an extraordinary couple of months. I have only been in London for 
just over two weeks and three days since mid July and most of that time spent 
travelling in countries with totally different cultures where I had only ever 
dreamed of going. It has truly been a time where I have found myself in the 
service of others.

Short stops in Dubai & Hong Kong for confirming arrangements for Executive 
Secretary LIVE were made on the outward journey to New Zealand. The 
NZ Association has been working hard with the NZ Qualifications Board to 
instigate a new qualifications structure for business and four of the new national 
qualifications for business and administration were designed by them - an 
awesome achievement. My NZ tour took me to Queenstown which is one of 

the most picturesque places that I have ever been, Christchurch for the AAPNZ conference which is stunning but still very 
definitely in earthquake recovery mode, Wellington where I met with Elizabeth – my PA prior to Matthew whom I had not 
seen for five years and Auckland, where I delivered training before flying onto World Summit in Papua New Guinea, which 
I facilitated.

Papua New Guinea was one of the true highlights of my career so far. Not only because the work we did there was so important 
for the world’s Assistants but because the being in PNG was so unlike anything I have ever experienced before. There is 
pretty much no infrastructure in PNG at all and yet the professionalism of the Assistants I met from all walks of life was 
unquestionable. If we get the work right that we started in PNG over the next three years then every Assistant in the world will 
have a clear career progression backed up by qualifications. Eth Lloyd delivers a report on the Summit later in the magazine. 

It is also worth noting that their Association has over 1,000 members of whom 400 attended the conference. I had arrived 
in PNG thinking that we would have things to teach the Association and left feeling that we had much to learn from their 
dedication, commitment and gratitude for the profession.

After a 31-hour flight home and three days in the UK, I took off for Brazil and the COINS conference. Brazil was fascinating. 
They are in the process of celebrating 30 years of administration being recognised as a profession. You can’t get a job as an 
Assistant in Brazil without a formal secretarial qualification – a fact which astounded me. The Assistants I met were smart, sassy 
& over 450 of them from every region of Brazil attended the conference. Again – an absolute tour de force.

A week in London followed before I took off again. This time to Uganda and South Africa. I went to Uganda following an 
invitation from Florence Katono, Pitman’s PA of the Year 2015, so currently rated as one of the best PAs on the planet. Her 
story features later in the magazine. I spoke to her network at the Bank of Uganda, where she runs the PA Network and was 
delighted with the feedback from some of her Executives who also attended. They were very vocal in their enthusiasm as to how 
our discussions could be implemented to make the Assistant/PA relationship and therefore productivity internally more efficient.

On to speak at another conference in Uganda and I was astonished to discover that of the 25 people in the room, 15 had degrees, 
5 had MBAs and one was studying for a PHD in Administration. Talk about challenging perceptions!

And finally to Limpopo and Johannesburg in South Africa. I was there to speak at two conferences, to meet with dear friends 
that I have made from the two Associations previously, to do some work on the foundation that we are launching there and to 
check that arrangements for LIVE South Africa are all in place. 

As with all my travels in the last couple of months, the generosity of spirit and the desire for excellence shone through. It is 
always the people that stand out for me. It is where everything begins and ends. It is why I spend my life on a plane almost 
evangelically spreading the word about how exceptional you all are and connecting Assistants across the planet.

It is my honour and privilege to serve you. Thank you for everything you are doing for the profession and for each other.
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Executives and 
Assistants Working in 
Partnership

WRITER

Joan BuRgE

There is no greater relationship in the 
workplace than that of an executive and an 
assistant. I can honestly say that because of my 
experience in the administrative profession for 
20 years in a variety of organizations. During 
my administrative career, I was fortunate to 
work with three outstanding executives who 
truly saw me as their strategic partner.

I had other relationships that weren’t so 
rewarding and I did not stay very long at those 
jobs. Then there were other situations where 
the executive was nice and we got along, but 
there wasn’t real synergy. 

as founder and CEo of office Dynamics 
International, I have been on the “other side of 
the desk” for 25 years. I have had some good 
assistants and one bad assistant. I’ve been 
fortunate to have Jasmine Freeman as my Chief 
Executive assistant for seven years. Jasmine 
was promoted to Vice President about two 
years ago. 

a third dimension I can add to the validation 
of a good partnership is that I have personally 
coached more than 150 administrative/
executive teams – both one-on-one and in 
groups. So what I am about to share with you 
is based on more than 42 years of experience in 
building executive/assistant partnerships. 

The world is a much different place today
Rather than dig into the past (which is of no use 
to you), I am starting with where we are today. 
our world is a much different place than it was 
when I began my career and the stakes are high! 
Every person in every industry is expected to 
operate at the top of their game and the same is 
true for executive and assistant teams. 

1 our world is moving at Mach speed. 
Regardless of your industry or the size of your 
business, everyone feels the pressure of rapidity. 

In our fast-moving world, Joan Burge explains 
how to create a truly powerful relationship
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2 We are bombarded with information. While 
technology and the Internet is amazingly 
wonderful, we are flooded with information. 

3 Executives are working from multiple 
devices. not all assistants have the same 
devices or as many devices as their executives.

4 Information is floating in the “cloud”. 
assistants do not have access to all the 
information that they need to do their jobs well. 
Executives do not share necessary information 
with their assistants and do not always include 
their assistant in their email communications.

5 Employees feel time-compressed. 
Management and administrative support 
professionals, as all employees, feel like they 
don’t have enough hours in the day to complete 
their work. 

6 Executives are independent and tech savvy. 
Between email, virtual assistants, palm pilots, 
high speed Internet connections and a host 
of other technological marvels, executives 
mistakenly believe they are more independent 
than ever – making their own travel plans, 
faxing their own letters and scheduling their 
own meetings. In reality, these so-called 
independent executives have lost sight of the 
one asset that can truly impact the company’s 
bottom line: an empowered administrative 
office professional. 

7 assistants are supporting more than one 
executive. This makes it more difficult 
to sufficiently assist an executive at the 
highest level possible. Plus, the downside is 
that executives and managers have to share 
delegating their workload to the assistant thus 
keeping projects or basic tasks on their plate.

8 Executives and assistants cannot keep 
up with the emails that flood their Inbox on 
a 24/7 basis. The average number of emails 
assistants manage between their email and 
their executive’s email is 225 per day to upwards 
of 400 per day! 

9 assistants are being underutilized. 
Executives are wasting precious time and 
money by doing things an assistant should be 
handling. The cost to companies can be huge. 

Executive and Assistants are struggling!
Put simply: executives and assistants are 
struggling. The way they’re working just isn’t 
working. There’s frustration on both sides of 
the desk. Everyone is looking for a simple, 
straightforward guide to help resolve the issues 
that plague these partnerships. 

For decades, Executives have quietly 
complained of frustrations such as: 

“I inherited this assistant and we’re just not on 
the same page.” 
“I’m not comfortable giving my assistant 
honest feedback.” 
“I don’t have time to teach my assistant how 
to do her job.” 

at the same time, assistants have struggled 
with their own frustrations such as: 
“I don’t know what my Executive wants from 
me.” 
“I feel like my Executive doesn’t know how to 
utilize me.” 
“I know I could be more useful; I just don’t 
know how to make it happen.” 

At last... 
“Isn’t there some kind of instruction manual that 
outlines exactly how to create a great working 
partnership between administrative professionals 
and the people they support?” This is a question 
I have been asked for years. I am pleased to say, 
“Yes! There is a guide defining how executives 
and assistants should operate on a daily basis.” 
Executives and Assistants Working in Partnership: 
The Definitive Guide (by Joan Burge with Chrissy 
Scivicque) will be released early october 2015.

For now, I want to share with you the singular, 
most important piece of advice for building a 
strong foundation to any executive/assistant 
partnership or any entrepreneur/assistant 
partnership. It falls under the bigger umbrella 
of communication.

Clarifying perceptions and expectations
understanding perceptions and defining 
expectations form and strengthen the foundation 
to build the partnership between you and your 
leader. often, when executives and administrative 
professionals begin to work together, they do 
not begin by taking the time to discuss what 
they expect and their views of each other’s roles, 
beyond a written job description. as a result, the 
pairing may spend months struggling, wasting 
time and misunderstanding each other, rather 
than building a stabilized partnership with a 
strong momentum that grows daily. 

Even when an assistant and executive work 
together for years, they don’t take time to 
clarify expectations and perceptions. If you have 
been working with your current executive for a 
long time, it’s never too late for clarification. 
Remember, people are not static. People do 
not remain unchanged year after year! They 
develop over time, shaped by input from 
events, occurrences, successes and failures, both 
personal and professional. 

If I were providing you and your executive with 
personal coaching in the area of perceptions and 
expectations, here is what I would tell you: 

“We live in an age of rapid technology shifts and 
instant gratification. The new knowledge economy 
in which we work demands almost instantaneous, 
intuitive moves to jump ahead of the competition.” 

What’s an Assistant to do?
1 Initiate conversation! I am not talking 
about the day-to-day conversation regarding 
travel, appointments and meetings. Take the 
time to have purposeful conversations about the 
bigger picture of your executive’s job. Explore 
ways that you can be more involved in helping 
your executive achieve his or her goals. 

2 Talk about your relationship as a team. 
Look for ways to up your game, increase the 
quality of work being produced, streamline 
processes, and anticipate the future. Discuss 
your game plan for the next three months of 
upcoming projects. 

3 Get clarification on likes and dislikes. 
Does your executive really like the way you 
set up his itinerary? Years ago, I coached a 
President of a rather large organization and 
his very savvy executive assistant. She did 
an outstanding job with his travel itinerary. 
However, when I spoke with the President he 
was not completely happy.

4 Book yourself on your executive’s 
calendar and do not remove it (unless there 
is an emergency.) Way too many assistants 
put themselves at the bottom of the totem pole. 
What do you think this says to an executive? It 
says the assistant does not value herself enough. 
If you are going to be a business partner to your 
executive, then you need to be on the calendar 
just like everyone else on your executive’s team. 

5 “Think” like an executive. That might 
seem difficult if you have never been an 
executive for a length of time. You learn how to 
think like an executive by listening, absorbing, 
asking questions and reading correspondence.

6 Go the extra mile. We live in a world 
of mediocrity. There is a small percentage of 
people who strive to be their best. So if you just 
take that extra step or demonstrate extra care, 
you will stand out.

7 Attend your executive’s staff or 
department meetings. This will be a good 
investment of your time and have a big payoff. 

8 Read everything. Be interested in a variety 
of information. This does not mean you have to 
read every periodical or magazine from cover to 
cover. Skim headlines and quickly grasp news 
and trends. I highly recommend reading USA 
Today. Read what your executive reads whether 
online or in hard copy.
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9 Learn what’s important to your 
executive which may be different from 
what is important to your colleagues’ 
executive. How do you do this? (See the 
Talented Partnerships Column for tips.)

10 Understand the scope of your 
executive’s work. This is not the same as what 
your executive does such as budgeting, hosting 
meetings, or sales. These tasks don’t represent 
the “big picture”. If you don’t fully understand 
why your leader does what he or she does, find 
out. If you’re ill-informed, you won’t hear 
opportunity knocking at the door. 

11 Demonstrate your worth by taking the 
initiative and doing little things that have a 
big impact. For example, when your executive 
travels to a place where an industry-related 
convention is in town –should she attend 
some sessions? It may be an ideal networking 
opportunity for her. Find out. 

12 Partner with your executive. That means, 
if he brings you something, do you do it as you 
see fit or synergize together to form a common 
mindset. Partnering with your executive means 
you have “skin in the game” and you are not 
just working at a job.

Mutual commitment
Mutual commitment is absolutely essential for 
process improvement. While not all executives 
are agreeable to building a partnership with 
their administrative professional, many more 
are open to the idea; they just aren’t sure how 
to go about it. This places you in the perfect 
position to educate your executive.

This requires the following characteristics from 
you:

•	 Courage
•	 good communication skills that will elicit 
cooperation from your executive
•	 Demonstrating the good qualities you want 
to see in your executive – if you want your 
executive to be open and honest with you, 

then you need to be open and honest with your 
executive
•	 Expressing your feelings about the 
relationship – what works well, and what does 
not work so well?
•	 asking your executive to be your business 
partner and explaining what that should look 
like.
•	 Persuasion skills. Depending on your 
executive, you may need high-level persuasion 
skills. Remember, when you are trying to get 
someone to change habits they have had for 
years, it takes a while. Don’t expect to see a big 
change right away. 
•	 Patience for change to occur and build a 
better relationship. 
•	 ask your executive, “Is it working for 
you? Is this what you want?” Who would 
not want to be asked this, as it demonstrates 
professionalism and a focus on results? 

Win win!
When executives and assistants work in 
partnership the wins are huge! There are 
extensive savings to the company, mutual 
respect, increased productivity, expansion of 
each person’s role, inspired creativity, greater 
job satisfaction and less stress. 

Communicate clearly and regularly. 

Schedule time together to communicate. 

Know each other’s expectations.

get to know each other’s likes and dislikes.

Work to improve performance and job 
satisfaction. 

Realize you are dependent on each other to 
achieve results.

understand what it’s like to be in each 
other’s position. 

Have clear assignments.

Listen to each other. 

Be comfortable with disagreement.

anticipate each other’s needs.

Be organized; have systems in place. 

Respect personality differences. 

Compliment each other on a job well done.

understand when either person is having a 
rough day.

Have personal talk without getting too 
personal.

TALENTED PARTNERSHIPS

Perceptions have to do with roles (yours 
and your executive’s), the team relationship 
and the quality of work performed by the 
assistant. 

Expectations are tied to tasks. What tasks 
do you believe you should perform? What 
tasks does your leader believe you should 
perform? When expectations are not clearly 
stated or understood by work partners, job 
frustration, anger and resentment, and lack 
of motivation will result. 

about the author

Joan Burge is known as the red-lipstick-wearing “Rock Star” of administrative and executive assistant training and 
a successful entrepreneur who created a unique niche in 1990 by founding a training company that would provide 
sophisticated, robust educational programs and information to administrative professionals. Joan is an accomplished 
author (8 books), professional speaker, consultant and corporate trainer. She is the creator of: Annual Conference for 
Administrative Excellence™; World Class Assistant™ Certification course; Star Achievement Series® Certification and 
Designation course; 30+ customized workshops, 200+ educational videos, 150+ articles and 900+ blogs for executive 
and administrative assistants. Her company, office Dynamics International, is a global industry leader which offers a 
broad range of solutions and provides high-performance, sophisticated executive and administrative assistant training 
and coaching. For more information visit www.officedynamics.com. Receive Your Free “Clarification of Tasks” assessment. 
Download at www.bit.ly/clarificationoftasks.
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Can we start with a little background information? Where are you 
from and what are your current roles?
I am Florence Katono, a Senior Administrative Assistant to Director 
Risk and Compliance Management with Bank of Uganda. I am also the 
Publicity Secretary of the Bank of Uganda Administrative Assistants 
Association (BUAA) and the Strategy Champion for Administrative 
Assistants category in the Bank. I am the founder of Proudly Admin 
Uganda, an online PA network. I am a mother of two adorable girls, 
Gabriella Kebirungi and Kolaiah Kemirembe.

I took after my last name Katono (meaning the small one) from 
my father who also took after his own. I am a member of 
the Ngonge (otter) clan of the Ganda tribe. My Father is  
Mr Katono Moses and Mother Mrs Elizabeth Katono. 
I am first among five; Happy, Polly, Hannington 
and Noela. We were raised on a family estate in 
Namumira, Mukono district (about 21km from 
Uganda’s capital, Kampala). As children we had a 
lot of fun growing up, we decorated our eyelashes 
with pink flowers, smeared our faces with brown soil 
and eyebrows with shiny stones. Oh boy, we were the 
most beautiful village belles Mukono had ever seen! In 
the evenings, we watched the train descend to the capital. 
We did not have electricity at the time so our only source of night 
entertainment was a black and white television powered by battery. One 
fateful day, that battery was stolen as Dad took it for charging. That was 
the last we watched “Mind Your Language”, a series that aired on the only 
state-owned station known as Uganda Television. From then on, Dad 
and Mum read books to us by a kerosene lamp until it burned out. 

Dad worked in Kampala while mum owned a retail shop in Mukono 
town. One day, her neighbor’s shop caught fire and so did hers. She 
stayed home and took care of us. That left the family to depend on Dad’s 
income. He later joined Kayunga Town Council in 1996 and continues 
to serve as a Senior Internal Auditor. As a public servant, his salary often 
came several months later. I watched him struggle to put us through 
school. He split his pay cheque until he had nothing left for himself. 
Paying half of tuition for one child, a third for another and the balance, if 
any, took care of the family needs. Fortunately we depended on the farm 
for food and milk and some of our close relatives gave a hand.

I attended Our Lady Nursery School in Mukono and was often driven 
there by Uncle Isaac who owned an old maroon Peugeot, registration 
number UPE 439, since we didn’t own a car then. At six years of age, 
I joined Seeta Boarding Primary school because my home area didn’t 
have good primary schools. I cried a lot because of the loneliness and 
waited by the school gate for my parents. In P.3 Dad lost his Kampala 
job and conditions toughened. We were moved to a cheaper all-girl 
catholic boarding school, St. Agnes Girls’ Primary School, Naggalama. 
It’s there that I learned many practical skills; gardening, peeling, writing 

and reading the Bible. Sister Mary George (RIP) beat our knuckles if we 
wrote slanting letters. 

That school was much further from home and the loneliness was 
overbearing. At 5.30am as we went for the cold morning prep, I waved 
to the gate and cried out to Dad to take me home. Visits only came once a 
term; it was a joy seeing our parents. We were not allowed packaged food 
or drinks so we depended on the school farm for food. On weekends we 
were taken to dig after which we were given a cup of white porridge and 

a ban. Since we lacked piped water, we rose early as early as 5am 
to pump water from a borehole located near the convent. 

However, upper primary was fun as we played dodge 
ball, seven stone, and hide and seek after classes. 

Towards Primary Leaving Examinations, I developed 
chicken pox and was taken home for treatment. Mum 
cried when she saw me. Chicken pox is the worst 
that can happen to a child that age; I scratched the 
skin until it developed blisters. We visited a doctor 

who advised that I shouldn’t sit for exams because 
the pox caused a fever. After two days, mother went 

against the doctor’s advice and took me back to school. 
I walked with difficulty as the pain from the injections was 

unbearable. In the evening the school nurse smeared me with 
calamine lotion and kept me in the school dispensary to avoid spreading 
the pox to others. Fortunately I managed to sit the exams, and returned 
home immediately. The results were released a couple of months later, 
I scored aggregate 7 (the best being 4). That earned me a placement at 
my first choice school, Nabisunsa Girl’s School located a few kilometers 
from Kampala. There were only two of us from my St. Agnes and getting 
by was a challenge at first. However, as time went on we blended in 
really well. I was elected Pink East Dormitory Prefect in S.3 and Routine 
Prefect in S.5. 

What is your Background? 
I am a career Administrative Assistant. I pursued a Bachelors Degree of 
Secretarial Studies and graduated with a first class honours. I then pursued 
a Master’s Degree (Human Resource Management) both at Makerere 
University Kampala. I am certified in Prince2 Project Management. 

I have pursued also short courses in events management, public speaking, 
creative writing and child nutrition.

How did you become an Assistant? 
At 15 years of age in Nabisunsa Girls’ School, I sat an admission interview 
with about 50 others. Our teacher Ms Nabwire admitted 12 students 
because only 12 of the 50 typewriters were functional. 

During the first months of typewriting, I pressed hard on the keys 
“asdf;lkj”. Ms Nabwire, was very tough. She threatened to box the ears 
of anyone who broke a machine. She marked our scripts with a red pen, 

FLORENCE KATONO
Pitman PA of the Year 2015 & Publicity Secretary of the 

Bank of Uganda Administrative Assistants
Association (BUAA)
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circling all errors and typos. She always told us to assume assignments 
were newspapers. Nobody wanted to read newspapers with errors. To 
this day, I see those red circles in my scripts, they put me in check. I 
fell in love with the typewriter on learning touch typing and wrote 
many letters. I recall the one I wrote to my friend Jamila expressing 
my sincere apology for losing her belt. I wrote several others to my 
parents and even tried drawing a castle using the backward slash key 
of the typewriter.

My enrolment in the typewriting class encouraged me to become a 
secretary. At the university, I was offered a government scholarship to 
pursue a Bachelors of Secretarial Studies. Dad was against it at first, he 
wanted me to become a lawyer while mum a journalist. In effect, he 
bought me a change of course form. I hid it in my suitcase and when he 
asked about it later I smiled – we both knew what that meant. He then 
bought me a Brother typewriter (I have kept it to date).

My secretarial journey began; I studied shorthand, psychology and public 
relations with so much enthusiasm. Most of our computer classes were 
theoretical as the faculty did not have enough computers for us all. The 
same applied to typewriting classes. I remember we sat the typewriting 
exam in an all-day shift. The text books in the faculty library were also 
not enough. We were allowed to borrow a book for only a week so that 
others could also access it. The worst was when you got a book only to 
discover that some selfish student had plucked out the pages you needed 
for the course work. Fellow students looked down on our course and 
referred to it as the “Bachelor of punching and stapling”. That hurt, but we 
kept focused. 

At the end of the second year, I was offered an internship placement 
at a government utility, National Water and Sewerage Corporation. 
It was a great learning experience for me. My immediate supervisor, a 
Senior Secretary, Ms Jessica Namukwana taught me that a secretary was 



www.executivesecretary.com

PROFILE: FLOREncE katOnO

NINE

a problem solver. In her words “don’t come to me with only a problem 
– identify a problem and possible solutions and let’s discuss.” After the 
internship, I was retained as a Trainee Secretary with an allowance of 
UGX 200,000/= (equivalent to $60). I changed to the evening classes 
to complete my course. Work-school balance was challenging. Trying to 
find my way to the university during the evening traffic was a nightmare. 
Many times I jumped onto a boda boda (motorbike taxi). 

During my studies, Dad made a promise to give me a car (by then he had 
two saloon cars) if I graduated with a first class honours. I did and he kept 
his promise making me a manual car owner at 22 years of age. 

After graduation, like many Ugandan graduates, I applied to many 
institutions. Some called me back but others didn’t bother. After a 
series of interviews, I landed a job as a Personal Secretary at the Bank of 
Uganda on March 1 2009. I have since grown to the position of Senior 
Administrative Assistant. 

You are best known as Pitman’s new PA of the Year. How did this 
come about and how has it changed your working life? 
During 2014, I took part in the IYOTSA 2014, a campaign that was 
aimed at elevating recognition and appreciation of the administrative 
role. It was then that I learned about the Pitman PA Award and decided 
to join the competition. A few months later, I was contacted by Ms 
Kathryn Bingley who informed me that I was shortlisted among four 
semi-finalists. I remember telling her that I was glad to have made 
it that far. Being shortlisted was an achievement in itself. The names 
were then forwarded to the judges for a final decision and, according to 
Judge Hillary Devey, I came top of a very strong group of professional 
candidates from all over the world. Pitman group recognizes exemplary 
leadership, commitment and passion for the profession, and the effort 
to grow others. I am thankful to them for setting up an international 
platform of recognition. When I received the news, I Immediately 
shared it with my Head of Department, Mrs Agnes Kijjambu who in 
turn informed all the staff at the Bank. Celebrations and congratulatory 
messages followed. I recall that my inbox overflowed like the River Nile. 

The award is one of my greatest achievements and has been a great 
turning point in my life. Wole Soyinka an African Nobel Laureate Award 
winner said “One’s own self-worth is tied to the worth of the community 
to which they belong which is intimately connected to humanity in 
general.” I feel that the award is an achievement of Africa as a community.

Pitman Training Group offered me an events management course from 
which I have gained expertise on the dos and donts of managing events. 
They also offered me a cash prize of £500 which I have used to start my 
PA network and conduct inspirational talks to Assistants in Uganda.

The Director of Human Resources, Bank of Uganda, Dr Jan Tibamwenda, 
sent me a congratulatory letter that read “….on behalf of the Bank, 
I wish to extend our sincere congratulations to you for this landmark 
achievement. I am inclined to hold as true that as long as our memories 
serve us right, we will not cease to bask in the glory you have bestowed 
on us. It is my sincere belief that you will use this unprecedented 
achievement as a springboard to spur your professionalism for the 
good of the Bank and our country Uganda…” That to me is a life-time 
achievement.

Following the award, I was ask by NTV Uganda to talk about the 
changing role of a PA. It was a great honor, that being my first TV 
appearance. I remember asking my interviewer, Brian which camera I 
should focus on. He laughed out loud. I guess to him it was very obvious. 
From the feedback I received, the talk impacted many Assistants locally 
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and internationally. Gina, a friend in the USA was contemplating 
enrolling for a PA course. After watching the clip she signed up for the 
classes.

I have also been privileged to mentor other PAs. I often receive emails 
from Assistants requesting meet ups. I take those very passionately. 
Sometimes I speak to Senior Assistants but mostly to junior ones looking 
to grow. I see young souls who have a deep passion to grow. I feel happy 
speaking to them and giving them courage and assurance.

As Pitman’s winner for 2015, you came to London and to Executive 
Secretary LIVE in order to accept your prize. Tell us a bit about the 
trip and how you feel it has impacted on your role.
 I was invited by Pitman Training Group to receive my prize at the 
Executive Secretary LIVE event in London. It was my first time visiting 
London. I touched down at Heathrow airport at about 7am. Clad in a 
black jacket, I rolled my suitcases towards the exit of the busy airport 
where I was welcomed by a rude cold breeze. For a moment I thought of 
going back inside but I quickly jumped into a black cab and off we sped. 
My Auntie Christine who had travelled to London before told amazing 
stories of winter and snow, and that’s what I visualized. I also expected to 
see skyscrapers but was surprised to find that London is a golden olden 
historical city. I visited some of the historical sites; Trafalgar square, Big 
Ben, and Buckingham Palace all of which I studied in European history 
at A Level. At Buckingham Palace, I waited to see Queen Elizabeth in 
vain; however I was happy to see the royal guards and Princess Diana’s 
memorial walk emblem. I also made a courtesy visit to the Ugandan 
Embassy located at Trafalgar Square. They were happy to receive me. I 
was very glad to connect with long lost friends.

At Executive Secretary LIVE, I was privileged to be handed the Award by 
Ms Laura Schwartz and Ms Lucy Brazier. That glorious moment remains 
alive in my heart. Standing before all these great people and receiving 
my award. It is a beautiful moment that I will live to remember. When 
my grandmother is happy with me she calls me “Flozensi” – I truly and 
proudly felt like Flozensi that day. 

At Executive Secretary LIVE, I met many amazing Assistants most of 
whom I am in touch with. I strongly admired their zeal to grow and the 
urge to assist others. I took away many lessons from the great speakers on 
project management, mentoring, PA brand, social media for PAs, being 
present in life and was happy to learn about the trends and technology in 
the profession. Upon my return, I shared this knowledge with colleagues 
in Uganda. I do apply those skills in my work here at the Bank.

What are the main changes you have seen in the time you have 
been an Assistant?
At the time I joined we were referred to as Personal Secretaries; however 
the nomenclature has since changed to Administrative/Executive 
Assistant. The roles too have changed to administrative. Assistants are 
now more in charge than ever before.

I have also noticed a dynamic change in technology which has brought 
excitement to the administrative role. The noisy manual typewriters have 
been replaced by modern smooth touch computer and tablets. While 
many thought that technology would be a threat to our role, I feel that 
it has instead enhanced the way we do business. Gone are the days of 
manual scheduling; MS Outlook enables Assistants to manage schedules 
of multiple executives. Speaking of multiple executives, Assistants now 
support teams as opposed to individuals, a term known as time sharing. 

Technology has also bred virtual Assistants who support clients in 
cyber space. That new development means more jobs for Assistants. In 

Uganda, the unemployment rate is very high. The development of virtual 
Assistant services is a great opportunity for many Ugandan Assistants.

At the time I joined the profession very few Assistants pursued higher 
education. However, times have changed and many Assistants have 
acquired Bachelors and Masters degrees. At Exec LIVE, Ms Ann Hiatt 
shared that she was pursuing a PHD, I love the fact that Assistants are 
career minded and empowering themselves to grow.

What inspires and motivates you? 
I believe in God the Almighty and have faith in the Biblical Godly 
principles. God has seen me through it all and continues to guide me all 
through life and work. I seek him always.

When I was growing up, I asked my mum very many questions. Some 
she answered and others she didn’t. She referred to my inquisitive 
nature as an insect in my head. I am glad that insect has grown; it keeps 
tickling my head to learn more. I search the internet for knowledge. If 
the internet were a bed, mine would be very untidy. It’s that same insect 
that encouraged me to take part in a Pitman PA Award competition and 
also to take part in a job interview with 700 other applicants. 

My father who is also my first role model told me a story about the war in 
Afghanistan. People lost their lives, buildings which were built over the 
years were brought down in seconds, crops and cows died just like their 
masters, and businesses came to a halt. However, the last men standing 
and the richest in his opinion were the learned. Their education was the 
biggest asset they had to face the world again. That story holds a lot of 
meaning for me. It’s the reason I seek knowledge in all disciplines I can 
get my hands on.

I have identified mentors and leaders in the PA profession who I look up 
to. “We grow by exposing ourselves to the works of others. By having a 
mental intercourse with great minds, our minds are stimulated out of our 
comfort zones.” Okot P’Bitek George.

As a parent, my two daughters are my inspiration. I hung their photo in 
my office. Gabriella loves writing, she writes me letters letting me how 
much she loves me. Kolaiah loves to dance, I am happy when I am with 
them. I love them very much.

Reading. I strongly believe we cannot appreciate who we are if we do not 
appreciate our history. Therefore I draw a lot of inspiration from great 
African writers; Okot P’Bitek, Martin Luther King Jr, Nelson Mandela, 
Marcus Garvey, Wole Soyinka, Prof PLO Lumumba, Kwame Nkrumah 
and so many more. Marcus Garvey said “The greatest men and women in 
the world burn the midnight lamp. That is to say when their neighbors 
and household are gone to bed, they are reading, studying and thinking. 
When they rise in the morning, they are always ahead of their neighbors 
and households in the things that they studied, read and thought. A daily 
repetition of that will carry them daily ahead and above their neighbors 
and households.” I strongly believe in that.

Sometime back, I experienced a very challenging time. I sought 
companionship in a book – The Innovative Admin by Julie Perrine. I 
saw life spring back in me like a tree sprouting from a dead stump. I 
stretched my rubber band like Julie advised and allowed my creativity 
juices to flow. I highly recommend all Assistants to read that book as 
well as Be the Ultimate Assistant by Bonnie Low-Kramen.

Passion – I love to dance like nobody is watching and my friends say 
that I was born for the dance floor. That’s the same passion I have for my 
chosen profession. My face lights up when I talk to others about it. That 
passion drives me to do many voluntary roles to assist others to grow. 
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Many times I stay up till late writing articles that I believe will better 
others. My brother Hannington often asks me how much I am being paid 
for them. When I say it’s free he nods his head in amusement. When you 
do things with passion, others will think you are high on drugs and yet 
you are high on passion.

My grandfather James Ssemwanga Katono (RIP), a teacher by profession, 
died at the age of 40. He left an estate which we enjoy as grandchildren. 
Like Jajja James, I dream of building an empire for my grandchildren’s 
children and that keeps me going.

You have really exciting plans for Uganda and the Assistants across 
Africa. Tell us about them?
Let me start with Uganda my motherland. I have established an online 
PA network, Proudly Admin Uganda. I intend to connect Ugandan 
Assistants to the rest of the world as well as inspire them to become 
better and grow.

I have started groundworks on a PA magazine to connect Assistants in 
the region; Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda and Burundi. For the first 
year, I intend to reach out to Assistants in Uganda then roll out to other 
countries with time. The biggest challenge for Assistants is the lack of 
recognition and appreciation for their role. As such, many Assistants are 
kept out of training programmes. I hope the magazine will be used as a 
platform to share knowledge and experiences.

Strategic Partnerships – No man is an island; we need to benchmark with 
others. In light of the same, I intend to establish strategic partnerships 
as a means of exchanging knowledge and ideas. I have already connected 
with Executive Secretary Magazine, Pitman Training and Be the Ultimate 
Assistant. Bonnie Low-Kramen extended a free version of her book to 
Assistants in Africa. IAAP has also extended scholarships to attend the 
PA Summit in Kentucky, USA. 

In an effort to spread the good word, I have started free inspirational talks 
to University students pursuing secretarial and administrative studies. I 
am scheduled to speak at Makerere University Business School, Uganda 
Christian University, Kyambogo University, Busitema University and 
Gulu University, all here in Uganda.

Ugandan PA Awards – I intend to put up a platform to recognize PA of 
the year here in Uganda. I hope that will elevate the profile of the PA 
profession in Uganda. 

African Admin All Stars – Led by Ms Anel Martin, South Africa, we have 
started a platform African Admin All Stars. The purpose is to unite all 
Assistants in Africa. 

As a way of assisting upcoming Assistants I intend to write a book on 
administrative procedures and practice.

What advice would you give someone just starting out as an 
Assistant? 
Having grown up on the farm, my sisters and I loved one of the calves 
very much. When we returned from school, we headed straight to the 
farm to check on it. We fed it with milk in a baby bottle. Later that calf 
grew into a cow and produced milk for us. To my dear novice Assistants, 
treat this profession like the calf in the story; nurture it, and invest in it, 
it will pay handsomely!

Identify mentors. Look out for people who have made it in this career. 
The truth is there are some Assistants who are very negative and will 
make you regret choosing this profession. However, please walk away 
from them and instead find mentors who will help you grow. Wole 

Soyinka said “I believe that the best learning process of any kind of craft 
is to look at the work of others.” Take that very seriously! 

Take interest in the business – This requires Assistants to go beyond 
the administrative role and take its business interests to heart. The 
Vision and Mission, Strategic objectives and initiatives – everything. 
I once supported an executive in the Communications Department of 
the Central Bank. She was in charge of public relations. When I heard 
radio talks where issues were being raised about the Bank, I called her 
immediately to listen in because I knew about her interest in that area. 
She appreciated that I took an interest in her business.

Join Associations as these bring together like-minded people. I strongly 
encourage new Assistants to join professional associations both locally 
and internationally as well as admin groups on Facebook and LinkedIn; 
NASAP, Executive Secretary, IAAP, PAFSA, African Admin All Stars, 
All Things Admin, Office Dynamics and so many more.

Lastly I say to them, the problem is that we love to romanticize our 
professions. We seem to be in monogamy of disciplines. Lawyers are in 
monogamy with the law, economists with forecasting, accountants with 
numbers, and administrative Assistants with administrative roles yet the 
top where we all aspire to be requires polygamy of disciplines.

So what’s next for Florence Katono? Where do you want to be in 
5 years’ time? 
I have fallen deeply in love with writing. I aspire to write many books 
and articles. Writing is a sure way of sharing our lives with others and 
future generations. I hope to see Proudly Admin Uganda grow into the 
most inspirational and influential PA network of all times.

From my observation, many Assistants in Africa are very talented. 
However, many lack the confidence to bring forth to the world their 
talents. In the next five years, I intend to conduct motivational speeches 
to inspire them to become Africa’s glory that our forefathers dreamed of.

During the next 5 years, I want to start a career in project management. 
I hope to bring positive change through managing projects.

I aspire to pursue a PHD in Management.



twelve

COMMUNICATION

www.executivesecretary.com

A Word to the “Whys”  
– Tips for Choosing Your 
Words Wisely

WRITER

Sandy 
GERoux

Communication can be a funny thing. no 
matter how good your intentions, things 
sometimes go awry and someone gets offended 
or just plain angry at what you’ve said. But here 
are a few tips to avoid some “land mines” when 
it comes to communicating with others.

“Why” not?
at breakfast one morning, one of my friends 
relayed a piece of advice from her daughter: 
“during any discussion or debate, never use 
the word ‘Why’ when asking about someone’s 
motivation for thinking, acting or speaking in 
a certain way.”

The first thing that came to my mind was 
“Why?” Then I realized she was right.

Think about how you feel whenever you express 
an opinion and someone asks you, “Why?” 
(“Why do you think that?” or “Why did you 
do that?”) you can almost hear them saying, 
“What’s wrong with you?” and what do you 
immediately do? you jump into the fray to 
“defend” your thoughts, opinions and actions. 
The very word “why” often causes us to become 
defensive. It’s as though we’re being challenged.

But it is a very different story if the other 
person simply eliminates the word “why” and 
frames the question another way; for example, 
“I’m not sure I follow you. Would you mind 
expounding on that?”

now, instead of feeling the need to defend 
yourself, you are simply being asked to explain 
yourself – a much less confrontational and 
defensive situation.

adding other words can also soften the question 
“Why?” For example, saying “Why is that?” 
makes it sound more like a sincere question, 
which is more respectful to the other person. 
Maybe adding a few words makes the question 
less blunt. Whatever the reason, it works.

The same goes for the question “Why not?” 
again, it sounds like you’re challenging the 
other person, or daring them to come up with a 
good reason why something shouldn’t be done.

So, whether you’re attempting to address 
objections when trying to get someone to 
consider a new idea, debating philosophical 
or controversial matters, or even engaging in 
friendly banter, avoiding the confrontational 

words “why” and “why not” when questioning 
the other party’s thoughts and actions could 
keep them from feeling the need to justify, 
rationalize or defend their behavior, and pave 
the way for allowing each party to agree or 
disagree with dignity.

Always or never? You should or you must?
Have you ever had a performance evaluation 
(or an argument with a spouse or other family 

Avoid those language landmines, with our word disposal expert 
Sandy Geroux
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member), and heard the words, “you always 
(do that)!” or “you never let me… (fill in the 
blank)!”

of course you have! We all have. That’s human 
nature. Whenever an event or action occurs 
once or twice, we forget about the times when 
it didn’t happen, making it feel like a regular 
occurrence.

using aggressive and definitive words like 
“always” or “never” can be off-putting. If you 
use these words when offering feedback, it can 
feel as though you’re discounting everything 
that person has ever done right when they do 
one thing wrong. and if you’re advising them 
to do something a certain way, unless there’s a 
life-threatening reason why it must always be 
done that way, it’s better to offer suggestions 
that the other person can choose to take (or 
not), rather than prescribing the way it must 
be done.

Rather than saying, “you have to do it this 
way,” using the phrase, “you may want to 
consider trying it the way my friend did it” 
is a good way to suggest that someone do 
something differently.

Let’s face it: if you don’t like it when people 
order you around, you must… er, I mean, you 
might want to consider stopping and thinking 
about how often it really occurs before letting 
those words come out of your mouth.

“Tone” it down
of course, our tone of voice and body language 
are often the culprit when misunderstandings 
occur, even if our words are benign. asking 
the question, “Why?” with an astonished or 
disapproving look on your face will convey 
a different message than simply asking the 
question softly and sincerely. That said, the 
bluntness of that single word is difficult to 
overcome with tone of voice or body language. 
So, a combination of word choice and tone are 
often required to convey the correct message.

also, keep in mind that your body speaks 
loudly and clearly, even when you’re not saying 
a word! an attendee in one of my training 
classes told me that after a prior class, she went 

back to work and began concentrating on her 
body language, which we had discussed that 
day. She said she suddenly realized that when 
she concentrated hard on something, she got 
a really “unfriendly” look on her face. I asked 
how she managed to notice a look that was on 
her own face – that’s quite a trick! She replied 
that someone had come into the room to ask 
her for something, taken one look at her face, 
decided this was not the time to ask her for 
anything, turned around and left… quickly!

Correctly assuming that her body language 
may have caused him to leave so abruptly, she 
went after him to see what he had wanted (and 
why he had left so quickly without saying 
anything). His response shocked her because 
he said she looked like she was “sucking on a 
lemon”. He thought she was in a bad mood, 
so he didn’t want to bother her. She wasn’t in a 
bad mood at all, but her body told a different 
story.

By recognizing that she may have been doing 
something unintentionally with her face 
and body when concentrating on a problem, 
and paying attention to the body language 
and visual cues of others, she has been able 
to focus on relaxing her facial muscles while 
concentrating, and it’s already making a 
positive difference in the way she is perceived 
at her office! She is now viewed as more friendly 
and approachable, which is ironic because she 
really is friendly, but it didn’t appear that way 
on the surface.

Email niceties matter
Have you ever been so focused on getting the 
business message across in an email that you 
forget the “niceties” that should accompany 
the message? I have! I always remind myself to 
take one more look, after I’ve made sure there 
are no typos; after I’ve edited the message down 
to a nice, concise little package; and after I’ve 
removed anything that could come across as 
sarcastic or unnecessarily negative, I go back 
one more time to add the “niceties” to the 
beginning and end of the message.

The niceties are greetings, such as, “Hello, 
how are you? Long time no see. nice to hear 

from you again.” There are also closings, such 
as, “Looking forward to seeing you at the 
company picnic,” or “Please say hi to the gang 
for me!” Little things that show you care mean 
a lot because you do care; those niceties are 
not falsities. But if they’re missing, the entire 
communication seems less friendly and cordial, 
which can detract from your ability to get 
things done.

Think about how we handle situations in 
person. We wouldn’t just rush up to someone in 
person and launch into what we want them to 
do, without so much as a “Hello, how are you?” 
(well, we usually wouldn’t – unless we were in 
a big hurry)! But, if it happens in person, we 
have the opportunity to apologize for being 
abrupt, and our body language helps smooth 
things over.

When communicating via email, all of the 
visual and auditory cues we rely on to figure out 
someone’s intent, mood and other important 
factors in the communication, are missing – so 
we can rely only on the words they write, and 
how they write them.

In order for people to be able to rely on us, 
and trust us to be consistent in our dealings 
with them, it’s important for us to be the same 
friendly person, whether we’re communicating 
in person, on the phone or via email... and that 
means double-checking to be sure that what 
we’re saying, writing or expressing comes out 
as close to exactly what we want to say, and how 
we want to say it, as possible.

Why? Because that’s just what we all have to 
do!… oh! and I’m looking forward to seeing 
you in the next issue!

about the author

Professional speaker, trainer and author Sandy Geroux has more than 18 years of administrative experience. She now 
helps others create the WoW factor, become more effective and efficient, and achieve their personal and professional 
dreams. Since 2000, she has conducted over 100 keynotes, training programs and workshops for more than 13,000 
administrative professionals in 41 countries. Her columns and articles appear in many administrative publications. 
Visit her website (www.thewowplace.com), blog (www.wowplace.com), email her (Sandy@thewowplace.com) or call her in the 
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Think It, Ink It! How Journaling 
Enhances Your Admin Career

WRITER

JULIE  
PERRINE

Journaling. For many, it conjures memories of 
homework assigned by grade school teachers. 
But keeping a journal actually has a lot of 
awesome benefits for adult professionals, 
especially admins.

A journal is a place to capture ideas, work through 
your thoughts, ideas and experiences. It helps 
you answer questions about what’s going on in 
your life and why. It helps you stay organized. 
It’s a means of tracking your professional 
accomplishments and failures. And it provides a 
productive outlet for venting how you feel. 

Yet starting and keeping a journal can be 
difficult. It’s hard to find time in an already 
busy schedule for one more thing. But it’s a 
little easier if you have a plan and the right tools 
for incorporating journaling into your life. 

1 Choose a journaling method
There’s no right or wrong way to keep a journal. 
You can journal by drawing, jotting down 
quick lists, or writing more traditionally. You 
can write it on paper, use a digital tool, or some 
combination of the two. What’s important 
is that the method works for you, and it’s 
something that you’ll stick with.

You may need to try several methods before you 
settle into the one that fits your personality type 
and organizational preferences. Think about how 
you normally capture notes or ideas now. Is it 
with pen and paper, digitally, or a combination 
of the two? Based on that answer, identify your 
method(s). Give it a try. Then, after a month, 
evaluate how it worked. Tweak it from there.

2 Put journaling tools to work
There are a lot of paper and digital journaling 
tools available, and there are pros and cons to 
each one. (To view samples of each of these types 
of journals, visit www.TheInnovativeAdmin.com/
journaling-ideas.)

Theme-based, spiral-bound notebook
•	 Pros: It’s fun and easy to carry around.
•	 Cons: You can’t move the pages around, and 
it’s not easy to section off.

Leather-bound journal
•	 Pros: It looks great and may have 
sentimental meaning.
•	 Cons: You can’t move the pages around, and 
it’s not easy to section off. It’s also heavy, so it’s 
not easy to transport.

Disc-bound notebook (eg Levenger or 
Staples Arc Notebooks)
•	 Pros: You can move pages around, create 
sections and change the cover.
•	 Cons: You need a special paper punch to add 
non-disc bound, pre-printed pages. You can 
make your own page inserts, but it’s easier to 
purchase them. 

Ledger-size paper, coil-bound notebook
•	 Pros: This is a great option for brain dumps, 
mind mapping and notes! To create one, go 
to the copy store and ask for 50 to 100 sheets 
of ledger size paper with a heavy cover on the 
front and back, and a coil bind on one edge. 
With this tool, you have more space than a 
regular journal.
•	 Cons: It’s not convenient to tote around. 
You’ll probably need to keep it on your desk 
and carry a portable journal to capture ideas.

LiveScribe SmartPen
•	 Pros: You can record audio as you take notes 
on dot matrix paper that comes with the pen. 

Then you can upload it to your computer to 
listen to the audio section by section. This 
is a great tool for capturing ideas on-the-go 
audibly, in print, or both!
•	 Cons: You need special paper for this tool, 
and it requires a sizable investment in the 
SmartPen.

Evernote, OneNote, DayOne and Pocket 
Apps
•	 Pros: These apps are great ways to capture 
ideas, articles, notes, and organize them 
digitally with tags and categories. You can also 
post notes to social media. 
•	 Cons: Requires a computer, smart phone 
or tablet, which might not always be readily 
available. 

I actually use all of these tools for the different 
types of journaling I do. There’s no need to 
limit yourself to one single tool or method. Test 
out some of these tools and incorporate the ones 
that work into your journaling habit. 

3 Commit to journaling
Journaling doesn’t have to take a lot of time. 
Set aside 5-10 minutes each day to create a list, 
write down thoughts, draw a picture or make 
notes. Sometimes that’s enough. But you can 
always use this information to expand into 
a longer journal entry when you have time. 
Doing this helps you clear your head and 
process information in a productive manner. 
You may also want to consider carrying a 
portable journal so you can quickly make notes 
on the go. Or, if you’re more of a tech person, 
try an app.

Think of a journal as your own unique art form. 
Nobody is going to grade you on your journal. 
You don’t need to share it with anyone else. You 
just need to follow these steps, start writing 
and transform your ideas into action items!

A feather quill or SmartPen? Either will do, says 
Julie Perrine

about the author

Julie Perrine is an administrative expert, trainer and all-round procedures pro. She is the founder and CEO of All 
Things Admin, a company dedicated to developing innovative products, training and resources for administrative 
professionals worldwide. Learn more about Julie’s book, The Innovative Admin: Unleash the Power of Innovation in Your 
Administrative Career, and download free templates at www.AllThingsAdmin.com. Follow Julie on Twitter: @julieperrine. 
“Like” All Things Admin on Facebook: www.facebook.com/AllThingsAdmin.

Download free career planning forms and templates to help you get started at www.allthingsadmin.com/free-templates. 



fifteen

COMMUNICATION

www.executivesecretary.com

Relationships – When You 
Both Want to Be Right!

WRITER

JESSICA 
MCGREGOR 
JOHNSON

There was a classic moment in my relationship 
in the middle of a disagreement when my 
partner said to me “the problem with us is that 
you think you are right and I know I am right!”

This summed up the dichotomy that is in 
most relationships, equally at home or in the 
workplace. There are times that you reach that 
impasse when both of you feel you are right. 
Problem is that when you get that far into the 
discussion or argument it is hard for one of you 
to back off. Backing off from your stance in that 
moment feels like you are giving up on your 
position, you are agreeing that the other is right 
and you are wrong. The ego hates that. However 
the good news is that you do not always have to 
do what your ego wants you to do!

What I have noticed is that at times, not always 
but quite often, we are actually saying the same 
thing! It is simply a matter of semantics. It 
is too easy to get entrenched in what we are 
saying and not listen to the other. So the first 
thing to do is to stop and really listen to what 
your partner is trying to say and make sure 
you are not actually coming from the same or 
similar place. This is particularly true if you are 
discussing how to do something. I have seen 
many times that if I just focus on the wanted 
outcome then often the need to be right 
becomes immaterial. 

So what if you are not saying the same thing 
– what if you are actually coming from polar 
opposite places? At times like these it is good to 
consider whether this is truly, deeply important 

or if you are holding onto a stance just for the 
sake of it. There is something deeply embedded 
in our ego that hates to be the one who concedes, 
that hates to have someone “win” over us. As 
long as we look at any argument in that way 
then we will always keep on fighting. At times 
like these a useful question to ask yourself is “is 
this really worth fighting about?” 

If the answer is no, then stop. I tend to find the 
phrase “let’s agree to disagree” a useful one. If 
the person you are arguing with then continues 
you know that this need to be right is not about 
the actual topic you are discussing. It is simply 
about the need to be right. In that case you 
absolutely have no reason to continue. It’s not 
worth it. 

For times like this it is useful to have an agreed 
phrase that you can use to wake you both up to 
the truth that you are arguing just to be right. 

Now for my partner and I, we have the phrase 
“well you think you are right and I know I am 
right” – often that brings a smile to our faces 
and we can continue the discussion from a place 
of sanity.

I say sanity because the drive to be right can 
take us out of our sane logical minds. Think 
back to a time when you were stuck in that 
kind of argument – wasn’t it all over the top 
and, from an onlooker’s point of view, slightly 
insane? 

Obviously if you are arguing over something 
that is very important to you then agreeing to 
disagree is difficult. In that situation I suggest 
that as the topic is so important that you take 
time out. You stop the conversation until the 
next day and suggest that you both think about 
it and talk about it after some time to review 
every angle. Just getting out of that space 
of “head to head” will help you both see the 
other’s point of view. And when you next come 
together start with a question – what outcome 
are we trying to achieve? When you agree on 
that then you can look at how you can do that 
– together.

If you like this idea and think it could be 
useful in your relationships have a discussion 
about it when you are both in a really happy 
place and agree on the “wake-up” phrase ad 
how to handle this tricky situations. And I say 
relationships because this is not just about your 
partner – it can equally relate to your friends 
and work colleagues too.

It’s hard to back down, says Jessica McGregor 
Johnson, but a “wake-up” phrase can help
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It is crystal clear to me that many of the 
problems between employers and Assistants 
in our workplace could be prevented by a clear 
set of written expectations. It always surprises 
me to learn that many Assistants begin Day 
1 of their jobs without anything in writing 
regarding a job description or compensation 
package. I coach Assistants who are not given a 
job description to create one themselves based 
on the interview discussions. At least that is 
a place to start when the inevitable questions 
arise about job responsibilities. 

To begin a job without clear expectations is a 
set-up for miscommunications, resentments 
and ultimately, failure as conversations 
disintegrate into, “I never said that.” Assistants 
need their employment agreement in writing 
as an important place to begin their work. To 
not have this is irresponsible on the part of both 
the employer and Assistant.

Job descriptions do not have to be carved in stone 
but they do need to be written. The document 
is subject to change by mutual agreement. 
Inevitably, Assistants report “scope creep”, 
a term which means the scope of work starts 
growing… and growing and growing… unless 
it is controlled and anticipated. Documentation 
enables the Assistant to factually and calmly 

negotiate an adjusted compensation package 
based on the revised job requirements.

What can women expect to earn compared to 
men? The Wharton School of Business issued 
an interesting report regarding the reasons why 
women earn 78% of what men earn. It said 
that only 7% of women will negotiate their 
compensation offers compared with 57% of 
men who decide to negotiate a better deal. The 
report explained that 93% of women accepted 
what they were offered without questioning it, 
mainly because of their fear of not being liked 
if they asked for more money. Women view 
negotiation as an uncomfortable confrontation 
to be avoided. Men, on the other hand, (at least 
57% of them) view negotiation as “fun” and “a 
game” and resulted in increased compensation. 

Given that the profession of being an Assistant 
is 95% women in the United States and 98% 
women in the United Kingdom, we need to 
look at realistic solutions to the issues facing 
us regarding not only successfully negotiating 
compensation but also job expectations.

There is too much suffering in silence and fear 
in today’s workplace. This is the case with both 
Assistants and principals, and the consequences 
are often bullying and destructive behaviors 
which lower morale and productivity. Given 
this reality, we need to develop positive and 
reasonable ways to speak to one another to 
handle the inevitable problematic situations.

As one tool, I created the following Code of 
Ethics and Conduct and Speak Up Pledges for 
Employers and Assistants. These documents 
serve as a platform to begin what I hope will 
be a long and mutually satisfying term of work 
with your employer and company. 

Assistants and employers alike have challenging 
and demanding jobs. Let us support one 
another by clearly discussing our expectations 
up front and in writing. Doing this at the 
beginning will pay off in the long run and 
fewer staffers will feel the need to quit when 
their expectations are not being met.

Great Expectations WRITER

BonnIE  
LoW- 

KRAMEn

CODE OF ETHICS AND CONDUCT FOR EMPLOYERS AND 
ASSISTANTS

This is a mutually agreed upon list of fundamental givens for our work relationship designed to enable each of us to do superior work as 
a team and in collaboration in a positive, productive and supportive atmosphere.

I, the employer, commit to the following:

1 Every employee will be treated with respect, dignity and kindness.
2 Job descriptions will be agreed upon and signed by both employer and employee.
3 Every employee will have a mutually agreed upon compensation and benefits package to be reviewed at designated times.
4 Expectations will be made clear either verbally or in writing.
5 Verbal and written feedback and acknowledgement will be given to staff.
6 Frequent and clear two-way communications will be the norm in order to make best use of time and energy.
7 Staff are encouraged and expected to speak their mind regarding any issues that are deemed important to achieving our goals.
8 Verbal, sexual or physical abuse is not permitted by anyone working for or doing business in my company. There is zero tolerance for 
workplace bullying.
9 no employee will be asked or expected to engage in illegal activity.

Signature                                                             Date

No job description? Time to get going, says 
Bonnie Low-Kramen
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I, the employee, commit to the following:

1 Commitment to excellent work in accordance with expectations that will be in constant flow and subject to change.
2 Diligence in communications in concert with the customized structures designed for our particular workplace and style.
3 Exhibit professional and respectful behavior at all times and expect to be held accountable for my actions.
4 Exhibit good judgment and discretion regarding sensitive matters.
5 Assist employer in every way possible to achieve his/her goals.
6 Act as eyes and ears for my employer and am encouraged to bring matters to his/her attention.
7 Work towards a positive, cooperative workplace and will not engage in negative, counter-productive encounters with anyone without 
employer’s knowledge and consent. 
8 Will not participate in verbal or physical abuse, nor be involved in any illegal activity on behalf of the company.

Signature                                                               Date

FOR ASSISTANTS

I, _________________, pledge to speak up in my workplace in order to build more productive, positive and respectful communication 
between me, my manager and my colleagues. Finding my voice and speaking my mind is important because:

1 I will be an empowered and more self-confident person.
2 I will be a more productive and proactive business partner to my manager(s).
3 I will be improving our workplace through more open communication.

Assistant Signature                                              Date

SPEAK UP PLEDGE

FOR EXECUTIVES AND MANAGERS

I, ________________, pledge to actively encourage and support my Assistant to speak up in order to build more productive, positive, and 
respectful communication in our workplace. Committing to an ongoing dialogue that actively seeks and rewards feedback is important because:

1 open communication motivates the highest engagement, the most effective teams and the most profitable companies.
2 I support my Assistant to thrive, learn, and grow as a leader. 
3 Issues can only be resolved through open and honest conversations.

Manager Signature                                                Date

SPEAK UP PLEDGE
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Eight Tips for Taming 
Terror

WRITER

GavIn MEIklE

Developing your ability and confidence to 
speak in public is probably one of the most 
valuable things you can do both for your self 
esteem and your career/business.

However, overcoming the fear associated with 
standing up in front of a group of people is 
the crucial first step towards developing this 
important skill. Here are some of my proven 
techniques for taming your terror.

1 Know your enemy
ask yourself “What am I afraid of?” The most 
common answers are always:

•	 Forgetting what I am going to say (drying up)
•	 Making a fool of myself (embarrassment)
•	 Saying the wrong thing 

When we look at these things objectively, 
are they really so bad? Every speaker I know, 
including myself, has done all of these things 
and lived to tell the tale, and so will you.

2 Be prepared
Reduce the risk of these things happening by 
planning thoroughly. Many speakers don’t 
make the time to prepare and therefore set 
themselves up for failure. The more important 
your presentation, the more important it is 
that you set aside time to plan out what you are 
going to say and why you want to say it.

3 Rehearse
Rehearse your speech out loud, in front of a 
group of supportive colleagues who can give 
you constructive feedback. alternatively record 
yourself using a voice recorder app on your 
smartphone. 

4 Visualise
visualisation or mental rehearsal is a proven 
performance enhancing technique used in the 
world of sport. The more often you can vividly 

imagine yourself speaking confidently and 
fluently, the more confident you’ll feel and the 
more likely you are to do well.

5 Change your language
The words you use when you speak to yourself 
are at least as important as the ones you say to 
your audience. Take a moment to jot down what 
goes through your head when you say the words 
“I am feeling nervous” then contrast it with what 
happens when you say “I am feeling excited.”

Reframing or re-labelling “nerves” as 
“excitement” will allow you to transform 
your feelings and help you feel much more 
resourceful.

6 Change your physiology
Physical activity is an excellent way to settle 
your nerves. Stretching, walking, deep 
breathing and even dancing have been proven 
to change our mood almost instantaneously.

When we get nervous, our breathing becomes 
shallow and rapid, and this just makes our 
nerves worse. Take a couple of deliberate deep 
slow breaths before you start to speak. This 
will calm your nerves and ensure that you have 
enough air to speak clearly.

adopting a confident stance, with your feet 
hip-width apart, knees soft and your shoulders 
back will also help you to feel more confident.

7 Harness your energy
“nervous” behaviours like shuffling around as 
you speak, rubbing your nose, or wringing your 
hands are your nervous energy “leaking out”. 
Imagine drawing this energy back into your 
body. Then channel it back out purposefully 
through your eyes, hands and voice.

You’re probably sceptical but I can tell you first 
hand that it works.

8 Defuse limiting beliefs
Our beliefs are part of the operating software of 
our brain and play a huge part in determining 
what we can and cannot do. Sometimes we 
forget that it’s natural and healthy for our 
beliefs to evolve and change with time.

The first stage in changing a belief is to be 
open to doubt. The belief that you are not a 
confident public speaker is not a fact; it’s just a 
thought that you have ceased to question.

If your beliefs are holding you back, start to 
question them objectively:

•	 Is this belief true?
•	 What objective evidence do you have to 
support it?
•	 What counter-evidence can you find if you 
look for it?
•	 What would be a more accurate or up-to-
date belief?

In conclusion
Public speaking is a learnable skill. The world 
is full of people who started out as scared of 
presenting as you are and who, with a little 
help and practice, were able to conquer their 
fears. If they can do it, so can you!

How to transform presentation nerves into 
confident communication
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Apologies That Work
WRITER

MaRsha  
Egan

no one is perfect, and, there will come a time 
when you need to apologize for something. 
There is a right way and a wrong way…

here are a few things to consider.

1 Unqualified. any apology must be absent 
any conditions. Too many people apologize, 
then say something that makes it conditional 
upon some behavior by the other person. “I’m 
sorry I raised my voice, but if you hadn’t shaken 
your fist at me I wouldn’t have done it.” Rather, 
“I’m sorry I raised my voice.” 

2 No return apology expected. sometimes 
the person apologizing expects that the recipient 
will return the sentiment. This is a good 
example of a conditional apology. You should 
apologize because you think it is necessary, 
without any expectation of reciprocation. If you 
expect him or her to say, “I’m sorry too,” you’re 
setting yourself up for further disappointment.

3 Sincere. You’ve gotta mean that you are 
really sorry. That means that you are truly sorry. 
some people apologize because it is “the right 
thing to do”. some apologize because someone 
else suggested it. sometimes people apologize 
to get something in return. none of these 
work in the long run. It is difficult to mask 
insincerity. The only apology that truly works 
is one that is sincere.

4 Take responsibility. Owning up to whatever 
your contribution to the “issue” or “hurt” is can 
go a long way to resolution. “I realize now, that 
my being late compromised the quality of your 
meeting.” “I can see how my comment may 
have hurt your feelings.” “Our team missed the 
deadline. I take full responsibility.”

5 Regret. You’re sorry, so let the other person 
know. a genuine expression of regret shows 
that you care about the person you hurt. “I’m 
really sorry that I missed putting you on the 
distribution list.” “I apologize for sending that 
email without notifying you in advance.” “I 
really regret forgetting your 10th anniversary.” 
Caring goes a long way to resolution.

6 Empathy. By trying to “see” the 
situation from the other side, you’ll be able 
to move projects forward and mend hurt 
relationships faster. “I now appreciate how that 
communication may have offended you.” “I’m 
so sorry we failed to mention your contribution 
to the task force. You did a great deal of high 
quality work and, if I was in your shoes, it 
would concern me too.” 

7 Remedy. sometimes, things need to be 
fixed. What needs to be fixed? What will you 
do to fix it and when? You can sum up your 

sincere apology with the action steps that 
you will take. Explain how you will fix it. 
Committing to specific time frames can be 
even more powerful in gaining resolution and 
energizing forward progress.

When and where?
When to apologize? asaP. The sooner you 
apologize after recognizing that an apology 
is appropriate, the better. It can stem hard 
feelings and avoid escalations. But – it is never 
too late to apologize. There is no statute of 
limitations on an apology that is needed.

Where to apologize? In person, if at all 
possible. and do it in a situation where you 
won’t be rushed. sometimes people want to 
talk, so let them talk without you making 
defensive remarks. and most importantly, 
listen. You’ll negate the purpose of the apology 
if you hurry through it or don’t take time to 
allow a healing dialogue to take place. If it can’t 
be done in person, phone is the next best thing. 
and we’re not talking voicemail. apologies 
require dialogue. and listening, with care. 
Email is the absolute last resort. (Writer’s note: 
Email apologies really stink.) 

Food for thought... 
Apology is a lovely perfume; it can transform the 
clumsiest moment into a gracious gift. Margaret Lee 
Runbeck 

I find it interesting that most people think 
having to apologize is a sign of weakness, when 
it is truly a sign of humility, self confidence, 
caring and strength.

The power of “sorry” in more ways than one
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The (Not So) Secret 
Diary of Blogger

WRITER

CLAIRE  
LISTER

For some of us, the world of blogging is a 
myriad of jargon – microblogging, widgets 
and SEO – just what exactly does it all mean, 
why should we share our innermost thoughts 
and just how do people make money out of “a 
hobby”? More importantly why, as PAs, is this 
a topic for you?

Creating a blog, as a PA, is the perfect 
opportunity for you to do one of several 
things… become an ambassador for the 
industry, showcase your copywriting talent – 
which will assist you in developing your career 
path – develop marketing skills which can steer 
both your career and that of the company you 
work for and, lastly, it could also support you 
with an additional income, if you choose to 
take it in that direction.

Blogging is a fantastic way to push causes you 
believe in and share your passions and opinions, 
whatever they may be, with the World Wide 
Web. 

But first things first, who wants to hear what 
you have to say? Well, that all depends on your 
goals – who do you want to read it? How are 
you going to promote yourself, and what is the 
reasoning behind your blog?

Let’s start by explaining some of the common 
jargon:

•	 Widget – this is where you can add a small 
display of a programme within your webpage, 
usually situated in the sidebar. It’s usually a 
shortcut to another application. For example, 
you might want to display your twitter feed on 
the screen, so you can add a bit of code into 
the webpage and it will display a small window 
which has your most recent tweets showing. 
From this window you can click into it and it 
will take you to the Twitter programme. 
•	 SEO – Search Engine Optimisation. This 
term encompasses the techniques used to help 
promote a website within search engines such 

as google or bing. By optimising your website/
blog you stand a better chance of visitors 
finding, visiting and sharing your site online. 
•	 Meta descriptions – A meta description 
is the short sentence or paragraph of text you 
see displayed in the search results. It’s vitally 
important therefore that this concisely and 
accurately reflects what your site is about. 
•	 Tags – Tags are a way of categorising your 
blogs. They tell the reader what each specific 
blog is about and also help people find content 

that they might want to read about in your 
blogs much easier.
•	 Keywords – These are specific, refined words 
and phrases, relevant to the subject matter 
you’re writing about. Having good keywords in 
your blogs ensures the search engines can pick 
up your content and start to rank your blog in 
the search results (ideally as near to the first 
page as possible). 
•	 Google or site analytics – By setting up 
some form of tracking on your blog, you’ll 

Unravelling the mysteries of online blogging
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easily be able to see details on exactly the 
number of people visiting your website, how 
they found you, where they came from, what 
pages they read most and, in turn, what pages 
they leave. All useful information that can help 
you to hone the content you add (or remove) on 
an ongoing basis. 

Here are several tips to help you get your blog 
up and running, and heading in the right 
direction:

1 Concept is key
What do you love? Be it work or play, blogs 
are an effective way of showcasing your 
copywriting skills – which can be beneficial in 
most roles. The concept behind your blog will 
help you to build a following of people who are 
genuinely interested in what you have to say, so 
choose your topic/s carefully. Not only will you 
need to be prepared to write content on these 
topics, on a pretty regular basis, you will also 
have to be poised to respond to comments and, 
from time to time, criticisms. 

The key is to really drill down to your passions, 
and tie this in to how you are wanting to advance 
yourself. Think about things you would want 
to read yourself, and start to imagine yourself 
in your audience’s shoes. 

By choosing your concept carefully from the 
outset, you will be able to create an effective 
marketing strategy in order to ensure people 
read, share and comment on your blog. 

2 Do your research
What are other bloggers in your area writing 
about? Start having a look at your potential 
competitors and review the posts which are 
most topical and commented on. Start to 
research who your competitors will be – even 
if you are just doing this for fun. Who else is 
blogging on your topic? Then start to think 
about how you could start to work together. 
Can you partner up by offering some guest 
blogs whilst you start up, and continue by 
sharing some content once you’re established?

Once you have got to know your market, the 
language and tone that “talks” to them and 
the type of comments you can expect, you will 
have a good grounding to begin writing some 
of your first posts. 

Writing is one thing – and essentially the 
passion will have to come from you, but the 
technical bit is something that you can get help 
with!

3 Look and play the part! 
Dressed up Intelligence may sound like some 
form of false advertising, but what you really 
need to ensure here is that your site talks the 
talk in both copy and visual content, as well 
as the intelligent “behind the scenes” technical 
aspects including SEO, tagging and meta 
descriptions. 

The techy parts behind the scenes are what you 
need to develop effectively in order for your 
blogs to be found, read and shared. The beauty 
of this is, it can all be learnt, or if you really 
want to, you can pay someone else to help you! 
The more research you have done in the initial 
stages the easier it’ll be to learn the tips and 
techniques which will increase the visibility of 
your blogs – meaning more and more people 
will see them.

Getting to grips with SEO is always a bonus 
though. As for most businesses with websites, 
understanding the fundamentals behind search 
engine optimisation will enable you to not only 
write your own blog content with ease – filling 
it with relevant keywords and descriptions – 
but it will also help you to suggest ideas within 
your role as a PA.

4 Get social!
I’m hoping by now this is your favourite “to 
do” – I cannot tell you how many articles I have 
not only written, but also read where people are 
screaming from the rooftops about just how 
crucial social media is to your personal profile, 
as well as for business promotion. Whilst 
most social platforms are steering businesses 

towards advertising, social media is still the 
largest “free” online promotional tool out there 
– and what can be better than word of mouth 
promotion? 

Connect all of your social media platforms to 
your blog, and ensure that each time you blog, 
you share your posts across your platforms. 
Create custom urls which are uniform across 
each platform making it as easy as possible to 
build “fans and followers” across all of your 
social media channels, help them find and 
follow you.

Take to Instagram to capture some arty shots 
and fill your posts with hashtags to boost your 
visibility.

Once you’ve put all of that hard work into your 
blog, you need to make sure you get as many 
views as possible – as that is what counts in 
terms of “authoritative value”.

5 Don’t be shy
You started your blog with passion and purpose 
– so don’t be shy in revisiting your initial 
aims, and taking your blog one step further. 
If you set out to prove your copywriting skills 
were second to none – send your boss, or the 
marketing department a link to your blog – 
offer yourself up as an extra pair of hands if they 
need some content creating. 

Alternatively, if you’re thinking about taking 
the leap to work for yourself, or fancy your 
chances at making some money for your 
blog, map out a strategy, and start writing 
advertising proposals – they do say if you don’t 
ask, you don’t get…

Whatever your vision is for your blog, or even 
if you just want to get to grips with what this 
blogging malarkey is all about, start reading, 
expand your mind, and even try out a course or 
two. You never know – you might just like it! 

about the author

Claire Lister is MD of Pitman Training. www.pitman-training.co.uk. Renowned for its heritage in PA and Secretarial 
courses, Pitman Training has remained synonymous as the leading independent training provider, revolutionising office 
communications since 1837. Specialists in Office, IT, Administration, Finance and Business Skills, Pitman Training 
offers a flexible approach to training for employment and has been trusted for generations which has enabled the provision 
of exceptional centre-based and online training for thousands of people every year throughout the UK. Recommended 
training to support this article: Social Media for Business Diploma, Social Media for Business Award, Social Media 
Strategy for Business, Twitter for Business, Facebook for Business, LinkedIn for Business, Google+ for Business. Please 
note many of the courses, diplomas, awards and seminars available at Pitman Training are CPD accredited. For more 
information on blogging take a look at Blogging for Business and WordPress for Business at www.pitman-training.com.



twenty two

Career Development

www.executivesecretary.com

5 Administrative Skills and 
Attributes Every Office 
Professional Should Have

WRITER

RobERT 
HoskIng

Administrative professionals are valued for their 
ability to wear many hats. often their jobs 
require high-level responsibilities, ranging from 
planning large-scale events and representing 
senior managers to creating presentations and 
analyzing financial data. but what skills and 
attributes are must-haves for today’s support staff?

To better understand the traits in greatest 
demand, officeTeam and the International 
Association of Administrative Professionals 
(IAAP) surveyed 610 senior managers and 
2,290 administrative professionals as part of 
the office of the Future project. 

Following is an overview of the top administrative 
skills and attributes, based on their responses:

1 Time management
Although responding supervisors ranked time 
management (39 percent) as a top priority for 
their support staff, only 14 percent of workers 
identified this skill as most important. When 
you regularly juggle multiple time-sensitive 
projects for senior executives, it’s no wonder 
your manager would want you to meet deadlines 
and get everything done in an efficient manner. 
It’s possible that administrative professionals 
gave this ability a fourth-place ranking because 
it’s already an integral part of their jobs and they 
didn’t see a need to call it out. but do keep an 
eye on time management — your supervisor is 
paying attention to your multi-tasking abilities 
and promptness in addressing myriad demands.

2 Flexibility
With all the items on your daily to-do list, 
it’s of little surprise that most administrative 
professionals surveyed (61 percent) noted 

adaptability as the most important attribute for 
the job. In your role, you have to work well with 
a variety of personality types and be open to the 
many — and sometimes odd — assignments 
that crop up. In a previous survey for office of the 
Future, examples of unusual requests support staff 
have taken on included “get a snake out of the 
women’s bathroom” and “Help land a helicopter 
on top of the building.” While these are pretty 
extreme examples, successful administrative 
workers don’t bat an eye when occasional requests 
fall outside of their job description.

3 Organizational skills
Three out of 10 surveyed (30 percent) in both 
groups, valued the ability of administrative 
professionals to stay organized. It isn’t easy to 
balance competing priorities, deadlines and last-
minute changes with your daily responsibilities. 
Your boss appreciates how you can reschedule her 
three international flight reservations, finish her 
PowerPoint presentation by the end of the day, 
while greeting clients, answering phone lines 
and drafting flawless letters. A key attribute of 
an organized administrative professional is the 
ability to shift gears quickly, complete a new 

task and go back to what you were doing before 
— all without getting flustered.

4 Positive attitude
In another eye-opening contrast between 
managers and administrative professionals, just 
19 percent of workers rated a positive attitude as 
the no 1 attribute, while 35 percent of managers 
did. Let’s dig a little deeper into that finding. 
Executives value Assistants who are easy to work 
with and have a can-do mentality. While you may 
not have a customer service job title, you should 
have the mindset of someone who does. In your 
daily routine, your position calls on you to treat 
people well, respond in difficult interactions with 
grace and solve a range of sticky situations. no 
matter what challenges the workday throws your 
way, the successful administrative professional 
takes care of them with poise and positivity. 

5 Communication
In your day-to-day assignments, you’re called 
upon to speak on your boss’s behalf, and you’re 
writing emails and reports for him or her. It’s 
no surprise that 19 percent of managers and 14 
percent of administrative professionals identified 
verbal and written communication as the top 
administrative skill. Do you speak clearly and 
confidently? Is your tone friendly? As for written 
correspondence, make sure your grammar and 
spelling are impeccable. In addition to using 
spell-check and other tools on your computer, 
take the time to reread and proof your work for 
clarity, typos, appropriate voice and context.

It takes unique administrative skills and 
tremendous adaptability to succeed as an 
administrative professional. once you’ve nailed 
these traits, there’s no stopping you!

An OfficeTeam and IAAP survey reveals some 
surprising truths about PA success...
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When Your Process 
Replaces Your People

WRITER

DOUG 
DICKERSON

When people go to work, they shouldn’t have to leave 
their hearts at home. Betty Bender

John Maxwell shares one of my favorite stories 
about a turkey chatting with a bull. “I would 
love to be able to get to the top of that tree,” 
the turkey sighs, “but I haven’t got the energy.”

“Well,” replied the bull, “why don’t you nibble 
on some of my droppings? They’re packed with 
nutrients.”

The turkey pecked at a lump of dung and found 
that it actually gave him enough strength to 
reach the lowest branch on the tree. The next 
day, after eating some more dung, he reached 
the second branch. Finally after a fourth night, 
there he was proudly perched at the top of the 
tree. But he was promptly spotted by a hunter, 
who shot him down out of the tree.

The moral of the story: BS might get you to the 
top, but it won’t keep you there.

While the story is humorous the ramifications 
of it in the way it plays out in the workplace is 
not. Unfortunately, many employees feel that 
they are getting BS from their employers. Let 
me be clear: strong employee engagement is 
essential to your success in business. And yes, 
all businesses want a healthy bottom line and 
rightfully so. But what happens if your business 
places its processes over its people? Here are 
three consequences you will potentially face 
unless you change.

Fractured relationships
It’s been said that people are your most 
appreciable asset. But when your bottom line 
becomes your most coveted resource then you 

have issues. The most essential ingredient to 
the success of your organization is not having 
the best business model, location, marketing 
or product. It’s your people. They are the life-
blood of your organization and the face of your 
brand. If you only see your people as a means to 
an end (your bottom line) then you are using 
your people. 

If relationships with your people are fractured, 
the rhythm of your business will suffer. Don’t 
expect your people to buy-in to your product 
until you have bought-in to your people. Until 
you get this right nothing else will be. 

Divided loyalties
Here’s the rub: Your people want to be a part 
of an organization and service that they believe 
in and have a connection with. They want to 
be a part of something that is meaningful and 
contribute in a way that makes a difference. But 
when their good intentions brush up against 
a “process over people” mentality it creates 
division.

Now your people have divided loyalties between 
liking the service they render and the people 

they serve and those who are calling the shots. 
If divided loyalties are widespread among your 
people then your processes have failed you. 

Revolving doors
It’s been said that people don’t quit 
organizations they quit bosses (leaders). If the 
execution of your leadership is grounded in 
policies and procedures over relationships and 
teamwork then expect high turnover. Simply 
put; rules over relationship breeds rebellion. 
Eventually there comes a tipping point when 
your best and brightest will vote with their feet 
and find the door.

Let me be clear – boundaries are important and 
there is a place for policies. But policies and 
procedures should complement the work of 
your people and their productivity, not stand 
in the way of it. 

Your organizational culture is tied to 
your employee engagement. Such fallout 
as articulated here due to poor employee 
engagement does not have to define your 
organization. But whether it does or not is on 
you as the leader.

Your path forward begins by recognizing 
that your people are your most valuable 
and appreciable asset. To that end you must 
recognize relationships and communication 
for what they are – the heartbeat of your 
organization. Be committed to serving your 
people, building relationships and developing 
leaders. At the end of the day, would you 
rather be known as the organization with great 
policies or great people?

What do you say?

Strategy coming before staff? It’s time to talk turkey, says 
Doug Dickerson

about the author
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Can we start with a little background information? Where are you 
from and what is your current role?
Originally, I’m from Croydon, South London, and still live in the South 
West London area. 

Although I left school with one GSCE to my name, I returned to full-
time education as a mature student, studying for a Masters in Business 
Psychology at London Metropolitan University. I also have a Post 
Graduate Diploma in Business.

I’m now MD and Lead Trainer for Today’s PA, a training company I set 
up in 2005. So this year is actually our 10th birthday.

It’s amazing to look back and remember that very first Today’s PA training 
course – attended by the grand total of three people. From that 
not-so-auspicious beginning, I could never have imagined 
that by our 10th birthday we would have trained PAs 
from over 4,000 organisations across 80 countries.

Before setting up Today’s PA, I worked in a variety of 
admin roles for several companies before becoming 
PA and Office Manager. It was when I was working 
in the City (of London) that I spotted a gap in the 
market for high-calibre, real-life PA training. And 
the rest, as they say, is history…

What is your background?
Like many of the PAs I train, I was an “accidental PA”! 
There was no career plan – it just happened.

My first job on leaving school was as a cashier with Sainsbury’s. I 
stayed with them for 5 years before gradually moving into a series of 
administrative jobs, gaining experience and learning all the while. This 
eventually led to my becoming PA (accidentally!) to a female doctor at 
St George’s Hospital in Tooting, South London. 

From that role, I went to work for a Quango (quasi non-governmental 
organisation) in the City, before leaving to work freelance for a training 
company. 

My first course for them was teaching people how to write minutes. The 
delegates on these courses came back and began asking for advice on 
assertiveness in the office, and then help with computer skills. It quickly 
dawned on me that what they were really asking was “can you teach me 
to be a PA?” 

So, just as I had been an accidental PA, I am also an accidental PA trainer. 

I quit freelancing with the training company to set up Today’s PA, 
but after that first training course – with those three delegates – I was 
convinced I’d made the wrong decision and this was going to be a total 
failure. Thankfully, I was wrong!

How did you become a Microsoft Certified Trainer?
From that very first course, I identified that IT skills are just as important 
as the core PA skills and the soft skills.

To become a Microsoft Certified Trainer, I had to take a series of exams. 
You have to pass all four exams – one each in Word, Excel, Powerpoint 
and Outlook. 

The exams are incredibly tough. You sit in a lab and it’s strictly time-
limited. It’s very intense. You have to be strong in every area, otherwise 
you’ll be found out very quickly. It made me realise how powerful and 
complex the MS programs really are.

What are the main changes you have seen in the time you have 
been training Assistants?
In the 10 years I’ve been training PAs the thing that hasn’t changed 
is the importance of soft skills. Listening skills, organisational skills, 
managing people, these are as important as ever.

What has changed, as far as recruitment is concerned, is 
that employers are now asking for PAs to be educated to 

degree level. That’s new. Also, languages are becoming 
more important as businesses have clients (and 
offices) in Europe or further afield.

But mainly, it’s the rise of technology. There used to 
be greater emphasis on the core skills such as typing 
and shorthand speeds, and good communication 

skills. Of course, these are still important but 
employers are now asking for excellent IT skills or an 

advanced knowledge of MS Office. PAs need to be more 
than just average. They need to be experts in all manner of 

software. Not just Microsoft but also Google, the Apple suite of 
programs, everything, right across the spectrum.

Just to give you an example of how advanced and indepth the IT training 
needs to be, for that first Microsoft course the handouts were 40 pages – 
that’s 40 pages for the two-day course. Today, it’s a 165-page handout for 
the two days. And, essentially, it’s the same course! 

What inspires and motivates you?
Education. It’s both inspiring and motivating. And seeing how a small 
change can have a huge impact on someone’s life.

The PAs on our courses may be struggling with situations at work. We 
try to give them the tools to deal with the problems, and the reward is 
hearing them say they’ve stood up for themselves in the office, they’re 
starting to get a better life/work balance, they are managing their stress 
levels, they’ve gained promotion. Then hearing how they’ve built on that 
small success. That’s fantastic. 

You recently won an award for Best PA Training Provider in 
the UK. Tell us about that. What difference has it made to your 
business?
It’s early days but we’ve already had a fantastic few months since we won the 
award. So, yes, it has made a difference, boosting our profile even further.

The award was the Members’ Voice Award from pa-assist.com. Being 
voted Best PA Training Provider by over 7,000 PAs is a huge honour. 
But the biggest shock was being nominated!

PAUL PENNANT
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When pa-assist decided to reward the organisations and individuals who 
were seen to be making a real difference to PAs’ lives, they asked their 
members (around 12,000 PAs) to suggest the categories of awards. Best 
PA Training Provider was just one. So then the 12,000 PAs were asked 
to nominate and vote. 

Today’s PA made it to the top 30! We’re a small company, working in a 
big field, dominated by a few big players, so top 30 was incredible. Then, 
amazingly, we made it to the top 5! 

I was invited to the Awards Ceremony which was an experience in 
itself. I’ve never been to an Award’s Ceremony before and I just loved 
every minute of it. As Today’s PA was up against some well-established 
training companies and there was no expectation we would win, I could 
just relax and enjoy the atmosphere.

When the MC announced the award in our category, I was incredibly 
proud to be nominated alongside businesses like Hemsley Fraser, Pitman 
and Reed.

The winner of the award was announced… and you know how sometimes 
everything happens in slow motion? It was like that. The first letter 
spoken was “T” and my brain thought “Hemsley Fraser doesn’t start with 
a T, Pitmans doesn’t start with a T and Reed begins with an R …”. Then 
the presenter said “T…oday’s PA”. I was completely flabbergasted.

7,500 PAs voted for us – the very PAs we’ve been training for the past 
10 years. It’s a real recognition of all the extremely hard work and for 
what we’re trying to achieve. For me, it’s an endorsement that I’m doing 
something right.

There has been another bit of great news. Last year, we were also awarded 
the Innovation for Growth Award from the British Library. We received 
£10,000 worth of business advice and support. That’s invaluable to a 
small business like ours.

What advice would you give someone just starting out as an 
Assistant?
My best piece of advice is to start as you mean to go on. Decide from the 
outset if you’re going to be a career PA – and then go for it. If you are 
lucky enough to work in an industry you love, that’s great. However, you 
do need to remember that, as an Assistant, you are there to support your 
boss and his role in the organisation. This is your job, irrespective of the 
industry you’re in. 

If there is a PA you admire, someone in your organisation, someone in 
your PA network, or someone you’ve read about, why not get in touch 
and ask for some advice? They will be incredibly flattered and you’ll get 
some excellent advice and insight into your role.

Another piece of advice is to become an avid reader. Your boss may be 
keen for you to attend any number of training courses but before you 
start booking anything, look at the cost benefit and what you will get out 
of the course. It may be the perfect course for you. But remember you can 
also get a great deal of information from books. There are so many books 
out there – on business practice, management, how-to, being a PA, and 
books about the industry you’re in. Books, websites, magazines – there’s 
plenty of advice and help out there.

To be honest, I haven’t attended a training course in years – I’ve learnt 
it all from books!

Your course covers hundreds of Microsoft secrets that make life 
easier for Assistants. If you had to choose one for each Word, Excel, 
Powerpoint and Outlook, what would they be?
We all tend to use the same few features in these programs, mainly 
because we’re too busy to learn the techniques that can save us time and 
help us to organise ourselves more effectively. Taking a little time to 
learn a few short-cuts is well worth it in the long run.

In Word, there are two very simple short-cuts that you will use every day. 
We all know Ctrl + C and Ctrl V to copy and paste. But try Ctrl + Shift 
+ C to copy the format and then Ctrl + Shift + B to paste it. It works on 
text and pictures so it can be used in PowerPoint, too.

The other really simple tip is highlighting the text and then using 
Control + [ or ] to make text bigger or smaller. 

For Excel, my favourite tip is highlighting one cell in a data range, then 
pressing F11. This will give you an instant chart. Also, Shift + F3 will 
let you write a formula. For instance, if you have a worksheet that’s been 
sent to you and there are lots of extraneous spaces, hit Shift + F3. It will 
ask you what you want to do. Type “remove spaces” and it will come up 
with “trim” – and off you go.

In PowerPoint, try these tips in the slideshow view (F5 for that). Hit B or 
W will change it to black or white. Ctrl + P will give you a pen to draw 
on your slide and Ctrl + E to erase it.

With Outlook, there are so many short-cuts because it’s such a powerful 
program. A great one is to drag and drop an email into your Calendar 
to make it an appointment. My favourite one is to categorise your Inbox 
so you can instantly see what is urgent, what needs following up, where 
you’re waiting for more information, or what is just reading.

You have trained Assistants all over the world. What are the 
most common problems you come across for Assistants using 
technology?
Despite having the technology to organise ourselves more easily, PAs still 
seem to love their notebooks! 

A small notebook is invaluable for jotting down notes or capturing that 
flash of inspiration but make time to transcribe these thoughts. 

Get your ideas on to your computer, tablet, phone, however you like to 
work. You can set up reminders or check that a project is on schedule 
quickly and easily. By making use of technology, as you would your 
spiral-bound notebook, you’ll find it easier to organise yourself and your 
boss.

Of course, the real problem is lack of time. PAs are continually busy and 
can’t always afford the time to become experts in technology. My advice 
is to try to carve out that time. You’ll reap the benefits very quickly.

So what’s next for Paul Pennant? Where do you want to be in 5 
years’ time?
I would love to be still training PAs and be reaching our 15th birthday. 
Today’s PA may continue to grow, but there are other products and 
services I’d like to become involved in; other ways to help support PAs 
and make their lives easier. 

Whatever the next five years holds for me and Today’s PA, it’ll be 
exciting. And Executive Secretary will be the first to know all about it!
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Be True to Yourself
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The American poet EE Cummings said, “It 
takes courage to grow up and become who you 
really are.”

Most of us grow up in a society in which there 
is an underlying pressure to act and behave 
in a way in which others think we should. As 
individuals, we usually like to be accepted 
and to conform to the “norm” in order not 
to displease others. By doing so, however, we 
should be careful not to lose our identity and 
our personal aspirations. 

Growing up 
During our formative years, many of us like 
to feel “part of the crowd” and may even go 
against the advice of our parents just so that we 
feel a sense of belonging. Sometimes, we also 
ignore or subsume our own feelings because we 
are not sufficiently confident to try to convince 
others around us. So we rationalise it to our self 
that “it isn’t the right time.”

Opportunities may pass right in front of you 
as you get older but you convince yourself, or 
others convince you, that the time is not really 
right for you. But do you even wonder if you 
are really being true to yourself by acting in 
accordance with what you believe and what you 
want to achieve in your life?

However, being true to yourself is not always 
easy. Pressures, opinions and claimed good 
“advice” from others, can have an adverse 
impact upon your decisions. You may worry 
about what people may say or think about you 
and you may find yourself agreeing with others 
just because you don’t want to upset or hurt 
them. Being true to yourself does take courage 
and you may need to look deeper into yourself 

to find the necessary conviction. It is important 
that you do not allow others to define who you 
are and what you want to do with your life. 
That is a decision for you and you alone for, in 
the end, everyone must strive to live the life 
they choose, wherever possible.

Pleasing others
However, although it is important to gain 
acceptance from society and from your peer 
group, it is not always possible and this can be 
a challenge for many of us. Of course, pleasing 
others is good and can boost your self esteem 
but it shouldn’t always be at your own expense. 

To know what you want and to pursue your 
ambition is important. You may make mistakes 
along the way – as we all do – but it is better 
to have tried than not to have tried at all. And 
even if things go wrong, you will have gained 
some learning from the experience. Life is not 
easy but we are expected to learn from both our 
own mistakes and those of others.

Your true friends should usually accept you for 
who you are and they will be the ones who will 
support your aspirations in life and will not 

take offence if you don’t accept their advice or 
conform to their expectations. Remember that 
your life needs to go in your chosen direction 
and not in the way of someone else. To try to 
emulate a role model can bring a necessary focus 
to your ambition provided you always keep 
true to yourself and that you strive to live the 
life that you wish for yourself and your family. 
But in regard to role models, don’t forget that 
you usually only hear about their successes and 
rarely about their failures. The secret is that the 
former must always exceed the latter!

Each of us needs to take responsibility for the 
direction of our own life for only then can we 
find meaning and derive satisfaction from it 
every day. 

Make sure you know the kind of person you 
want to be, what kind of life you want and what 
job or profession, then you can shape your goals 
to take you on your journey.

In the words of Apple’s late Steve Jobs: 
“Remembering that you are going to die is the 
best way I know to avoid the trap of thinking 
you have something to lose. You are already 
naked. There is no reason not to follow your 
heart.”

Don’t wait! Seize the opportunity.

Key points:
•	 Be yourself, not someone else.
•	 Keep true to your hopes and dreams. 
•	 Your life is unique – live it!

“Know thyself,” says Carole Spiers, and all will 
be well in the world

about the author
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How I Messed Up On My 
First Job – and What You  
Can Learn From My Mistakes!

WRITER

BRENDA 
BERNSTEIN

“Why?”
This is a question asked by children incessantly 
all over the world. “Why” is an essential inquiry 
into how the world works. It seems some “Why?” 
questions are acceptable signs of curiosity, whereas 
others are met with “Because I said so.” As adults, 
it’s the same way. We are encouraged to get to the 
source of the “Why?” in science, for instance, but 
when we are given a task by a supervisor, we are 
often discouraged from asking why; managers can 
see the question as an affront to their authority.

Do you get offended when someone asks you 
why? Are you afraid to ask because you might 
be considered recalcitrant? Consider this story.

My first job
As a high school student, I got my first “real” 
job as a cashier at Carrot Top Pastries, a small 
bakery known for making the best carrot 
cake in New York City. After receiving brief 
instructions on how to use the register, I set 
out on my first day of work. Very quickly, I 
determined that it would be much faster to hit 
the “no sale” button to eject the cash drawer, 
rather than to enter in the amount of every 
purchase and go through all that extra work! 
After all, I was a math whiz at the Bronx 
High School of Science and knew how to make 
change! I didn’t need the cash register to tell 
me what to do!

Things went on like this for several days before 
the owner of the bakery discovered she had no 
record of what had been sold at the end of each 
day, and no way to balance the accounting.

Oops.

From this experience, I took away that I am 
fallible, often in the moments when I thought 
I was being most impressive. That hurt. I also 

learned that not understanding the “why” behind 
a task greatly increases the possibility of error.

Carrot Top laid me off after a couple of weeks, 
not due to my erroneous ways but because of 
a strike at the telephone company across the 
street – the source of most of the bakery’s 
business. Still, I left that job with a humility I 
had not experienced before.

Good managers explain why
Later in life, I became a manager (in a role that 
kept me at a safe distance from cash registers). I 
learned that when employees understand the big 
picture – the “Why?” – of what they are doing, 
they are more motivated, loyal and productive 
than when they are simply given a task to do. If 
the Carrot Top manager had told me from the get-
go that entering amounts on the cash register was 
how they tracked their sales and balanced their 
books, I would not have made the mistake I made.

When I am managing, or even editing, I make 
a concerted effort to explain the why behind my 
instructions and what value the task at hand will 
bring to the project, client and/or organization.

In March, I was in charge of putting materials 
together to distribute at a workshop. Part of 
the work my Assistants were doing included 

cutting some of the materials. I explained to 
them the importance of presentation, what 
the materials were for, and when they would 
be handed out. I also stood there while the 
Assistants started the project to do quality 
control. The results were beautiful!

What if it’s “Obvious”?
Admittedly, explaining “Why?” is often easier 
said than done. In my role, often the reason 
for an instruction is so obvious to me that I 
can’t even conceive someone else would not 
automatically understand. It’s often when I skip 
over a “Why?” that mistakes get made. That’s 
what happened with my manager at Carrot Top.

I would assert that as the person doing a task 
we have some responsibility too. Now, when 
someone gives me instructions that don’t make 
sense to me, or when I think I have a better idea of 
how something should be done, my first response 
is to ask “Why?” Sadly, this question is not always 
met with enthusiasm, as some people like to have 
their instructions followed unquestioningly.

While I understand that perspective, as a manager 
I would always prefer people to ask me why they 
are doing something before they go ahead and 
do it their way – or before doing it my way but 
resenting it. I encourage all of you to ask and 
answer the question “Why?” when it will create 
communication flow and/or prevent unplanned, 
potentially dangerous system changes!

A tragic note
In writing this article, I did a Google search 
for Carrot Top Pastries and discovered that 
the owner committed suicide a couple of years 
ago. From what I could gather, she was feeling 
desperation in the face of a landlord dispute 
for the store she had owned for 30 years. This 
ending truly has me asking “Why?”

It’s all in the whys and wherefores, says Brenda Bernstein
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Time for a Little Boss Mode
WRITER

AdAm 
FIdlER

I remember my first “proper” job as a PA in 
the early 2000s – it was for a large FTSE100 
firm, in their group headquarters, where I 
supported the CEO’s chief communicator and 
spin doctor. The bulk of my job was to take 
down in shorthand, from dictated matter, the 
speeches the CEO would give at various events, 
which were written for him by my boss.  

When I reflect about working as a PA back 
then, I would say my job was relatively 
straightforward (and, dare I say it, more fun!) 
I would plough through the pile of work that 
was in front of me and spent most of my time 
“processing” or carrying out transactional 
activities. I guess this mode of working, whilst 
simplistic, is what we used to style the more 
“traditional” PA role. It wasn’t that I wasn’t 
proactive (far from it!) – it was just that I had a 
narrower role, which required me to be efficient 
in responding to the needs and demands of 
others, and there was little time for me to be 
“creative”.  

Within a few years, I had progressed to become 
a more Senior PA, with more responsibility and 
this coincided with the advent of the internet 
and email. All of a sudden, the business world 
became connected 24 hours a day, and everyone 
in corporate life became overwhelmed with 
things vying for their attention. my “to do” 
pile became bigger and emails took over. 

With all this in mind, I quickly learnt that it 
wasn’t possible to work in the same way as I had 
done before; there weren’t enough hours in the 
day to get through the deluge of activities that 
needed completing. If a relentless workload 
was now the norm, and never “let up”, then the 
answer wasn’t to “catch up”, as this was near 
impossible. So, what did I have to do? I had 

to adapt my working style, and so I got better 
at focusing and deciding on what was important – 
rather than trying to do everything.   

In order for me to work like this, I learnt 
that I needed to now set aside plenty of time 
for thinking. That meant time away from 
transactional work or the routine “processing” 
(such as diary management) to sit back and 
reflect on what the priorities were, when 
those priorities need completing and, more 
importantly, how those priorities were going 
to be achieved. In other words, I had to become 
more solution-focused and come up with some of 
the answers – which required me to schedule 
thinking time for me, to sit back, reflect, think 
and plan. 

So, I learnt to schedule quiet time, away from 
my desk, to brainstorm, or be creative, and think 
about the bigger picture. I call this “Boss mode” 
and you can’t always do it at your desk when 
you are constantly being interrupted. Compare 
this to being in what I call “PA mode”, which 
is when you are doing transactional work that 

requires little real thinking (consider when you 
are typing a document, or going over diaries; 
you do most of it without actually registering 
what you are doing!)

In my view, all PAs need at least one hour per 
week to be in Boss mode (thinking mode) 
and during that interlude, they should ask 
themselves questions such as: “What do we 
need to achieve?”, “What’s not working for me 
and the boss?”, “What does my plan of action 
look like?” and even “What’s my project plan?” 
It’s a bit like brainstorming, but doing it on 
your own. Without stepping back to think and 
plan, we end up doing more of the same, and 
fail to come up with solutions and ideas that 
save the boss having to think for him or herself. 

The crux of this conversation is that today’s PAs 
need to work more strategically and this means 
the PA not only decides what needs to be done 
– but also how the company might go about 
doing it. 

I encourage all Assistants, therefore, to schedule 
at least one hour per week to be in Boss mode. 
Put it in your diary, stick to it, and book a 
separate room or use your boss’ office when they 
are out. It’s your crucial planning and thinking 
time. Coming up with new ideas and solutions 
cannot be done when you are whizzing through 
work. Just one hour of Boss mode per week 
will greatly enhance your productivity and 
contribution, and it will show the boss you are 
developing strategic focus by thinking about 
the bigger picture. 

I wish you every success when you are working 
in Boss mode! 

Adam Fidler explains why today’s PAs need to 
do as much thinking as their bosses
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The Project Mindset
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In my career I have been fortunate enough to 
work on three major projects: the london 2012 
Olympic Games electrical infrastructure, the 
london 2012 Olympic Opening Ceremony and 
Crossrail, a new railway for london. I’ve come to 
realise that although they seem very different, 
successful projects share similar characteristics 
which you can adapt to your own work.

What is a Project?
•	 it has a beginning
•	 it has an end
•	 it is temporary
•	 it is unique
•	 it is not part of business as usual

as Pas, we undertake projects every day – 
the office Christmas Party, a management 
away day, a travel itinerary – can be classified 
as projects using the above definition. note 
that “unique” doesn’t mean “only once”. For 
example, organising the office Christmas Party 
happens every year, but each party is unique. In 
the same vein, “temporary” doesn’t necessarily 
mean “short term”. When I worked on the 
electrical infrastructure project for the london 
2012 Olympic Games, that temporary project 
lasted six years! It is also important to note that 
although the project itself isn’t part of business 
as usual, the finished product (eg electrical 
infrastructure) often is, and the end of the 
project often coincides with the product being 
subsumed into the everyday business.

So, now we know what a project is, how can we 
bring that mindset into our working day?

1 Begin with the end in mind
Or, in other words – have a plan! What is 
the ultimate end goal of the project? On big 
projects this is fairly simple to ascertain – 
complete the infrastructure for the Olympic 
Games before the opening date; build a new 
railway for london on time and within budget 
– but for smaller projects it can take some 
expert questioning to get to the heart of the 
matter. 

let’s take the example of organising a meeting 
with a number of people across departments. 

Is the purpose to make a decision or impart 
information? What does the outcome look 
like? Eg the purpose of the meeting is to 
review presentations from Departments X and 
Y regarding new products in development. 
The outcome is taking two products forward to 
Phase 2. Working backward from the outcome 
(“the end”) can then inform who needs to 
present, who needs to attend, how long the 
meeting will take and even where it should 
be held. asking the right questions at the 
beginning can save a lot of grief at the end.

2 Create a team culture
On some projects you will be flying solo, but 
on others you will be part of, or in charge of, 
a project team. When you are working with 
people from different backgrounds and who 

have different motivations and aspirations it is 
important to create a shared identity. human 
beings are hardwired to form groups but we 
need to start from the same platform and align 
our personal goals to the project goals. 

On both the london 2012 Olympic Games 
and Crossrail this has been achieved in a 
variety of different ways – logos, badges, 
uniforms, internal websites and publications, 
opportunities to participate in site visits or 
celebratory events – all manifestations of values 
statements that are acted upon and rewarded. 
This constant reinforcement of the team ethos 
keeps it uppermost in everyone’s minds and 
also creates a framework where behaviours that 
don’t complement the goals can be challenged 
safely and corrected accordingly.

Big projects require big thinking, says 
Kathleen Drum
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3 Get the fundamentals right
Do you have the right resources to complete 
the project on time and within budget? For 
example, when booking an external meeting 
room have you considered what equipment is 
included or not included in the price? Will you 
need flipcharts, pens, paper, laptops or other 
presentation equipment? Do any attendees 
have mobility issues? Even simple things like 
food preferences and dietary requirements 
can be forgotten if they are not specifically 
mentioned. The more items you can provide for 
at the beginning of the project, the better off 
you will be in the long term. It is always easier 
to scale back an event and reduce the budget, 
than it is to try and increase a budget to include 
something that has been forgotten. 

4 Practice, practice, practice
all major projects have at least one full run-
through before commencement, installation 
or opening. Even the opening ceremony of the 
london 2012 Olympic Games had two full 
dress rehearsals, with audiences, in the Olympic 
Stadium, prior to the actual live event. On 
smaller projects, this full rehearsal may not be 
possible, but, in the case of a meeting or full day 
conference, at the very least a site visit of the 
venue, with a mental walk through of the day 
from start to finish, can help. as an assistant, 
you may not always be there on the ground 
on the day, but everyone will still look to you 
for the answers. The more knowledgeable and 
confident you are about the project and the 
plan, the more reassurance you can provide to 
the attendees and your executive.

5 Make it easy
make information available to everyone involved 
in your project. If it’s a meeting, conference 
or product launch, set out your expectations 
clearly, and do whatever preparation you can 
in advance. Provide location maps, a detailed 
itinerary, and briefing notes – whatever it 
takes. I have an “off-site meeting kit” that I 
use when hosting meetings in an unfamiliar 
environment. This is a small backpack that 
includes pens, pencils, highlighters, whiteboard 
pens, staplers, staples, batteries, post-it notes, 
Sellotape, scissors, Blu-tack, paperclips, phone 
charger and anything else I can think of! I 

spend some time before the event re-stocking 
and adding as necessary; on the day I am 
prepared for most requests from most people. 
Yes, an external venue will provide you with 
a lot of these items but it saves you time and 
anxiety if you have these things to hand. 

6 Build in contingencies
Even the best-laid project plans can be derailed 
by external factors. Do you have a back-up plan 
for any transport issues? Strikes, traffic jams 
and weather can all play havoc with an itinerary. 
What if a speaker falls ill or is unable to attend 
at the last minute? Even less dramatic, but no 
less vexing – how will you recover timings 
if one speaker goes over the allotted time? 
Building in extra breaks and having options, 
will allow you to move from panic to poise very 
quickly. 

7 Fail fast
mistakes do happen, but the key is to 
acknowledge the problem and communicate 
the solution as quickly as possible. Give 
yourself time to find a solution or ask for help 
– you may have an expert in the room just 
itching to help out, but not wanting to step 
on your toes. Your attitude and ability to solve 
the problem will be remembered more than the 
problem itself. 

8 Communicate
Communication is the key ingredient in a 
successful project – both the frequency and 
the clarity of your messages are important. On 
large scale projects external websites, Twitter, 
Facebook, written publications, press releases 
and community events communicate the key 
messages to stakeholders and other interested 
parties. Whilst those tools may not be 
appropriate for your project it is still essential 
to agree a communication plan and frequency 
with your executive and stick to it. Too little 
information makes people anxious, too much 
information and they feel overwhelmed. 

9 Celebrate
On a long project it is important to celebrate 
milestones along the way – it is easy to lose 
sight of the big picture within the day-to-
day push to get the work done. During the 

construction of the london 2012 infrastructure 
we celebrated 3 years / 2 years / 1 year to go 
before the Opening Ceremony; on Crossrail we 
have recently celebrated “The Great East West 
Breakthrough” – the completion of tunnelling 
under london. These occasions were marked 
with events for staff and stakeholders, and press 
conferences to announce the milestones to a 
wider audience. Celebrating a milestone doesn’t 
need to be a big event; it can be as simple as a 
team lunch together – anything that lets you 
step away from the work and look at how far 
you’ve come. 

10 Embrace the new 
Working on a project that is not part of 
“business as usual” gives you the opportunity 
to test-drive new technologies and methods 
of working. For example, microsoft One note 
(free to download), is a good way to share and 
store documents; if you don’t use it in your 
business, your project might provide a great 
testing ground – and provide you with some 
valuable new skills at the same time! You may 
also be able to experiment with remote working 
(working from home), video conferencing or 
using social media. 

11 Leave a legacy 
no matter how big or small the project, it 
is important to share knowledge and lessons 
learned. If you organise the office Christmas 
Party every year, keep a file with things that 
worked well (or not so well). lessons can be 
learned from the positive and well run aspects of 
a project, as well as from the negative. Keeping 
good notes from previous projects also means 
that you can hand that project on to someone 
else if need be.

12 Have fun
no explanation required!

about the author

Kathleen Drum is based in london and currently works as the assistant to the Chief of Staff at Crossrail. Originally 
from new Zealand, she loves being a tourist in her adopted country. Kathleen is passionate about the Pa profession 
and is always challenging herself to learn more and do more. www.linkedin.com/in/kathleendrum



thirty two

business sTRATeGY

www.executivesecretary.com

9th World Administrators’ 
Summit, Port Moresby, 
Papua New Guinea

WRITER

ETH LLOYD

I was honoured to be the Co-Chairman (2014-
2015) of the 9th World Administrators’ Summit 
Advisory Council 2015 (11-14 August, 2015) 
with Mrs Weka Avosa from Papua New Guinea 
(PNG). Working across countries and cultures 
is a challenging but extremely rewarding 
undertaking. It is through these challenges that 
we truly get to know others and to respect the 
work that they do and the commitment they 
bring to their roles. 

If you have seen information over the last few 
months about the 9th World Administrators’ 
Summit and wondered what it was, here is a 
brief outline of the history and some initial 
decisions from this recent event which may well 
help inform you. This event and future events 
are very important to you as administrative 
professionals; it is about positively changing 
the perception and recognition of your 
profession.

In 1992 Professional Secretaries International 
(now International Association of 
Administrative Professionals – IAAP) hosted 
a meeting that brought together the leaders of 
the various associations throughout the world 
to participate in an international summit 
discussing global issues affecting secretarial 
staff. This event was called the International 
Secretarial Summit and the first two were 
hosted in the United States. 

Since then Summits have been hosted, in 
order, in South Africa, New Zealand, United 
Kingdom, Australia, Trinidad and Tobago, 
New Zealand again (when the event was 
renamed World Administrators’ Summit) 
and most recently Papua New Guinea. These 
Summits have been held every two to three 
years and at each Summit a bid has been 
accepted for hosting the next event.

The goal of the World Administrators’ Summit 
was:

A global meeting of administrative and 
office professionals and Associations; to 

guide, influence and positively develop the 
profession.

World Action Plan – Administra
In 2006 the host country, Australia, purchased 
the naming rights to a new star in the heavens 
and had it named Administra in honour 
of all Administrative/Office Professionals 
throughout the world. 

The first World Action Plan was developed 
at the 2006 event and those present agreed 
that Administra was an appropriate name for 
this plan. Administra (which can be found at 
www.worldadministratorssummit.com) provides 
a framework for Associations to organise and 
accomplish their own goals. It was intended to 
spark energy and commitment in Associations 
through being connected and provide the 
opportunity for collegiality and co-operation.

Administra is a set of guidelines; it is not a set 
of rules. These guidelines are for the use of 
all associations throughout the world to help 
in developing their own strategic or business 
plans. However, to be useful, an action plan is 
a living document and at the next international 
summit must be reviewed and revised to meet 
changing directions.

One of the Delegate agenda items for 
discussion at the most recent Summit in 
PNG were revisions of Administra’s goals 
which to this point had focussed more on 
administrative professional associations than 
on the administrative professional. The revised 
goals while high level can be used by both 
individuals and associations to help set their 
own goals. The four goals in their unrefined 
state are:

1 Encourage administrative professionals 
into professional development and career 
progression.
2 Connect world Assistants so there is 
commonality in our uniqueness.
3 Establish the role of an administrative 
professional as a profession.

4 Ensure that the future of the Global 
Administrative Professionals Summit continues 
to be inspirational and sustainable.

Further discussion, refinement and supporting 
details are required and this will be undertaken 
by the renamed and redeveloped Global 
Administrators’ Council. Once completed the 
final reviewed version of Administra will be 
placed on the website.

Delegates
Every country in the world is able to send up 
to three delegates to the World Administrators’ 
Summit to represent and present the views of 
administrative professionals in their country. 

Often the delegates are appointed from 
the national administrative professional 
association, if they have one. However this 
year, 2015, individuals were able to apply to 
be a delegate if they met specific criteria set out 
in the Delegate Credential form, which can be 
found on the website.

Other Delegate Agenda topics discussed were:

1 Administrative profession – is it a 
profession? 

a. Universal Position Titles — part of being 
recognised as a profession?

Eth Lloyd reports on the Summit as Co-Chairman

Delegates from New Zealand (Wendy Rapana) 
and Australia (Leanne Fisher) arrive in PNG 
with Lucy Brazier and are met by the PNGAAP 
welcoming party
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2 Professional Development: is it essential 
for the role? 

a. International Certification /Accreditation/
Qualification

3 Internationalism for the profession

a. Speaking as One Voice — is there value 
in networking with other administrative 
professionals, affiliation with other countries?
b. Code of Conduct — is there value in this?

4 Future of World Summits: should they 
continue? If so, what should the timing and 
locations be? 

5 Terms of reference

a. Advisory Council
b. Local Organising Committee

Notes from these discussions are being finalised 
and will be shared first with the Delegates who 
were present, then with all Associations around 
the world and will be put up on the website for 
all administrative professionals to consider. 

One significant result is that it was agreed 
that these world summits should continue 
every three years and the next one will be in 
2018. A slight name change was discussed and 
agreed: Global Administrative Professionals 
Summit. The location has not yet been finalised 
but will be by October 2015. This will be shared 
with all Associations and put on the website 
and Facebook www.facebook.com/pages/9th-World-
Administrators-Summit/836994436377014.

Several working parties are being developed 
to continue investigations and discussions 
on all of the topics above so that decisions 
can be made and progress shown when we all 
meet again in 2018. A redevelopment of the 
structure of how these events are managed is 
underway. Additionally it has been agreed that 
these summits will remain a working event for 
delegates from all countries who can attend. The 
host country may run a concurrent conference 

but that is an entirely separate matter and 
solely the business of the host country.

The PNGAAP Annual Conference and Annual 
General Meeting ran concurrently with the 
World Administrators’ Summit Delegate 
discussions. PNGAAP has over 1,000 members 
throughout PNG. It is stunning to understand 
that PNG, a developing country with 800+ 
distinct languages and a population of 7 million 
of which only 18% live in urban areas, can easily 
bring together 250 of their own administrative 
professionals to attend this conference. There 

were even more administrative professionals 
from PNG who wished to attend but spaces 
were limited. 

There was a combined session of conference 
participants and Delegates on Day 3 of this 
event where the Delegates from the Summit 
reported to the conference participants on 
the results of their discussions. There were 
thought-provoking statements shared; a 
participant from PNG who said: “The messages 
we take away from here are not just for us 
but to give to our children. Education is an 
equaliser.” And Leanne Fisher, Delegate from 
Australia who said: “There is a commonality in 
our uniqueness.” 

The Global Administrative Professionals Summit 
is your voice in the world which is seeking to 

ensure your day-to-day work is respected as a 
profession and that through speaking as One 
Voice you are heard as a respected part of the 
business and world community. 

These Summits are something that you should 
be interested in and participate in, wherever 
and however possible. If there is a survey 
about you and your profession then take part 
in it, especially if it is for the next Global 
Administrative Professionals Summit; this 
is your opportunity to be heard and to have 
your view counted. Put the website into your 

favourites and “like” the Facebook page so you 
can easily keep up to date.

I have been deeply appreciative of being able to 
participate in all Summits since 2000, except 
this one when special family commitments 
kept me at home. I plan to be at the next 
Global Administrative Professionals’ Summit 
in 2018, wherever it is and in whatever role and 
providing whatever support I can. 

I believe these Summits provide an opportunity 
for me to contribute to the profession 
that I worked in for 35 years, and allow 
me to internationally support my fellow 
administrative professionals in the recognition 
of their work, and to help to strengthen the 
world perception of their roles.

about the author

Eth worked for 30 years as a personal assistant. She has run her own professional development consultancy for the last 
10 years, Enderby Associates Ltd, specifically for administrative professionals. Eth has worked with numerous EAs, 
PAs and other administrative professionals in supporting their successfully gaining national qualifications in the 
workplace and to enhance their career opportunities. Eth has a Masters in Education where her research looked at the 
professional development opportunities and career pathways of administrative professionals. Eth is a former National 
President of the Association of Administrative Professionals New Zealand Inc (AAPNZ), has been a Director and 
Chairman of AAPNZ Professional Development Ltd and a member and Chairman of their Professional Development 
Sub-committee which has responsibility for AAPNZ’s Certification programme. She recently spent a year in Apia, 
Samoa as a Volunteers Services Abroad (VSA) volunteer as an Administration Services Advisor returning to New 
Zealand in November 2014. She has a passion for the administrative profession and their value in the workplace shown 
by her commitment to assisting them to gain a relevant qualification and develop a career pathway. Eth Lloyd can be 
contacted at eth.lloyd@gmail.com. Eth will be speaking at Executive Secretary LIVE in Johannesburg in February, 
2016. For full details visit www.executivesecretarylive.com.

Full conference attendance including Summit Delegates in PNG taken by Lucy Brazier.
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The Simplest Way to 
Motivate Your Staff

WRITER

BoB  
FERguson

Keeping staff motivated is one of the key 
challenges for all managers and business 
owners. To help you there are lots of theories on 
motivation, but there is one action that stands 
out from the rest – praise. And what could be 
simpler than using praise to motivate your 
staff?

However, it’s not as straightforward as it 
appears.

In 2005 Vodafone published its Working 
nation survey. It focussed on motivation 
and happiness in the workplace. one of the 
questions asked managers how many of them 
used praise to motivate their staff; 84% said 
they did.

When they asked the staff who worked for those 
managers how many of them received praise as 
motivation the answer was only 32%. In other 
words over half the managers who thought they 
were giving praise weren’t getting that message 
through to their staff. This is a problem because 
praise is essential for motivation.

In his book Flow, Mihály Csíkszentmihályi 
demonstrates that a key factor in motivating 
people when they have been successful is 
immediate feedback.

so next time someone does a good job for you, 
try this; write brief thanks and appreciation on 
a sticky note, put it right in the middle of their 
desk and watch what happens when the person 
sees it. They will likely smile, their back will 

straighten and you’ll get a sense of their pride. 
now watch what they do next; most likely they 
will move the note to one of the corners of their 
desk and during the day they’ll glance at it 
from time to time to repeat the dose of good 
feeling. That’s why written feedback is so much 
more effective than verbal; it keeps re-giving 
that praise.

And a small gift of recognition can pay even 
bigger dividends.

I took a team of engineers on a work assignment 
to France. The in-house travel office had just 
sorted out all the tickets and accommodation 
for us when one of the team had to pull out. 
A replacement was found but it meant new 
tickets, a different taxi, new booking details 
– in other words a lot of work last thing on a 
Friday afternoon.

While we were away we decided to club 
together and buy the travel office a thank you 
tin of typical French biscuits – which I hand 

delivered to them on my return. The effect was 
remarkable. The manager grabbed my hand as 
if I’d given him a winning lottery ticket. He 
rushed over to his team and explained what the 
biscuits were for. The tin of biscuits sat in the 
middle of the travel office for the next week. 
Visitors were offered a biscuit and proudly told 
the tale. That simple, cheap tin of biscuits gave 
a week of praise to that team… and a key lesson 
for every manager.

The next time I went to the travel office what 
do you think the service was like? It was 
incredible. The lesson is clear; there are big 
performance gains to be had when teams feel 
valued and motivated.

If you want to motivate your staff, celebrate 
small successes with small rewards on a regular 
basis. This way we reinforce that success is 
important to us, that we value our teams’ 
efforts, and we make them feel good at the same 
time. It doesn’t have to be anything big. A tin 
of biscuits or a tray of cakes will do the job. The 
payback on a small investment can be huge.

Finally, make sure staff understand that the 
treat is recognition for something specific. Just 
giving a treat without a link means staff won’t 
necessarily recognise the praise or feel motivated 
by it. Timely praise produces powerful results; 
and if you do it right it really can be simple.

When it comes to great management, it all starts 
with a tin of biscuits
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What’s Your Bête 
Noir?

WRITER

RONA CANT

We all have our “bête noir” and mine is 
Technology, which in this day and age is not 
the best one to have. You cannot move without 
some sort of technology “butting into your life”. 
Your mobile phone does not stop ringing so do 
you answer it or leave it? I find a ringing phone 
difficult to ignore but you often have no idea 
who it is, whether it is an emergency, a friend 
wanting to chat or business. It compels you to 
answer it “just in case…” And how frustrating 
is it when you are busy to find that the call 
was someone who just wanted to chat? That 
compelling ringing phone destroying your 
presence. Well done those who can ignore it!

But I am not alone. Just the other day we saw 
pictures on the news of Benedict Cumberbatch 
pleading with his audience to stop filming and 
taking photos of his performance of Hamlet in 
the West End. The actors have worked hard for 
many months to provide the best experience for 
the audience only to have it marred by flashing 
cameras and red lights, destroying the illusion 
for both actors and the rest of the audience.

It’s difficult to answer questions when a 
recording camera is pointing at you, so flashing 
lights must be very distracting.

But I digress. Technology makes my heart sink. 
Now don’t get me wrong I can use it, I often 
do – in fact, I am right now whilst writing 
this article for you. I have a website which 
I built myself – yes, I did – it is possible to 
overcome the challenge but it was tough and I 
was very pleased when it was completed. I also 

experienced a great feeling of success. Although 
I do admit that I had some help. My website is 
messy at the moment as it is having a summer 
upgrade. I do alter some things but not very 
often – and you know why!

However, some months ago a client said to me 
that she thought I should write a blog because 
of the way I talked and wrote. Well, I was 
amazed, but thrilled as I love to write. In fact, 
whenever I can catch a few moments in the 
evening or weekend, I am writing fiction and 
I love it. How do I write? With pad and pen! 
Yes, it is the only way that my creativity is any 
good. I always have a pad and pen nearby and 
write longhand and then, when I have time, I 
type it up.

So back to the blog. The best place for the blog 
would be with my website, I decided, but could 
I work out how to set it up? I watched videos, 
talked to people, a good friend came round 
and “popped” it onto my website – but I still 
couldn’t finish it off and set it up as I wanted. 
Okay, I’ll be honest – he did that in January! 

That’s how bad it is. I am just about to take 
it to the next level although my daughter-in-
law did provide a lot of help when she was here 
the other weekend. I just have to do the final 
touches.

Breakthrough came today. I realised that 
nothing would happen until I finished 
everything off. It is only with technology that 
I procrastinate and, to make it worse, I get 
annoyed with myself for not getting on with 
it and taking control. Why does this happen? 
Because I am convinced that I will mess it up 
and not be able to put it back to the way I want 
it.

You would think that something like this 
would only happen if I had actually “messed” 
something up but I haven’t. I’m just scared I 
will and then won’t be able to fix it and I will 
lose something valuable. How can it take eight 
months to not get a blog up and running?

I can race a yacht the wrong way round the 
world, trek with bears and cougars, open a 
“thought to be impossible” dog-sled trail to 
the northernmost tip of Europe but putting a 
simple blog onto my website scares me silly.

I am happiest when I am talking to someone, 
on the phone but preferably face-to-face – that 
is my best way of connecting with anyone and 
so much more enjoyable.

I am sure that everyone has their own bête noir. 
It frustrates me that I cannot overcome it.

Wrestling with those “beasts of the dark”
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Monday Morning Blues 
and Email Management

WRITER

DR MONICA 
SEELEY

The key is not to prioritize what’s on your schedule, 
but to schedule your priorities. Stephen Covey 

Sophie works for an international engineering 
company and is Executive Assistant to the 
Managing Director Richard Hogan. She has a 
BSc in History and speaks fluent French. She 
is based in their London HQ although the 
company have three other offices in the UK 
and several around Europe, the Far East and 
America 

Sophie arrives at her desk just after 8.30am on 
Monday morning to see over 25 new emails. 
Meeting madness on Friday means there are 
about 50 emails from last week too which still 
need attention. Of these new and old emails she 
probably only really needs about 50%. The rest 
will be a mix of emails which either need to be 
read at some point or can be instantly deleted. 

Sophie scanned the emails over the weekend 
and on the journey into her office but decided 
they could probably all wait until arriving at 
the office, although it did leave her feeling 
anxious about how she will survive. She has 
three meetings during the day and a long 
to do list with several tasks which have now 
become urgent. Top priority is booking flights 
for Richard and a room with conference call 
facilities for Friday. Add to that she is taking 
leave the following week.

Sophie feels the stress mounting even though 
she spent the weekend trying to relax with 
a round of golf and having a long cycle with 
friends and family.

Sounds familiar? Well Sophie (and you the 
reader) are in luck. Max the email management 
genie has just flown in from the “Clean Inbox” 
Kingdom. Max is visible only to Sophie like 
those help bubbles which pop up when you are 
searching a website and ask if you need help. Max 
used to be the CEO of a major international hi-
tech organisation and is passionate about making 
effective use of email. Max is now a specialist in 
email best practice and ensuring that you control 
your working day rather than having email (and 
hence the inbox) controlling you.

Max will spend the day with Sophie coaching 
her how to do just this to save time and improve 
her wellbeing and performance. She is already a 
top EA although over the previous weeks and, 
unbeknown to her, Max has noticed scope for 
improvement.

The only thing Max asks in return is that 
Sophie provides food and especially chocolate, 
coffee and water at regular intervals.

Where do I begin?
Sophie opens her inbox and starts to deal with 
the sea of unopened emails. “Stop” shouts Max. 
“Before you even open your inbox, create a to 
do list and prioritise the tasks and decide what 
must be done today,” Max says.

Top of the list is booking flights and the 
conference call system. Max guides Sophie to 
quickly look at the inbox to make sure nothing 

Inbox overload? Call Max the invisible genie
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has changed and then close it. Now do those 
two tasks and then tick them off your list.

Max comments that judging from other client’s 
experiences, if anyone wants you that urgently 
they will find you. If they rely on email we will 
change that later in the day. By 9.15am Sophie 
has completed the most urgent tasks for the day 
(thus far). It’s time for a pain au chocolate and 
some coffee before they sort through the inbox.

Triage your inbox 
With over 75 unread emails from Friday and 
today, Max says Sophie must triage her inbox 
just as she would a hospital emergency ward. 
Look for the “must” emails. The objective is 
to action the important emails before they 
become urgent and potential problems. 
Here is Max’s five-point plan. 

Monday morning clean up
Prioritising

Priority management is the answer to maximizing 
the time we have. James C Maxwell

There are all sorts of schemes to categorise 
emails, just as there are for the task list. Max 
says the key is keeping it simple, as simple as 1 
2 3 (or ABC). It must work for you. For email 
management, one that many of Max’s clients 
find most useful and easy to use is:

1 High – must respond now
2 Medium – a response during the day 
3 Low – can wait until later in the week/not 
needed at all

Alternatives are to sort by person/project/client 
etc. Again within these groups you do need to 
prioritise from high to low.

Now spend the next hour (meetings permitting) 
clearing the high and possibly the medium 

priority emails using the 4Ds principle for 
handling each email once. This way your inbox 
becomes your work in hand rather than a 
dumping ground for every email you receive, 
and you find yourself trawling through it 
countless times to find what you need.

4Ds Process for handling each email once

Whatever happens Max stresses to Sophie, “do 
not allow yourself to be distracted by incoming 
emails as this will mean that what is high 
priority and important becomes urgent and 
important, and that is a recipe for more stress.”

Handle each email once – 4Ds
Max tells Sophie “a significant time saver is 
to make sure that as you open each email you 
do something with it. Don’t just open an 
email thinking you will go back to it: do 
something with it. Otherwise you will end 
up re-reading scores of emails as you forget 
what they were about and what you need to do. 
The princple of 4Ds is designed to enable you 
to handle each email once and once only. You 
must do one of the following:

•	 DEAL – high priority
•	 DEFER – high/medium priority
•	 DELEGATE - high/medium priority

•	 DELETE – low priority

Deal – do one of the following as appropriate: 
respond (and then either delete the original or 
file the response in the relevant folder; read it 
and take no further action other than folder it).

Defer – the email needs a response but you 
cannot give one just yet. Put a reminder in it 
(see below for options) and if you are not going 
to respond within 24 hours let the sender know 
when to expect a resonse.

Delegate – a response is required soon but you 
are not the right person to respond or someone 
can help you prepare the response. Forward it 
to them for help. You might want to keep tabs 
on the response using one of the options listed 
below.

Delete – everything which you really do not 
need.

Options for keeping tabs on emails which still 
need action include:

•	 Flags
•	 Colour/Categories
•	 Create a task/calendar entry
•	 Mark as unread

“Is anyone one of these better than the other” 
asks Sophie. “No, it’s what works best for you,” 
replies Max. “The only consideration is not to 
use too many reminders otherwise you become 
overwhelmed with red alerts which again is 
stressful.”

What if I don’t have an hour to spare?
“Often it’s a matter of checking my emails 
between meetings and other activities. 
Sometimes I only have 15 minutes, then what 
do I do?” asks Sophie. 

Ah says Max. “It’s still as simple as 1 2 3. You 
must apply the rules for prioritising and the 
4Ds. But, in terms of the emails you deal with, 
pick those to which you can respond within a 
couple of minutes and leave those requiring 
a longer response until you have more time. 
Some call this the “Swiss Cheese” approach. 
You make inroads into all the high priority 
tasks in small bites (in this case emails). The 
list of Category 1 – high priority emails does 
not look so daunting when you do have proper 
quality time at your desk.”

Working with multiple devices
After Sophie returns from a couple of meetings 
Max notices that she is deleting and moving 
some emails which appear to be unread. 
“What’s going on Max asks?” Well Sophie 
replies “I have dealt with some of the more high 
priority ones during the meetings.”
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“Hmm not a good idea,” retorts Max almost in 
disgust. First, you should be staying focused on 
the meeting. Second, this is one of the biggest 
downsides of using mobile devices. Depending 
on how they are synchronised, it can mean you 
still need to folder the emails when you return 
to your main device (eg laptop).

Indeed Max asserts that increasingly people are 
waiting until they return to their desk and main 
device rather than constantly checking emails 
on the go. “It saves processing emails twice 
and having to clear up multiple mailboxes.” 
Max suggests Sophie checks how her devices 
are synchronised and thinks about the most 
efficient one for handling her emails. For some 
it is a mobile device, for others the laptop/PC 
remains the best with a mobile device used 
judiciously.

More time – how does that happen?
Time is what we want most, but what we use worst. 
William Penn

Some days there is never a clear hour complains 
Sophie. Before responding Max looks carefully 
at Sophie’s calendar. “Where is your ‘me 
time’?” Max asks. Starting to feel a little 
annoyed, Sophie retorts by saying in a slightly 
cynical tone. “What do you mean ‘me time’? 
Often even lunch is taken on the run between 
buildings and meetings.”

Well that’s the point says Max. “If you don’t 
protect and manage your time everyone else 
will do it for you according to their needs rather 
than yours. Take a look at all the top executive’s 
diaries. You will always find gaps dedicated to 
themselves to catch up. It might not overtly say 
“me time” but you can be sure it will be there. 
It also means there is slack in the day if urgent 
matters crop up.”

Max tells Sophie to start now to block out small 
chunks of time (30-60 minutes each day when 
she is busy but busy doing her own things. 
She can call it what she likes, eg admin, email 
management, thinking time, travel, maybe 
even “meeting with myself”. These are some of 
the names Max has seen other people use. Max 

has seen those who block out such time at the 
start and end of the day. Sometimes it does get 
eaten up by other activities but at least it is 
there as a backstop.

Pomodoro technique for clearing a backlog 
of emails
Another technique people find very useful is 
the Pomodoro technique. You allocate a time 
which you then break up into smaller chunks, 
traditionally of 25 minutes. (Smaller blocks 
also work.) Take a five-minute break between 
each chunk and mark up your progress (eg 
10 emails actioned and foldered out of the 30 
which need attention).

Invented by Francesco Cirillo (a German 
designer) he called it Pomodoro because he 
used a tomato-shaped timer and pomodoro is 
the Italian word for tomato.

It is based on the assumption that our 
productivity and concentration decreases after 
about 25 minutes. The break acts as a refresher 
and stimulus to reboot our performance. It is 
a useful way to tackle a backlog of emails and 
especially those which have mounted up after 
time away from the office (eg in meetings, 
training, on leave etc.)

Max feels this is also a very sound way 
of limiting the risk of making a mistake 
because you are getting tired, rushing, losing 
concentration etc.

Resetting the priorities
Clearly as the day progresses priorities may 
change and you need to reflect this when you 
do spend quality time working through your 
emails. “So do I have to triage my inbox again 
during the day?” asks Sophie. Yes, Max replies. 
“And review the priorities for the emails 
left from the last session and keep applying 
the 4Ds principle for handling each email 
once and only once. This way you should have 
a relatively clean inbox with maybe no more 
than 20 ongoing emails in it. If you can reach 
an empty inbox even better, but that can be 
hard in the 24x7x365 world of global business. 

The main point is not to let the emails mount 
up in a random state of read and unread.”

Sophie has written extensive notes in her Pukka 
Pad Project Book because she fears she may not 
remember all Max’s words of wisdom. Also she 
is sure she will want to share some of Max’s 
advice with her colleagues and Richard the 
MD.

Summary – key points
•	 Do the important stuff before you even open 
your inbox. Check if necessary that nothing has 
changed but never let new emails throw you 
off course.
•	 Triage your emails (inbox) before you start 
to tackle them. Prioritise what needs your 
attention here and now, taking note of what 
else is going on in the office which might 
change where you need to focus your attention.
•	 Don’t allow important emails to build up to 
the point that they become important + urgent 
= stress.
•	 Use the 4Ds and always do something with 
each email as you read it, even if you only move 
it out to a folder for reference.
•	 Adopt a foolproof way of keeping tabs on 
emails which still need attention.
•	 Assign quality (me) time in your calendar to 
deal with your emails, and at least at the start 
and end of the day. This is protected time when 
you do not go to meetings.
•	 When time is short, deal with the top 
priority emails in between other activities. 
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Are You Joyful?
WRITER
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Joy is a deep-rooted feeling of ultimate 
contentment. Joy shows itself on your face, and 
in your actions.

how often do you feel joy? do you even think 
about it? What brings you joy? What causes 
you to feel peace and contentment?

I recently made a commitment to search out joy 
in each and every day. 

I find joy first thing in the morning, watching 
the sunrise and enjoying a cup of tea. It is 
quiet and peaceful. I don’t have the radio on, 
the television on, and I’m not speaking to or 
texting with anyone. It is a moment of pure joy. 
I don’t experience it often (as I don’t normally 
get to watch a sunrise with a cup of tea in my 
hand in complete silence), but when I do, I am 
awe inspired and very joyful.

I enjoy sitting by a campfire. Listening to the 
crickets, listening to the wood snap, enjoying 
the warmth.

Waking up on my own before the alarm goes 
off, feeling rested and not having to rush to get 
out of bed, is a joy for me.

curling up and watching a movie on a rainy 
Sunday afternoon knowing I don’t have chores 
or anything else that needs to get done is a 
source of joy.

Baking cookies on a cold winter afternoon 
works, too.

We all have personal moments we treasure that 
give us the warm-fuzzies. But how do we create 
joy at work? how can we create a few moments 
of pure bliss in the middle of a hectic day?

I recently heard former olympic athlete Bonnie 
St John speak at a convention about the idea 
of creating a “Joy Kit” at work. While I can’t 
capture a sunrise, or the smell of a campfire at 
my desk, I can capture small little pieces of that 

bliss periodically in an otherwise hectic day. I 
came home from the conference and started to 
look for things that would give me joy at work.

here is what I put in my Joy Kit:
•	 a vanilla-scented candle. I have never burned 
candles at my desk before (and you may not be 
able to), but vanilla is one of my favourite scents. 
I take the candle out and just sniff it and it 
makes me smile. While I can light it, I do on 
only very special occasions. If I lit my candle 
every day, it would take away the joyful feeling 
it creates. If you can’t light it, don’t focus on the 
fact that you aren’t able to. Take a deep smell 
and imagine it burning. Your favourite smell 
brings back memories, and if they are memories 
of joyful times, you will feel peace.
•	 Speaking of smells, I also have a brand 
new pack of crayola crayons in my box. It 
is definitely a memorable part of my life as 
getting a new pack of crayons was the best part 
of going back to school. They remind me of 
being a child. I don’t actually do anything with 
these crayons, as just looking them is enough to 
bring me a sense of joy.
•	 I have a photo of my boys when they were two 
in my Joy Kit. They both have huge, innocent 
smiles that make me almost teary when I see the 
photos. They are both adults in their 20s now, 
but as a mom, they will always be my babies. 
Sometimes I take out the photos and just attach 
them to the side of my monitor. I save them for 

every few weeks or so, and take them out just for a 
day. at the end of the day, I put the photos away.
•	 a box of special tea. I don’t drink coffee, but 
I do keep a few teabags as a special treat, just for 
me. for the record, it is apple and cinnamon 
flavor. It is a smell I love and I find the flavor 
very soothing as well.
•	 The next book on my for-pleasure reading 
list (or an index card with the name of the book 
if it’s on my Kobo). I love to read for pleasure. 
I love looking forward to my next “fun” book. 
I read a lot, but the special books are saved for 
when I am ready to savour them. The book 
that is currently sitting in my Joy Kit is Jackie 
Evankovick’s Tricky Twenty-Two. It isn’t available 
until november 17, but I have the date and the 
title on an index card reminding me that I will 
be able to read the book soon. I absolutely love 
the series. When I open the kit, I see it and I start 
to plan for when I will get to read it. I always 
have a few books stored up to read, and this gets 
me excited about which one is next. While you 
won’t be able to read your for-pleasure book at 
the office, maybe you can read it at lunch, or at 
break, or even on the train ride home.
•	 chocolate. (need I say more?)
•	 a Lush bath bomb. Just knowing that I will 
be able to have a bath later when I get home at 
night is helpful. I can take it out of my Joy Kit 
and plan my evening (which will include one of 
my new books and likely a vanilla-scented candle).
•	 $20. I think of it as my “mad money”, as my 
grandmother used to call it. Sometimes I just 
want to go out to lunch. I choose not to do that 
very often, but every once in a while it brings 
me joy to enjoy a nice, relaxed lunch.

I love my job. I don’t need joy to balance out 
any “bad” things I might have to deal with, 
because I genuinely love what I do. But I do 
need joy to make me feel peaceful. To allow me 
to reflect on how lucky I am, and to help me 
take care of my soul.

What is in your Joy Kit?

Everyone needs a little “Joy Kit” in their lives. 
Rhonda Scharf has some soul-soothing tips
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Can we have a little background information? Where do you come 
from and what is your current role?
I started my career as a chef. When I qualified at the age of 17 I didn’t 
know what I wanted to do, but I wanted a 9-5 job like my friends had. 

I was offered a receptionist job by the hotel I was working for part 
time as part of the college course and accepted it. I really enjoyed the 
work, but after a few years I was offered a job in finance for one of the 
Big 4 accountancy firms. I jumped at the chance, as by that 
point I was alone in the hotel each afternoon and I found 
I wasn’t learning anything new. Four years later I was 
asked to join another finance firm which also offered 
to support me through my HR qualification, and 
I accepted the role. During my time there I took 
the first PA qualification in Guernsey and also 
qualified as a Legal PA. When the company later 
closed its Guernsey office, I decided not to move 
to Southampton with them. I took a job at a local 
accountancy firm before moving a few years later to 
my current role with another Big 4 accountancy firm, 
KPMG, where I have been for the last three years. In my 
current role I look after a Partner, a Director and a growing 
team.

In my current role I look after the needs of the Advisory Partner, who is 
also the Head of Advisory in both Guernsey and Jersey. I also look after a 
Director and the Guernsey Advisory team by arranging meetings, travel, 
typing, training, seminars and events, and I have various other duties. 

What is your background?
I’m a Guernsey girl. I was born here and I’m proud to be a “Guern”. 
I grew up with my parents, Nick and Jan. I have three brothers and a 
sister. I’m the second youngest. I currently have (it keeps growing…) 
three nieces, five nephews and two great nephews. 

Apart from spending a month travelling in the US I have lived here all 
my life. 

My mother grew up in the Lake District but has lived in Guernsey for the 
last 37 years, so I spent a lot of time in the Lakes when I was younger; my 
grandparents had a farm there. My claim to fame is that my grandfather 
use to judge livestock with Beatrix Potter. Their farm still exists, but it’s 
changed a lot – it is called “Fell Foot”. My family still live in the Lakes, 
so I try to get over as much as I can. My partner Lee and I have been 
together for three years and we are going to meet my family next year in 
the Lakes as it has been a little while.

My dad is from Guernsey and he was one of 8 children, so our family is 
large. 

Guernsey is a small island approximately nine miles by five. We have 
a population of 62,711. We have our own currency and still have the 
£1 note. Guernsey lies 70 miles south of the UK and 30 miles from 
France. The Queen is the Head of State; Her Majesty is represented in 
the Bailiwick by the Lieutenant-Governor, Air Marshal Peter Walker 
CB CBE. 

We have a beach around nearly every corner, cliff paths to explore and 
the chance to island hop to one of the neighbouring islands for 

a day trip.

Famous islanders from Guernsey, to name but a few 
– Heather Watson, Andy Priaulx, the people who 
started Specsavers – Doug and Dame Mary Perkins, 
Matthew Le Tissier – who played for Southampton 
and England. Plus Jenson Button used to live here, 
as did Dawn O’Porter. 

If you have never been to Guernsey, you really need 
to pay us a visit. 

How did you become an Assistant?
As I say, when I left catering college I didn’t really know 

what I wanted to do, so I started work at a hotel reception. This gave 
me the skills that I needed for general office work. I also took Office 
Communications for my GCSEs (which was a pure fluke as I really loved 
Humanities but I remember the teacher saying, “Please only opt for this 
if you are prepared to work extremely hard”. I thought I wouldn’t be able 
to cope with it, so I opted for OTC. Then the Humanities teacher asked 
why I wasn’t opting for it and she explained that I would have more 
than coped and she was disappointed. But looking back, I think someone 
somewhere was pointing me in the right direction as with OTC I had 
done all my RSA levels before I left school which was what you needed 
to get an office job). 

I saw a job for a doctor’s PA and I thought I would apply. I didn’t get the 
job, but a few weeks later they told me that there was another position 
and they would love it if I joined them. I was over the moon and this was 
my first PA role. I didn’t know it at the time but one of my closest and 
dearest friends Kelly Dean would join the same team a week later and we 
would remain friends for life. I still keep in touch with the girls I worked 
with. I stayed at the doctor’s for three years and I love the job. 

My sister-in-law at the time was working for an accountancy firm and 
there was an opening for a PA, so she submitted my CV for me and I 
got the role. I’ve progressed from there really as I was then asked to join 
another firm and they supported me to study for my HR qualification, 
PA qualification and legal PA qualification all at the same time. Looking 
back now I must have been absolutely crazy to do them all at once. I 

DONNA OLLIVER
Founder, Guernsey PA Connect
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remember studying a lot, but I passed all three which was great. When 
the company moved I made the choice not to move with them and found 
a role at another accountancy firm. I stayed for two years before finding 
my current role, which is by far the best role I have had as I get a real 
mix of doing the jobs I love; event planning, seminars, marketing and 
also the PA role to a partner, a director and the team. I’m never idle, let’s 
put it that way. 

How important do you think Associations and networks are to the 
career of an Assistant and why?
After going to Office* 2014 and meeting Victoria Darragh, Cath 
Thomas, and Marian Lowrence, and listening to various people talking 
about the PA networks in their regions and the difference it made, I 
thought, “Right that’s it, I’m going back to Guernsey and I’m doing 
something about it.” I bounced some ideas about with my colleagues 
Martine Marshall, Joni Free, Carolyn Domaille and Vickie Presland 
as well as my closest friends, and on 25 February 2015 Guernsey PA 
Connect was born at the KPMG offices with an afternoon tea for any 
Guernsey PA who wanted to attend. 

An article went into the local Guernsey Press and the reporter asked me, 
“So, Donna, how many PAs would you like to attend to know that you 
made the right choice and this will be a success?” I thought about 30-35 
would be great. The invitation went out and at times I really didn’t think 
my inbox was going to cope. Over 100 PAs attended our first event. The 
buzz in the room that day was electric. I remember our Chairman Mark 
Thompson saying that he had given lots of speeches before but even he 
could feel the buzz and the excitement in the air, and he was excited for 
us. We now have 180 PAs on our database and it’s still growing. That is 
fantastic. We had Vic Darragh come over and speak; she was amazing and 
inspired us all. We are now working on training for PAs in Guernsey as 
well as funding to keep Guernsey PA Connect going forwards. We hold 
four events a year – training, networking, a speaker and an ad hoc event. 

I think networks are a great idea as they are sounding boards; we support 
one another, help PAs who are new to the role, inspire and motivate, 
provide training and networking – the list of benefits is endless. Since 
we started Guernsey PA Connect we have had huge amounts of feedback:

“PAs rock, thank you for making me love our profession again.”

“Thank you for finally seeing the need for this”

“What have you done to my PA? She’s attended one event and she is like 
a different person, so inspired.”

Caroline Renouf also came on board. I asked her before we launched, and 
at first she thought that it was not something that she would be able to 
do as she lacked confidence. She then sent me an email to say that she 
thought it was a great idea and wanted to be a part of it. Her confidence 
has grown so much and we are proud to have her involved. 

What are the main changes you have seen in the time you have 
been an Assistant?
I think the role has changed a lot over the years. There was a time when 
we did everything by fax or telephone – now it’s mostly email and we 
have lost the personal touch a little bit. We are now involved in social 
media, marketing and events more. you need to continue to train and 
learn to be able to support your bosses to the new level of what is the 
norm. The internet and social media have grown beyond belief and this 
has also seen the rise in virtual PAs. Can you imagine how the role may 
change in the next 10 years? Even schoolchildren are being given iPads 
when they start education now; imagine the skills they are going to 

have when they come into the workplace. We were only introduced to 
computers in my last year at school, so it was really new to us and we 
first got email when I started at the doctor’s surgery, but only internally. 
Now when the Doctor sees you they don’t use physical notes, they have 
everything on the computer – that’s a huge change in only a few years. 

What inspires and motivates you?
I think the ideas and stories from the PAs that we meet are amazing. 
I’m lucky that due to Guernsey PA Connect and KPMG I’ve had the 
chance to attend lots of different events and seminars, where I get to 
meet new people and fellows PAs all the time. you get to hear different 
stories, which makes you realise that you can then put this into practice, 
or wouldn’t it be great if that person came to Guernsey to speak to our 
ladies. (We have no male PAs in Guernsey at present that I’m aware of, 
but if there are any out there they are more than welcome to join us). It 
really makes you realise that being a PA is not just a job, it’s a real career 
and it’s about time we spread the word about it and make school leavers 
want to choose this for their future, instead of being told, “well if you 
don’t pass your exams, you could always be a PA.” We need to break 
this, we need people to see that a lot of hard work goes into being a PA 
and you have to have natural skills to be able to do it, it’s not a role for 
everyone. 

I was lucky enough to win the We Are The City award recently for the 
Personal and Executive Assistant category. I visited the Bloomberg offices 
in London and will also attend an event at the House of Commons next 
week. There were many inspirational people speaking at the Bloomberg 
event and some of the things that they said about PAs were wonderful to 
hear. Just hearing that they valued what we do and continue to do was 
great. I wish all the Guernsey PA Connect ladies could have heard it, it 
gave Caroline and me a really great buzz. 

I also mentor a PA at KPMG who is doing amazingly well, and I find 
that I want to do better in my job so that I don’t let her down. I find that 
I’m doing more now than I ever did before due to Guernsey PA Connect. 

What advice would you give to someone just starting out as an 
Assistant? 
Get yourself a mentor. Maybe someone who you look up to; your boss, 
a colleague, someone in another firm who you think is a real go getter. 
This will be someone who you can ask about how to do certain things or 
get advice from. you will learn a lot from this person and you know that 
they are always there for support.

Join EPAA – Executive, Personal Assistant Association, which will 
launch next year. This will give you training options, and is a PA body 
that we should all support. I know that it will do great things for our 
profession. I can’t wait to become a member. 

Above all, learn. Get as much training as you can. This role is ever 
changing and you need to develop skills in different areas all the time; 
if you don’t, you will get left behind. Join a PA network or, even better, 
if there isn’t one in your area then start one. The more networks that we 
have linking the profession together the better. If you need a helping 
hand then please feel free to email us at guernseypaconnect@suremail.gg or 
visit our website for ideas – www.guernseypaconnect.com.

Above all be proud to be a PA – we rock!
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When Collaboration and 
Teamwork Meet, Magic 
Happens!

WRITER

CATHY 
HARRIS

Most of us have experienced that euphoric 
feeling of falling in love, that feeling of “oh 
my gosh, this is it!” An explosion of romantic 
emotion and subtle flutters of butterflies and 
buzzy bees. It is an amazing and beautiful 
feeling. Yes, I know, you are probably thinking 
what does this have to do with collaboration or 
team work. Well, everything really!

How often have you sat at your desk after being 
given a project or task by your manager, and 
you sit there staring into oblivion thinking how 
the hell am I going to accomplish this task? 
I am neither a CA nor an accountant, I can 
negotiate, but have no idea on how to win it. 
I am great at organising the year end function, 
but not convinced about pulling together a 
major company event…” And so the many 
uncertainties unfold in your mind as you slowly 
contemplate your demise at the hands of yourself!

Alternatively, depending on your personality, 
you may just decide to go the full hog, on your 
own, and discover at its completion all the 
hair-raising defects, the missed opportunities, 
the what ifs and should’ves. It could be the 
nightmare from hell where everything goes 
wrong. Or, and I say this lightly, you feel you did 
a great job and sit smugly in your seat oblivious 
to all the negative comment and criticism 
surrounding you, concluding that “they don’t 
know the effort I put in, nor understand what 
my manager wanted” and “I think the Hawaiian 
theme was amazing” – when in reality the décor 
didn’t fit in with the reason for the event in the 
first place. A bit of an ego trip for most parts, 
and it does squat for your personal reputation.

Okay, so whereto from here then? What is this 
collaboration I talk of? Collaboration in its fullness 
is a resource. Yip, a resource, like a Xerox that 
prints out pages, scans, staples and emails. Each 

mechanical part used to its unique specification. 
Collaboration – a wonderful resource packed full 
of the goodness needed to accomplish greatness 
in the successful completion of, well, anything! 
Collaborative resourcing, as I have called it, is the 
inclusion of the expertise and specialised skills 
we are all surrounded with in our workplace, 
each with an expert unique talent and skill. Ah 
ha! You got it – your peers, the people you work 
with, your team mates. 

Collaborative resourcing is the coming 
together of the different skills, strengths, 
personalities and experiences which will assist 
you to be more productive, more efficient 
and far more creative in the way you go about 
accomplishing any project or task confidently, 
and in the knowledge that that you have used 
the resources around you. Think about it, every 
part that makes up an engine is vital, so too is 
the methodology behind collaboration.

Convinced yet? No, okay, well the reasons why 
you should learn the art of collaboration, and 
bring in the mix of teamwork, are plenty. When 
we collaborate and team up there is always a 
transfer of skills, a learning, a new understanding 
and a shared experience. As in the example above 
about seeking financial assistance in planning a 
project, a Chartered Accountant is more likely 
to provide you with the correct figures, the risks 
involved, provide advice on how the financials 

should be applied and the precise process to follow 
in its completion. Your event may also require the 
expertise of a legal person, who would be able to 
give the correct legal advice, obtain the correct 
documentation and indemnities for your event, 
and ensure that your organisation is covered 
correctly should an incident occur at the venue. 

By using the resources around you, you will 
not be bogged down by one major project to 
accomplish on your own, but will have the 
opportunity to recruit the experts in your team 
to work on different segments of the project for 
you and with you. When we work as a team, 
we value and respect the input and ideas from 
co-workers. It provides a wonderful sense of 
belonging and accountability. Collaborating as 
a team has a sense of camaraderie and inclusion. 
People want to participate, and we all want to 
be part of the winning team! 

Creativity is welcomed and forms the innovation 
of new concepts and ideas. It’s at this point 
where you get that wonderful euphoric feeling 
of knowing “this is going be awesome”. It simply 
cannot be ignored. Collaboration and teamwork 
need to collide, creating an energy and outcome 
that exceeds expectations and sets new standards.

Aside from the fact that collaborative teamwork 
and resourcing is a great leadership attribute, 
more and more organisations are focusing on 
integrating their leadership into other areas of 
the business in order to ensure cross-pollination 
of skills, knowledge and expertise. When we 
practise the principles of collaboration, it brings 
out the best in us as Executive Assistants, and 
sets us apart from the mediocre. Leaders learn 
from us. Successful collaboration brings about 
a change that we can all take credit for and, as 
quoted by Helen Keller, “Alone we can do so 
little, together we can do so much.”

It takes two, says Cathy Harris, or three, or four

about the author
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Office Politics – Not 
Necessarily a Bad Thing

WRITER

TERI WELLS

There is a negative connotation surrounding 
“Office Politics” but the reality is that politics 
can be “good” or “bad” and office politics 
exists in every organisation. The offices where 
we think it does not exist just have a greater 
percentage of “good”.

What is office politics?
The dictionary definition of politics is “the 
art or science of influencing people on a civic 
or individual level, when there are more 
than 2 people involved.” Office politics are 
the strategies used to gain the advantage (by 

influence) for a cause or for personal gain. These 
strategies give rise to the negative connotation 
when used at the expense of others and could 
adversely affect the work environment. 
However, if used to fairly promote yourself or 
your project, whilst still office politics, these 

It’s all about perfecting your politicking, says Teri Wells
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strategies are often referred to as “networking” 
(no one gets hurt).

In politics, nothing happens by accident. If it happens, 
you can bet it was planned that way. Franklin D 
Roosevelt

Making politics work for you
To use it yourself in a positive way and deal 
effectively with office politics, you need to 
develop strategies to deal with the political 
behavior that is going on around you.

1 Be a good observer and then use the 
information you gather to build yourself a 
strong network to operate in
•	 Who are the real influencers?
•	 Who has authority but doesn’t exercise it?
•	 Who is respected?
•	 Who champions or mentors others?
•	 Who is “the brains behind the organization”?
•	 Understand the informal network

2 Understand the social networks
•	 Who gets along with whom?
•	 Are there groups or cliques that have 
formed?
•	 Who is involved in interpersonal conflict?
•	 Who has the most trouble getting along 
with others?
•	 What is the basis for the interrelationship? 
Friendship, respect, manipulation?
•	 How does the influence flow between the 
parties?

3 Build relationships
•	 Build your own social network
•	 Do not be afraid of politically powerful 
people in the organisation. Get to know them.
•	 Ensure you have relationships that cross the 
formal hierarchy in all directions (peers, bosses, 
executives)
•	 Start to build relationships with those who 
have the informal power
•	 Build your relationships on trust and respect 
– avoid empty flattery
•	 Be friendly with everyone but don’t align 
yourself with one group or another
•	 Be a part of multiple networks – this way 
you can keep your finger on the pulse of the 
organisation

Q: Someone told me something in confidence, 
“a secret” that could potentially be detrimental 
to the organisation. My dilemma is whether to 
betray the confidence or protect the company. 
What do I do? A: This is office politics at 
its best. The key word in your question is 
“potentially”. Is the person politicking on you, 
wanting you to take the bait, stick your neck 
out etc for their benefit or is there a real threat?

1 Look for facts to ascertain if there is a threat 
or not.
2 Confront the “secret teller”. 

a. Determine if there is a threat to the 
organisation and give them the opportunity to 
come forward. Advise them that if they don’t, 
you will have to speak up.
b. If there is no threat, let it go so as not to 
enable them or to enhance their political 
agenda.
c. If you are unable to establish support for 
or against, keep your eyes and ears open until 
evidence or lack thereof materialises.

Golden rules of good office politics
Listen carefully: if you spend more time 
listening, chances are you will not say 
something that will come back to bite you later.

Neutralise negative play
It’s natural to want to distance yourself from 
“bad” politics and avoid these players as much 
as possible. However the expression, “Keep 
your friends close and your enemies closer” 
applies perfectly to office politics.

•	 Get to know these people better, be 
courteous (professional) but always be careful 
what you say to them.
•	 Understand what motivates them and 
what their goals are, and so learn how to 
avoid or counter the impact of their negative 
politicking.
•	 Be aware that these people typically don’t 
think much of their talents (that’s why they 
rely on aggressive politicking to get ahead).

Govern your own behavior
There are some general standards to observe 
that will stop negative politics from spreading.

•	 Don’t pass on gossip, questionable 
judgments or spread rumors – when you hear 
something, take a day to consider how much 
credibility it has.
•	 Rise above interpersonal conflicts – do not 
get sucked into arguments.
•	 Maintain your integrity at all times – always 
remain professional, and always remember the 
organization’s interests.
•	 Be positive – avoid whining and 
complaining.
•	 Be confident and assertive but not 
aggressive.
•	 Don’t rely on confidentiality – assume 
things will be disclosed and so decide what you 
should reveal accordingly.

Make the most of your network through 
positive political action to:

•	 Gain access to information
•	 Build visibility of your achievements
•	 Improve difficult relationships
•	 Attract opportunities where you can to 
shine
•	 Seek out ways to make yourself, your team 
and your boss look good

The philosopher Plato said, “One of the 
penalties for refusing to participate in politics 
is that you end up being governed by your 
inferiors.” If you don’t participate in the 
political game, you risk not having a say in 
what happens and allowing people with less 
experience, skill or knowledge to influence the 
decisions being made around you.

Once you acknowledge that office politics exist, 
“good” politicking can help you get what (and 
where) you want in your world of work without 
compromising others in the process, and you 
will learn to diffuse the efforts of those who 
abuse it.

Whether you hate it, admire it, practice it or 
avoid it, office politics is real.

about the author

Teri is currently Executive PA to the CEO and FD of Redefine Properties. With over 27 years of experience in a 
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and seminars to share her experiences and knowledge (including mistakes made along the way) with PAs, EAs, 
Administrative Assistants and Secretaries. Contact: teriwells@gmail.com
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Negotiating Styles: What to 
Do and What Not to Do

WRITER

RICHARD 
ARNOTT

Effective negotiation skills are required whether 
we are an Executive Assistant, an Executive, a 
Senior Manager or work in Sales, Marketing, 
Procurement, Project Management, Finance, 
IT or Operations. Virtually everyone has 
negotiated at some time in their lives however 
there are some key STYLE tips that will 
differentiate you from the pack and significantly 
enhance your effectiveness “around the table”

Over the years I have followed the simple 
3-stage Scope – Plan – Conduct approach 
to all negotiations which has served me well 
through some very difficult challenges.

Understanding the Scope of the negotiation 
means firstly deciding on the actual need for 
negotiation in the first place and, secondly, 
assuming that negotiation is required, deciding 
who will conduct the negotiation.

Planning the negotiation is essential for success 
and takes into account  the various Internal and 
External factors that would impact the process 
such as payment history, previous performance, 
market capabilities and sector trends. 

Good negotiators prepare, the BEST 
negotiators PLAN more than twice as much, 
however I will cover these subjects in more 
detail in later articles.

It is however in the Conduct of the negotiation 
that deals can be won or lost. The Conduct 
phase involves the actual Negotiation itself, 
effective Closure and rigourous Follow on / 
Enforcement. Within the Negotiation itself it 
is critical that you have:

•	 the right Team in place
•	 agreed the Style to be used
•	 planned how to Position yourselves (the 
meeting environment)
•	 agreed and understood what Behaviours 
are acceptable, and

•	 agreed how the negotiation will be 
Structured (agenda, time frames etc)

Adopting the best and most effective Style 
depends on circumstances. There is no 
such thing as a “universal style” – the best 
negotiators adapt their approach 

What is the “right” Style?
Adapting the right style depends on how you 
view the other party. Are they someone that you 
can GROW, are they basically a NUISANCE, 
are they someone who can be EXPLOITED  or 
are they a partner that you MUST KEEP?

Depending on where the parties sit can 
determine which style you should adopt. For 
example in the table below the Supplier sees 
the client as a “Must keep” and is therefore 
prepared to be conciliatory, is prepared to 
compromise and will be looking for a long-
term deal.

The Client or Buyer however may see the 
Supplier as a Nuisance and can adopt a “What 
can I get?” approach, minimize compromises, 
be aggressive, offer short-term deals and be 
prepared to walk away.

Richard Arnott shows a way through the maze of 
business negotiation

Scope

Plan

Conduct

Figure 1: BMTG Master Class in Effective Negotiating Skills
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DO DON’T

Listen: It is well recognised that the best negotiators listen far 
more than they talk 

Never personalise a negotiation – always keep it 
professional 

Use silence: Never talk for the sake of it – do not be afraid of 
silence 

Never give anything away for nothing, everything has a 
value 

Wait: Silence creates pressure. When asking a questions wait 
for a reply; when someone finished their response, pause, they 
often give more information 

Never assume that something that is unimportant to you is 
unimportant to the supplier 

Think carefully about what you are saying, run through it in 
your own mind first 

Never be too eager, always consider what you are being 
offered before agreeing 

Think about how you are saying what you are saying – the 
tone you are using, the words you are using

Never be too eager, always consider what you are being 
offered before agreeing 

Use open questions: Ensure you use effective (open) 
questioning – right question in the right areas 

Never show your hand. Poor negotiators often give 
themselves away. Supplier tactics include “let’s go to 
lunch”, “between you and me”, etc 

GrowAccount
Develop

 

 
 

 
 

  

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

  

  

 
 

 

Supplier’s Position
•  Conciliatory
•  Need to ‘bring back    
   a result’
•  Prepared to 
   compromise
•  Likely to be a high 
   power team with 
   empowerment
•  Long term deal

Buyer’s Style
•  What can I get
•  Show minimal       
   compromise
•  Prepared to ‘walk  
   away’
•  Perhaps a ‘table  
   thump’ approach
•  Short termism
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Figure 2: BMTG Negotiations Skills: Styles

Figure 3: BMTG Negotiations Skills: Styles
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Once the Style is agreed there are a number of key points to be considered:
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AUSTRALIA
Australian Institute of Office 
Professionals (AIOP)
www.aiop.com.au

Executive Assistant Network (EAN)
www.execassist.com.au

BAHAMAS
IAAP Chapter
www.iaapbahamas.com

BARBADOS
Barbados Association of Office
Professionals (BAOP)
www.baop. org

BELGIUM
Association Liégeoise des Secrétaires et
Assistant(e)s de Direction (ALISAD)
www.alisad.be

BRAZIL
Brazil’s National Federation of
Secretaries (FENASSEC)
www·fenassec.com.br

Sindicato das Secretarias do
Estado de Sao Paulo (SINSESP)
www.sinsesp.com.br

CANADA
adminassist.ca
www.adminassist.ca

Association of Administrative Assistants
www.aaa.ca

Federation Des Secretaires 
Professionnelles du Quebec (FSPQ)

The Social Network for Virtual 
Assistants
www.vanetworking.com

CAPE VERDE
Association Professional Secretariat
in Cape Verde (APSCV)
www.apscv.cv

CARIBBEAN
Caribbean Association of Secretaries
& Administrative Professionals
www.casap-online.org

EUROPE (ALL COUNTRIES)
European Management Assistants
(EUMA)
www.euma.org

FINLAND
Sihteeriyhdistys Sekreterarföreningen ry
www.sihteeriyhdistys·fi

FRANCE
Cercle des Assistantes et
Secrétaires (CLAsS)
www.class6942·free·fr

GERMANY
Bundesverband Sekretariat und
Büromanagement e.V. (bSb)
www.bsb-office.de

HONG KONG
Hong Kong Association of  
Secretaries & Administrative 
Professionals
(HKASAP)

INDIA
Indian Association of Secretaries &
Administrative Professionals (IASAP)
www.asapap.org/

INDONESIA
Ikatan Sekretaris Indonesia (ISI)
www.isi-bandung.com

ITALY
AssistenteDirezione.it
www.assistentedirezione.it

MACSE Italia - Manager Assistant
Carriera Sviluppo Evoluzione
www.macseitalia.it

ManagementAssistant.it
www.managementassistant.it

Secretary.IT Manager
Assistant Network
www.secretary.it

JAMAICA
Jamaica Association of Secretaries &
Administrative Professionals (JASAP)
www.jasap-online.org

JAPAN
Japan Office Professional Alliance 
(JOPA) www.jopa-hq.org

Japan Secretaries Association (JSA)
www.hishokyokai.or.jp/index-e.html

MALAYSIA
Malaysian Association of Professional
Secretaries & Administrators
(MAPSA)
www.mapsa-malaysia.com

MOZAMBIQUE
Association of Secretaries of
Mozambique
www.assemo.co.mz

NETHERLANDS
Nederlandse Vereniging van
Directiesecretaresses (NVD)
www.nvdsecretaresse.nl

NEW ZEALAND
Association of Administrative
Professionals New Zealand Inc 
(AAPNZ) www.aapnz.org.nz

PAKISTAN
Distinguished Secretaries’ Society
of Pakistan (DSSP)
www.dssp.org

PHILIPPINES
Philippine Association of  
Secretaries & Administrative  
Professionals Inc
www.philsecretaries.org

PORTUGAL
Associacã de Secretarias  
Profissionais Portuguesas (ASP)
www.asp-secretarias.pt

SINGAPORE
Singapore Association of Administrative 
Professionals (SAAP)
www.saap.org.sg

SLOVENIA
Zveza klubov tajnic in poslovnih 
sekretarjev
www.zveza-tajnic.si

SOUTH AFRICA
Association for Office Professionals of 
South Africa (OPSA)
www.opsa.org.za

IAAP Johannesburg Chapter
www.iaap-johannesburg.org/johannesburg

Professional Association for Secretaries  
& Administrative Assistants (PAFSA)
www.pafsa.ath.cx

SPAIN
Asociacion del Secretariado Profesional
de Aragon (ASPA)
www.asparagon.com

Asociación del Secretariado Profesional
de Cantabria (ASECAN)
www.asecan.net

Secretariat i Empresa (SEiEM)
www.secretariatiempresa.blogspot.com

Asociación del Secretariado Profesional
de Madrid (ASPM)
www.aspm.es

SRI LANKA
Sri Lanka Association of  
Administrative & Professional  
Secretaries (SLAAPS)
www.slaapsonline.com

SWEDEN
Chefssekreterarna Stockholm
www.cssto.se

TAIWAN
The Professional Secretaries
Association of the Republic of China
www.chinesesecretary.org.tw

THAILAND
Women Secretaries Association of 
Thailand (WSAT)
www.secretarythailand.org

TURKS AND CAICOS
Turks & Caicos Association of Office
Professionals (TCAOP)
www.tciofficeprofessionals.org

UGANDA
National Association of  
Secretaries & Administrative  
Professionals (NASAP)
www.nasap-uganda.org

UNITED KINGDOM
The PA Hub
www.thepahub.co.uk

Association of Personal Assistants (APA)
www.paprofessional.com

Association of Celebrity Assistants
www.aca-uk.com

Association of Medical Secretaries,  
Practice Managers, Administrators & 
Receptionists (AMSPAR)
www.amspar.com

Association of Secretaries
www.uksecretaries.co.uk

British Society of Medical Secretaries & 
Administrators (BSMSA)
www.bsmsa.org.uk

Global PA Network 
www.globalpanetwork.com

Institute of Agricultural Secretaries & 
Administrators (IAgSA)
www.iagsa.co.uk

Institute of Legal Secretaries (ILS)
www.institutelegalsecretaries.com

Institute of Administrative 
Management (lAM)
www.instam.org

International Association of Virtual 
Assistants
www.iava.org

Institute of Professional
Administrators (IPA)
www.inprad.org

London PA Network
www.london-pa-network.org

National Association of Administrative 
Staff in Schools & Colleges (NAASSC)
www.voicetheunion.org.uk

PA-Assist.com
www.pa-assist.com

Society of Virtual Assistants (SVA)
www.societyofvirtualassistants.co.uk

SORTED
www.sorted-pa.com

The PA Club 
www.thepaclub.com

UNITED STATES
American Association of School
Administrators (AASA)
www.aasa.org

American Society of Administrative 
Professionals (ASAP)
www.asaporg.com

Association of Celebrity Personal 
Assistants (ACPA)
Los Angeles
www.acpa-la.com

Association for Healthcare
Administrative Professionals
(AHCAP)
www.ahcap.org

Association of Executive & 
Administrative Professionals (AEAP)
www.theaeap.com

Association of Professional Office
Managers (APOM)
www.apomonline.org

Coaches, Authors, Speakers
Professional Assistants Association
www.caspaa.com

IAAP-International Association of
Administrative Professionals
www.iaap-hq.org

Legal Secretaries International Inc
www.legalsecretaries.org

National Association for Legal Assistants 
www.nala.org

National Association for Legal 
Secretaries 
www.nals.org

New York Celebrity Assistants (NYCA)
www.nycelebrityassistants.com

The International Virtual Assistants 
Association (IVAA)
www.ivaa.org

The Office Professional
www.theofficeprofessional.com

The Virtual Assistant Chamber of 
Commerce
www.virtualassistantnetworking.com

Virtual Association for Administrative 
Professionals 
www.thevaap.com

URUGUAY
Associacion de Secretarias del Uruguay
(ADESU)
www.adesu.org.uy

Organisations & Associations Directory



Organising an event? We want to help you to spread the word and help 
our Assistants to access the training and networking that they need. 

You can upload any event or training for Assistants free of charge at the 
same website.

Whether you are looking for training/networking or want to list your 
event, visit our Events Page at http://executivesecretary.com/events/

Our website features a list of over 900 events taking 
place for Assistants all over the world.

Search 
by topic, trainer or date for:

 � Conferences 

 � Networking Events 

 � Training Courses 

 � Trade Shows 

 � Tweetchats 

 � Webinars



Oberoi Hotel 18 - 19 November 2015 Only 100 places

After last year’s hugely successful inaugural event, Executive Secretary LIVE returns to Dubai this fall, featuring nine 
of the world’s top trainers for Assistants, handpicked for their exceptional content and delivery. 

Nine world-class speakers are flying in not just to motivate and inspire you, but to provide essential training that 
will boost your knowledge, skills and productivity. Executive Secretary LIVE is two days filled with a packed 

conference agenda, an innovative practical training day and great networking opportunities.

The world’s top international conference for 
Assistants returns to Dubai in November 2015

The Speakers

Bonnie Low-Kramen
One of the most respected voices in the 

profession

Helen Clarke
PA to Sir Richard Branson

Laura Belgrado
Former Executive Assistant to MD 
GSA Microsoft Corp. Motivational 

speaker, trainer & linguist

Melba Duncan
KEYNOTE: Visionary author & “executive 

level” trainer for professional assistants

Heather Baker
World class trainer, best selling 

author and creator of the BakerWrite 
speed writing system

Ann Hiatt
EA to Eric Schmidt, Executive Chairman, 

Google, former EA to Marissa Mayer (CEO of 
Yahoo!) & Jeff Bezos (CEO of Amazon.com)

Victoria Darragh
Internal PA networking champion and 

award-winning EA

Peggy Vasquez
Chief Executive Assistant to PNNL 
Laboratory Director, Author of “Not 
Just an Admin”, Trainer and Speaker

Vickie Sokol Evans
World class Microsoft Office

Master Instructor

LAST FEW TICKETS AVAILABLE
BOOK NOW AT

www.executivesecretarylive.com


