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Foreword

The past 10 years or so have seen a revolution in the office
environment. Today’s PA is an expert who is often more quali-
fied than the person they work for — the role has evolved
from a traditional ‘take a letter’ secretary into a multi-skilled,
dynamic member of the management team. The demands of
thejob are huge. Developments in working practices, relation-
ships, IT and self-knowledge have all contributed to this
evolution.

The 21st-century PA is often the interface between the com-
pany and client; the board and the senior manager; themselves
and other company employees. It is a complex role — one min-
ute requiring support and the next a proactive approach in a
highly pressured environment is required. So it is interesting
and pertinent that a large section of this book concentrates on
communication and relationship management. The establish-
ment of cooperative and strategic relationships is vital in
today’s business environment and there are lots of tips here
to help along the way.

I wish that 30 years ago, when I was that traditional secretary
and rather green behind the ears,  had had the opportunity to
reference a book such as this. The Definitive Personal Assistant
and Secretarial Handbook contains a wealth of knowledge, ex-
perience and ‘real life” learning from the author, Sue France.

As well as being recognised by her current and past em-
ployers and peers as a true professional, I have also known
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her in many other roles — a committed member of European
Management Assistants (EUMA), tireless charity fundraiser,
devoted mother and friend.

This book should be on every PA’s desk. It will help you to
achieve exceptional status.

Gillian Richmond
European Chairman, EUMA
WWW.euma.org



Introduction

Throughout this book the term “assistant” will be used to en-
compass various roles and titles such as personal assistant,
executive assistant, secretary and management assistant.

This book is written on the understanding that you are already
proficient in all technical areas and computer programs such
as Word, Excel, Outlook/diary and contact databases, and
PowerPoint, and are aware of all new technology. This book
is about life skills that will enrich your working life, enabling
you to build excellent working relationships and exceed
expectations of peers and superiors.

The Definitive Personal Assistant and Secretarial Handbook will
be your most knowledgeable friend; it will act as a reference
book full of insights, tips, tools and earned wisdom for you
to dip in and out of when looking for inspiration, support
and answers. You will learn insights and top tips learned
from years of experience. It is written for those who want to
make their unique boss-assistant relationship a resounding
success built on mutual trust, which means that work output
will excel, careers will flourish, relationships will succeed
and communication skills will be exceptional, not to mention
the bottom line of the company increasing. With successful
working habits and therefore successful relationships, readers
will look forward to going to work in the knowledge that they
will enjoy the interaction, output and outcome of every day’s
endeavours. They will feel enormous satisfaction from the job
they do, and will most likely have fun too!
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In Appendix 1 you will find the ‘Personal strengths assessment’
form where you can learn about yourself and understand
what your strengths are. It will also give you the opportunity
to work on any weaknesses. After reading the appropriate
chapters in the book to help with any areas you want to
improve on, you will find help with goal setting in Chapter 3
and a structure to complete your goals.

This book will help assistants learn how to create a mutually
effective working relationship that is productive and success-
ful. It will provide an insight into their bosses” minds so that
they can empathise and become the best assistants they can
be.

There is a chapter for bosses and assistants to share so that
bosses will understand better what is expected of them, how to
treat and interact with assistants in order to help both parties
create the most effective and efficient working relationship.

Youwilllearnabouttheimportance of attitudes, empowerment
and mutually working together for the benefit of each other
and the company you work for. This reference book will
give you top tips on making the boss-assistant relationship
work, telling you everything you need to know to be able to
influence and communicate to the best of your ability and to
develop successful, productive, effective and professional
working relationships.

Throughout the book you will find many quotes, tips and
advice from assistants, taken from a questionnaire that has
been distributed to thousands of assistants throughout the
world.

Keep this book handy and accessible so that you can dip in and
out of it when you feel the need for a helping hand or a coach
to help you in your daily tasks and work relationships.

Thebook canbe used as part of a training programme or during
an induction process for an assistant or when growing into a
newrole.Itcanalsobeused toopenup communications; tohelp
the flow of communication and building of relationships so
as to create effective and productive working partnerships.
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All the forms used in this book can be downloaded, saved
and printed as tools to use to help you be an exceedingly
efficient and effective personal/executive assistant secretary.
Please go to www.koganpage.com/resources/PASH for these
(password: TD8734).






Relationship
management

Understand yourself before you
try to understand others

In order to build excellent effective relationships and under-
stand others, it is important that you understand yourself
first.

To find out your strengths and weaknesses, complete the
‘Personal strengths assessment’ form in Appendix 1, which
can also be downloaded from www.koganpage.com. Once
you have completed it and transferred your scores, you will
have an overall picture of how you perceive yourself. You
can pat yourself on your back for the areas where you are
confident and competent, and you should plan to concentrate
on any weaknesses by reading this book and setting goals.
In Chapter 3 you can learn how to set ‘'SMARTER’ goals and
objectives (see Appendix 4 for an explanation of SMARTER
goals and a proforma for goal setting).

Appendix 2 features a ‘Personal development” form, which
you can also download from www.koganpage.com/resources/
PASH. It should be used to help you to understand yourself
better, and to help you focus on your personal development/
learning and training requirements. It will help you identify
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gaps in your skills and experience, and find ways to fill them.
You will be able to reflect on past experiences and focus on
learning outcomes; the end product will be that you will
be motivated, your self-confidence will be boosted and
your self-esteem will be much higher. This will hopefully
lead to a satisfying and successful career as well as excellent
working relationships. You can use this personal development
plan in your appraisal meetings and to help you in career
management.

What the boss-assistant relationship
means to your health and well-being

It is important to get the boss—assistant relationship right
because, emotionally, we are most affected by intimate rela-
tionships and power relationships. And the power relation-
ship in your life is with your boss; assistants probably spend
more time with their bosses than the bosses do with their
spouses. A bad relationship with a boss could cause anxiety,
unhappiness, stress-related problems and even a risk of
depression/illness. It is the number one reason that people
leave their jobs. It can also cause physical symptoms such as
high blood pressure.

Relationship building is a two-way process — you should take
control of the situation and influence your boss(es) to agree
to make the relationship work; Chapter 10 can be shared with
your boss and used to build an effective working relationship.
Whether you work for one or more bosses, you need to
communicate constantly with each of them individually.

Image, perception and first impressions

Relationship management starts as soon as you meet some-
one. People make their minds up about each other in the first
few seconds of meeting, so it is extremely important to make
the right impression. Those first impressions last and can
decide whether you get what you want from your meeting
and perhaps even make the difference between getting a job
or not!
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The impact you make will be judged (consciously and sub-
consciously) on the basis of both verbal and non-verbal com-
munication. It is important to note that 93 per cent of the
way you come across to other people is determined by your
tone of voice, attitude and body language, which includes
how confident you appear to be, your behaviour and your
appearance.

Bill Docherty (trainer, coach and my boss) says: ‘We have an
internal physical filter and when we see people react in a certain
way we will mentally note how they hold their heads, where
they look, how they hold their shoulders, shake hands and how
they make use of space. Our subconscious mind sifts through
all the memories and experiences of different people we have
encountered in our lives. As we do this we will pick out people
who are similar and remember how they acted and what they
were like and how we felt about them. We will then take this
combined knowledge and feelings, bring it forward and attach it
to the people we are meeting.’

Tone of voice

It is really important to speak with the right tone of voice
and show the right attitude so that people want to be around
you and enjoy your company. If your tone suggests a conde-
scending attitude, boredom, or anger, you will lose respect
and people will no longer want to spend time speaking with
you or listening to what you have to say.

Attitude

When you wake up in the morning you can choose to have a
‘can do’/‘can be’/*will do” happy attitude to work, to motivate
yourself and say ‘I'm really looking forward to work today
and am eager to get started’. If you think you cannot do some-
thing then you probably won't be able to do it. You have to
tell your subconscious mind that you can do whatever you
put your mind to and you will be able to do it.
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An assistant can succeed at almost anything for which they
have unlimited enthusiasm and tenacity!

The alternative is to choose an attitude of ‘I really don’t want
to go to work today, I just can’t be bothered!” Which attitude
do you think will help you enjoy work more? Remember — you
have a choice of how you are going to react to any situation.

Attitude also includes aiming for a healthy work-life balance
and you should beware of spending too much time at work
and not enough time with your family and friends. Always
have time for yourself too — this is important because you
won't be saying on your deathbed ‘I wish I'd gone into work
more’.

Positive beliefs and intentions followed by positive actions
create positive results.

Here are four things you can do to make sure that you have
the most positive attitude possible under any circumstance.
They will also help both to reduce stress and to build effective
relationships:

Focus on the future (rather than on the past), whatever
challenge you face, including conflict. Instead of worrying
about who did what and who is to blame, focus on where
you want to be and what you want to do.

Focus on the solution whenever you're faced with a diffi-
culty. Do not waste your time and energy reflecting on the
problem, whose fault it is or why it happened. Solutions
are positive and problems are negative. As soon as you
think in terms of solutions, you become a positive, pro-
active assistant.

Look for the good in things and the positive side of any
situation.
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Look for the valuable lesson in things; if something goes
wrong or you make a mistake — what can you learn from
it?

Managing your state of mind

You can manage your state of mind before you enter a room to
make a great first impression, thereby creating self-confidence
and being prepared for any meeting where you feel you need
to influence and persuade.

If you are feeling nervous before you enter the room, take
several deep breaths to get the oxygen circulating around
your body and you will instantly feel calmer. You can manage
your state of mind by thinking of a time when you have been
particularly successful and full of confidence in either a
business or personal situation. You should think back to that
time and recreate the feeling you had then. Think about how
you were standing and how you were breathing (from the
abdomen or upper chest?). What were you thinking? How did
you feel? You should fully experience how you felt in the past
experience and keep those feelings of success and confidence
when you enter the room and during your meeting.

Before you enter the room, relax your facial muscles as it is
impossible to feel anxious when your muscles are relaxed,
and when you enter the room your smile will appear genuine
after relaxing the muscles. Your eyes should be smiling as
well as your mouth - if it is not a genuine smile then you
will not be trusted. It is impossible to feel sad when you
smile, and smiling is contagious as people will always smile
back. Smiling shows a pleasant personality and people like
to be around people who are happy. Smiling will help you
to appear warm, open, friendly, confident and approachable
— even when feeling nervous.

As you confidently knock on the door and walk in, you
should hold your head up, put your shoulders back and smile
as you look into the eyes of the people in the room. If there is
only one person then focus on that person. If, however, you
enter a room with your head down, avoiding eye contact, you
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may be considered as lacking in self-confidence. Remember
to breathe deeply, making sure it is not shallow breathing in
the upper chest, which is where you breathe when feeling
anxious and stressed.

Visualisation techniques are used by top athletes to help
get them in the right frame of mind for any situation where
they want to succeed. You should visualise yourself entering
confidently into the room, having a successful meeting, getting
on well with the boss and building instant rapport with ease
and confidence. Finish by visualising the feeling that you
have got what you wanted out of the meeting. The feeling
that you get from that is amazing, and when you believe in
yourself you can make it happen.

The handshake

When you first meet your boss, clients or colleagues, you
should shake hands in the most effective way as this makes
a deep impression on people. You should confidently offer
your hand to shake whilst still maintaining eye contact. Good
eye contact is paramount (you cannot engage with someone
properly if you are looking above their heads, down at the
floor or over their shoulder). When shaking hands, make sure
that you make contact at the crux between your thumb and
forefinger (and not the ends of fingers) and the handshake is
strong and confident, with a gentle pumping up and down
of the arms once or twice at most. Be sure not to squeeze the
other person’s hand too tight or hurt them by digging rings
into fingers. Do not have your hand too limp or it will give
the impression that you have no confidence. (However, if the
other person has a limp handshake do take into consideration
that there may be other reasons than lack of confidence, for
example arthritis.)

Also remember to acknowledge the etiquette of handshaking
of different cultures, where it may not be appropriate at all.
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Professional image

To help build effective relationships, gain respect and encou-
rage people to listen to you, it is important to act profession-
ally and look professional. The image you portray influences
the way you are perceived by other people (which may not
always be the way you perceive yourself to be!). You need to
manage the way you are perceived by managing your image,
as the way you look and act is an extension of who you are
and how you feel.

Good manners as well as polite, attentive and courteous be-
haviour will help build effective and satisfying relationships.

Remember: the expression you wear is just as important as the
clothes you wear.

Appearance

Appearance can speak volumes about your attitude and is
a form of non-verbal communication that others will use to
make up their minds about you. Even if your company has a
casual dress policy you are often the ‘face’ of the organisation,
especially if you have to meet and greet clients, and you should
always think about how you will be perceived and therefore
how the company is being perceived. Any sign of dirty or
scuffed shoes, untidy, greasy or dishevelled hair, creased
clothes, stains, dirty nails or mismatched clothes could make
along-lasting negative impression. Even bitten nails may give
the perception of your being a nervous type of person. Choice
of clothes, hairstyles, jewellery (including body piercings) or
anything to do with appearance can be considered a means of
non-verbal communication.

Dressing well can affect your attitude, make you feel good
and increase your self-esteem, and when your self-esteem
is high your energy levels are increased and you become
more productive. You may have to chair meetings and give
presentations at work, and being smartly dressed gives you
more confidence in those tasks — some people call it power
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dressing. Choice of colours is also important — choose the ones
that suit you as certain colours can make you look insignificant
and even ill, whereas others can bring out the best in you and
make you look attractive, dynamic and powerful.

Appropriate dress also varies between countries and cultures,
so you should pay particular attention when in an unfamiliar
setting or country. Make sure you know the traditions and
norms.

Sue Robson, who is English but works in Saudi Arabia, says: ‘In
the Middle East, it is important that local culture is respected
especially with regards to dress code. For example, wearing a
sleeveless top in a UK office is fine, especially in hot weather,
whereas in the Middle East this would be totally unacceptable.
During the month of Ramadan, it is particularly important to
dress conservatively.’

Flirting

Being professional at all times includes not flirting in the office.
It’s okay to banter and have a laugh now and again but you
must understand how far you can take this and know where
to draw the line. One way to deal with “serious’ approaches is
to just laugh them off. That helps to keep good professional
working relationships and everyone saves face and keeps
their jobs! At office parties don’t drink too much, as it lowers
your inhibitions and common sense has been known to fly out
of the window! Almost all bosses (92 per cent) will remember
such indiscretions, and although 74 per cent of them take it
in the spirit of things it could still ruin your reputation and
possible chances of promotion!

The beginning of a business relationship

Your organisation should offer you an induction where you
can begin to learn about the business. If they don’t have such
a procedure and you are just thrown in at the deep end, make
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it your business to get your own induction, and later to take
on a project for putting an induction procedure together (as a
new joiner you will know exactly what is needed). This will
exceed expectations and help others — you will also quickly
become an ‘expert’ on the company and you will be respected
for your endeavours by your boss and peers.

In order to do your job effectively and to understand your
boss’s needs, study the culture of your new organisation,
talk to many different people and find out all you can about
the business and the industry you work in. Study the techno-
logical words and abbreviations, policies and practices of
your company. You will need to learn all about the protocol,
processes and systems in place and obtain any relevant
training to help you fulfil your role.

‘One of the most important things you can do is to keep well
informed and up to date about the business sector you work in,
trends in your company and changes in technology.’

Gillian Richmond, European Chairperson for
European Management Assistants

Identity peoplewhocanhelpyouinyourrole,andstartbuilding
your network of relationships at work. Find opportunities to
interact and get to know people. You should spend time with
them either by organising a meeting or spending a lunch or
coffee break with them. When you interact with your new
colleagues, be friendly and approachable, showing a genuine
interest in their work, and think about the impression you are
making.

You can bring in your own experiences and expertise in
areas that you could possibly improve on. You may look at
things differently from the ways they have always been done.
However, you should be flexible; adapt some of your ways
and compromise on some areas if your boss/organisation
stipulates the way certain things have to be done.
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‘I believe our role is to assist the boss in whatever ways we can, in
order to free them for more billable work. | think we need to drop
our attitude of not wanting to do menial tasks, such as answering
the phones, opening and date-stamping mail, even getting water
or coffee for the boss, and so on. Screening calls can greatly help
a boss’s concentration.’

Janita C Sullivan, President,
Legal Secretaries International Inc

What is expected of each other:
setting down the parameters

When you start working with a new boss you need to make a
conscious decision to plan a successful working relationship
by sitting down with him or her, deciding on how you want
to work together and starting the process of really getting
to know one another. Each relationship will differ and you
need to agree the parameters and boundaries of acceptable
behaviour and what you expect of each other. It is of para-
mount importance that you continually communicate with
your boss(es) and with colleagues. The only way to succeed in
an effective working relationship is to know and understand
the ‘rules” and barriers that you have for each other; these
may change in different situations and therefore constant
communication is the key!

Respectfully tell your bosses what you expect of them, discuss
what they expect of you, and endeavour to exceed their
expectations!

Be clear about your boss’s expectations and write down
everything that is expected of you, by when and how. This
is important so that you don't forget, but also so that if you
are off work for any reason someone can pick up your work
sheet and immediately see and understand what is expected
of them.
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Discuss how information will be shared and decisions made.
How does your boss want you to deal with e-mails, post,
telephone calls, the diary and clients? Can you set meetings
in the diary without checking with the boss first? Do they
use reminder systems and in and out trays? You may want
to suggest ways of working that you have found particularly
useful in your experience in other roles. Ask your boss which
of your skills, knowledge, and experience they felt would add
value when they offered you the job so you can fulfil their
vision of you adding value.

Find out what motivates your boss, what their values are,
what annoys them, what stresses them, what preferences they
have, what can help with any moods they may get, whether
they can be contacted when on holiday and what out of work
activities they do. Are there any days when you have to make
sure the diary is clear for them to get away on time. Maybe
they like to go to the gym at lunchtime on some days, so make
sure this is put in the diary. Their work-life balance is just as
important as yours.

When you are having a meeting with them and letting them
know of your expectations, let them know of any days when
you definitely cannot stay late — for instance if you are taking
children to activities or attending evening class — so that they
know in advance and can organise themselves around it.
Remember also to remind them on the day you have to leave
on time.

You should also discuss any training requirements that you
have and try to gain agreement for you to attend secretarial
conferences and exhibitions so that you can continually learn
and develop yourself.

Ask about joining secretarial networks such as European
Management Assistants, and try to get an agreement for your
company to pay your subscription as well as your monthly fee
for the meetings. They should realise the benefit you will gain
from belonging to such a group in terms of self-development
and networking. You would be the ‘face” of your company
when attending meetings, and business opportunities may
arise.
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You should also find out about your new boss’s family; it’s
helpful to have a list of emergency numbers, such as spouse’s
work/mobile number, doctors, dentists, schools and nanny if
appropriate.

Discuss how you might lighten the boss’s workload and be
empowered to do some project work. See more on empower-
ment in Chapter 10, ‘A chapter to share with your boss’.

‘Our relationship works because we invest time and energy to
make it work. We share the same core values - trust, openness,
honesty, fairness; strive to balance family life and work life; know
our boundaries. It’s about flexibility, tolerance and partnership.

Jan Foxcroft (assistant) and Peter Lawrence (manager)

Key attributes, skills and knowledge that bosses
look for in an assistant

To display excellent interpersonal and communication
skills with the boss, with clients, all levels of staff and
fellow assistants, whether face to face, on the phone or by
e-mail.

To be trustworthy, confidential and loyal.

To be wholly committed to doing the job right and to the
best of your ability.

To have the ability to understand the boss’s thinking and
management style, so that you can make decisions with-
out needing to check with him/her.

To use active listening skills (the assistant is often the only
person the boss trusts!).

To take ownership: be proactive and anticipate problems
and try to solve them.

To keep cool, calm and effective during very busy and
deadline-driven times.

To be full of energy and enthusiasm.



Relationship management 17

To be organised, with a flexible attitude.
To be persuasive and assertive.

To take on more responsibility wherever the opportunity
arises.

To provide empathy and support.

To be a team worker — helping others and delegating
effectively.

To forgive your boss for being less than perfect, and don't
dwell on the negatives.

To motivate each other and bounce ideas off each other.

To have a sense of humour.

‘A good assistant is your public face and your representative, so
their style and the way they project their image needs to mirror
yours in terms of customer service, values, work ethic.’

Carol Ritchie, finance director

Working styles

Itis important from the outset to find out your boss’s preferred
ways of working and also to explain your own working styles
so that you understand each other clearly. For example, you
may like to use your own initiative and creative ideas or you
may require clear guidelines and frameworks to function
effectively. You may need to learn to adapt quickly to the style
of your boss but eventually, with communication, empathy
and understanding, you will know each other so well that
you will each know how the other thinks and what either of
you would do in any given situation.

Sometimes bosses and assistants work best when they comple-
ment each other’s working styles; for instance, an extrovert,
flamboyant and loud boss might be better suited to an assist-
ant who is quieter, task focused and a calming influence.
Sometimes relationships work best when people are similar;



18 The definitive personal assistant and secretarial handbook

if a boss is a ‘messy desk’ person and so is the assistant, but
they both know it works for them, then they understand it
and will not get irritated by it. If you work for more than one
boss then you have to adapt to each one’s management styles.
Some bosses think about the ‘big picture” and not the detail;
when giving instructions they may not tell you all you need to
know. Get clarification and ask questions, whether by talking
to each other or texting or by e-mail.

Ultimately, it is your responsibility to fit in with your boss’s
preferred management style. You will not always agree with
him or her and you can try to find better ways of working or
compromise on certain things, but it may be a case of your
learning how to adapt to their management style.

Constant communication

Train your boss to communicate with you regularly — this is
crucial to the success of your relationship. You should know
where your boss is at all times even though you may not
reveal this to others.

Throughout your relationship it is imperative to have regular
meetings and continuous communication — possibly every
day, or whatever works for you both and complements your
schedules.

The length and formality of the meetings is up to you and
your boss. If you use an agenda make sure that your boss
has the opportunity to add anything s/he wishes to discuss.
Whatever the case, treat them like an important client meeting:
have them in your boss’s diary as often as you need in order
to do your job properly. When you are in the meeting, shut
the door and put the boss’s phone through to someone to take
messages so that you are not disturbed. Bosses who do not
like doing administration will usher you out as soon as they
can, but stick at it until you have all the answers you need that
day. A good tip from Susie Stubley is to say at the end of the
meeting to your boss: ‘And what else is there you want to tell
me?’ Using the words ‘what else” prompts them into thinking
that there is indeed something else and they rack their brains
until you do have everything they need to tell you.
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‘Never be frightened to ask your boss to explain again, if you
don’t understand. People would rather you do it right, than either
totally wrong or not at all.’

Carole Rigney

If you have a boss who spends a lot of time away from the
office then suggest that they phone you after each meeting
and update you on what has happened. You can make notes
and take any follow-up action that is required. If all that is
needed is a new date in the diary for a meeting with the client
or an e-mail that needs sending with information, you can do
it before your boss has even left the client’s car park! Imagine
how the client feels when your boss has promised something
and, as soon as s/he has left the client’s office, whatever has
been promised is sitting in the client’s in-box! You will have
exceeded the expectations of your boss and the client.

Update meetings and telephone calls can be pivotal to an excel-
lent working relationship. Assistants will feel more involved
and have more understanding of their boss’s world. Good
news can also be shared, creating excitement and celebration
that is always good for building relationships.

It is also important to take just a few minutes to catch up on
things outside the office — such as your boss’s home life and
hobbies. When you understand the whole person, this helps
to build relationships.

We all interpret things differently. If you are having a meeting
with your boss and you want to ask for something, change
something or have a suggestion to make — or even want to
take on more of the boss’s work — then state what you want
clearly and get to the point, backing it up with data, reasons
and proof if appropriate. Choose your time to approach the
boss in a suitable location such as their office; don’t do it whilst
they are passing your desk or as you pass in the corridor. If
necessary, book yourself a time in the diary and go into the
boss’s room.

Bosses may have opinions about your performance but fail
to share those thoughts. Initiating occasional feedback discus-
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sions and making sure your appraisals happen will give them
an opportunity to let you know what they are thinking — see
more information on appraisals in the section on ‘Continual
learning’ in Chapter 3.

You may encounter ‘difficult people’ or characteristics that you
do not like; however, you should be consistently professional,
pleasant and cooperative regardless of how difficult or un-
pleasant they may be. You should always show respect for
other people even if you don't like them. Be patient and get to
know people and ‘their ways” and take a look at Chapter 4 on
‘Dealing with difficult people and managing conflict’.

Assumptions

People make assumptions, rightly or wrongly. You should
ask questions to ensure clarity. You may assume people want
you to do something in a certain way; you may assume they
don’t mind you coming in 5 or 10 minutes late every so often;
you may assume that you know what they are thinking and
what they want. Once you have been working for someone
for a long time you can often be correct in assumptions, but
sometimes you can be wrong.

Avoid making assumptions as it can make an ‘ASS’ of ‘U’ and
‘MFE’ - ASS/U/ME.

Make sure your actions and decisions are founded on facts and
reality as much as humanly possible, especially when under
pressure. To avoid making an “ass/u/me’, always establish the
facts, check the validation of your assumptions and take time
to reason things through so that you don’t make mistakes.
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Be proactive, anticipate needs, be
prepared and exceed expectations

To be a successful assistant you have to be willing, able, flex-
ible and proactive. Think ahead and plan, carry out tasks
before they are required, anticipate problems and try to solve
them. Use quieter periods to pre-empt requests. Be organised
and prepared in advance (including updating and organising
paperwork and files). A successful assistant deals with as
much as possible to prevent it landing on the boss’s desk, and
endeavours to always exceed expectations.

‘Whenever a VIP programme was under way, it was almost a rule
that you expected something unexpected. To avoid problems |
would organise as much as possible in advance and provide for
every possible contingency, by having IT staff on standby and so
on. Then when something unexpected cropped up | could deal
with it calmly and effectively.’

Liz O’Farrell

‘Eighty per cent of your boss’s headaches come from 20 per cent
of activities and everything else runs along smoothly, so get rid
of that bottom 20 per cent and you will be perceived as a super
secretary and your boss will be a lot happier. Give solutions not
problems - answers not questions.’

Bill Docherty

To generalise somewhat, male bosses often prefer to focus on
one solution at a time rather than having to choose between
a range of options. Female bosses, on the other hand, may
prefer to be given several options to choose from, as most
females are able to cope with five or six issues at any one time
— generally speaking!

Know your capabilities and don’t promise anything you cannot
deliver. It is especially important to be proactive when you
are working for more than one boss and if you are working to
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a deadline. You should inform your boss(es), without having
to be chased for information, and report back if you think
you are not going to make deadlines they give you (but try to
get help from colleagues first). Let your bosses know in good
time as they may be able to extend the deadline, and being
forewarned enables them to do something about a problem.

Try to make your boss look good and never show disrespect
for him or her in front of anyone. Produce high-quality docu-
ments and presentations, and meet deadlines. Make sure
you return calls as promised, and remind your boss of what
s/he has to do on a timely basis. If you have any problems
that need solving, address them. Contribute new ideas and
suggestions.

To help you to be prepared you should check the diary for
the coming week and month, making sure that you have
prepared all the necessary papers for each meeting. You
should also prepare maps if required and diarise time for
any preparation work, as well as organising any travel that
is required (arranging hotel bookings, visas and foreign
currency, making sure passports are up to date and so on).
When booking travel, make sure you know any preferences
your boss has. You should also note any allergies that your
boss may have when booking restaurants and meals in hotels,
and know what type of accommodation is preferred.

Being proactive is also about grasping opportunities when
they arise, such as volunteering to take responsibility for pro-
jects that you realise can save your boss some time as well as
giving yourself a challenge and a chance to increase your skill
set. You should take ownership of your work and projects
and add value to your boss and your company. By assuming
more responsibility for tasks, projects and processes, you
will become an increasingly valuable asset in the relationship
between you and your boss.
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‘Read everything that comes across your desk, ask questions, and
keep on learning. Become involved, and be pushy about getting
answers if necessary. Bosses love to tell you about their work
- they are just often too busy or don’t realise the secretary cares
to learn about it.’

Janita C Sullivan

Be accountable: take pride in a
high standard of work

You should maintain a high-level professional service to
all people with whom you interact outside and inside the
company. It is important that your grammar and spelling are
correct as the standard of the documentation, whether it is
hard copy or e-mail, is important (it is evidence of the com-
pany’s professionalism and high standards). Using the spell
checker on the computer is not sufficient, so it is important to
read your work for sense and grammar, whether it is sent out
internally or externally. Be very careful when you are proof
reading as it is easy to miss spelling mistakes and transposed
letters.

Empathy

Study bosses carefully to get to know their wants, needs and
goals, to put yourself in their shoes. Seek to understand the
pressures they are under and empathise with them, then see
what you can do to alleviate pressures and solve problems.
Bosses have clients, peers, subordinates and possibly their
own bosses to answer to, and they may well have more than
one crisis going on at any one time. Be prepared to work over-
time if necessary and volunteer to do this on occasions when
you know it would be appreciated. This will work in your
favour, as when you need time off work it is more likely that
your boss will agree to it (the law of reciprocation is quite
powerful).

If there is any part of their job that you can do, you should
volunteer to take on the project — take on more responsibility
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to ease the pressures on the boss. If they can delegate, take
the work on - it makes your job more interesting and more
rewarding and adds to your curriculum vitae.

Tip from Sue Robson: ‘When bosses arrive at the office, either
first thing in the morning or when returning from meetings, don’t
stop them as they pass your desk to give them their messages and
so on. Give them a few minutes to settle in instead of demanding
immediate attention. They may have other things on their minds
before they are ready to see you.’

Always treat others as you wish to be treated — it’s common
good manners. Treat people with respect and courtesy that
they deserve and you will be treated with respect too.

Honesty and integrity

When mistakes are made many people are reluctant to apolo-
gise, fearing that admitting fault will harm their reputation,
result in punishment or simply make them look foolish.

‘Honesty is the best policy’ to repair a situation, so if you
make a mistake — own up (it is better than being found out)
but first try to solve any problems that may arise. Then let
people know what you have done, that you are sorry about it,
and how you have tried to solve it. Owning up also prevents
you from becoming stressed and worried about the problem.
We all have bad days and we all make mistakes, and if some
blame lies with you — accept it. A properly phrased and well-
timed apology makes you look stronger, not weaker, by
showing that you have the courage to admit your mistakes. It
will help towards repairing any damage to relationships.

Integrity encompasses honesty, trustworthiness and high
moral values. It is vital that top assistants are seen to have
integrity as they deal with highly confidential material and
are trusted with information that perhaps only the chief
executive officer and possibly the board have sight of. They
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are often the only people their bosses can confide in and can
be used as a sounding board. Assistants should have a strong
belief in their high moral values and the boss should be able
to trust them.

Trust

‘Knowing and mastering everything that is important to my boss,
always staying on top of everything. Knowing his next move
before he has even contemplated making it himself. | keep my
boss’s whole existence in my hands and the only person who
knows the full extent of it is my boss. Not only does he discuss
extremely sensitive and confidential business matters with me
but we also talk about more private matters. He knows that | am
to be trusted 100 per cent.’

Eila Sandberg

Trust, respect and discretion are really important in any rela-
tionship. You both have to be able to trust each other and this
has to be earned over time by doing what you promise, by
being honest and openin your relationship, by communicating
effectively and by owning up to mistakes.

Bosses should be able to trust you to get on with your work
even though they are not there, and be confident that you
will follow all the correct procedures and policies and be
as productive as you can. Quite often they don’t know the
policies themselves and if they can trust that you are well
informed and know what you are doing, then it’s something
less for them to think about.

Trust means:

not laying any blame;
producing the results expected;
providing honest feedback;

discussing problems directly;
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not talking behind people’s backs;

doing a fair share of the work;

meeting agreed deadlines;

sharing information and knowledge that you need;

giving credit where it is due.

If someone ‘betrays’ your trust — check your assumptions
(remember ass/u/me). ‘Betrayal” implies that someone either
intentionally did something that you did not expect or failed
to do something that you did expect. If you believe a colleague
has disclosed confidential information, for example, you
should check your assumptions: did you clearly state that it
was not to be discussed?

Keeping promises helps gain trust and respect. If you promise
to call someone back by a certain time, then do so. They will
remember you because few people actually do that.

Office politics

Typically, we use the term ‘office politics’ to describe our col-
leagues’ behaviour (never our own) as scheming and manipu-
lating, whereas when we do it we are building relationships,
developing strategies, and communicating!

Many people feel that office politics involves devious plotting
or blatant self-promotion and even ‘back stabbing’. However,
in reality, ‘politics’ is what naturally happens whenever
people with different goals, interests and personalities try to
work together. The process itself is simply a fact of office life.

To succeed, we not only have to do outstanding work, but
also to deal with quirky bosses and colleagues with difficult
and annoying characteristics. Colleagues get defensive when
we point out their mistakes, unscrupulous rivals try to stab
us in the back, and managers make decisions that seem
totally unfair. Managing the political environment is just as
important as managing tasks and responsibilities. Politics
is about getting what you want by influencing others (some
may call it manipulating).
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Good office politics include raising your profile in the office
and the industry you work in. Success at work depends on
both results and “strategic’ relationships with, for example,
your boss, your boss’s boss, the assistant of your boss’s boss,
the human resource manager, IT department and of course
the assistants of your clients and clients themselves. Be your
boss’s eyes and ears. When you hear of something they may
need to act upon, then it is your duty to let them know.

How to manage your boss

Successful assistants have patience, empathy and understanding,
and are able to manage upwards. Sometimes it is useful to be
thick skinned; remember never to take it personally when bosses
are venting off!

We cannot always choose the bosses we work with. Sometimes
we ‘inherit’ them, sometimes they are ‘given’ to us, perhaps
through a change in management; sometimes we may even
have chosen them, but it’s not until we work with them that
we find out what they are really like.

The frustrations that assistants can experience when dealing
with untrained, inexperienced bosses with inappropriate
management styles can cause stress, sleepless nights, head-
aches and anxiety and may even cause staff to be off work ill
and ultimately to leave.

We have to ‘make the most’ of the bosses we have and some
of us are luckier than others. So the more effectively you can
manage your boss, the better your relationship will be and
the more you are likely to enjoy work and your profession.
The less skilful your boss is at managing down, then the more
important it is for you to be able to manage up!

Tips on managing up:

Assistants should take the responsibility for improving
the relationship and getting the buy-in of their boss. They
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should also accept any shortcomings a boss may have
—no one is perfect; we all have our off days and possibly
annoying habits too. You can help bosses to realise what
their shortcomings are and help them to improve. This
may just mean sitting down and talking to them openly,
but you must be tactful about the way you approach this.
Sometimes it is prudent to recognise what annoys and
upsets your boss and avoid whatever it is! If your boss is
having an ‘off day’, then keep out of the way and try not
to antagonise them.

You should manage the expectations of bosses. If they are
expecting too much of you — for example if you are con-
tinually having to come in early, work through lunch and
stay late — then you have to ask for a meeting and let them
know the situation. Don’t forget to offer a solution to the
problem. You need to be assertive but never aggressive.
Know when to say no (calmly and nicely) and explain
your thinking as to why you have said no. Be tactful and
diplomatic.

Most bosses like to hear new ideas and approaches. Share
your thoughts about how to improve your relationship,
your role, processes, customer service or the work environ-
ment.

Give your boss a sincere compliment when appropriate
and when you need to give constructive criticism then,
at an appropriate time, sit down with him or her and say
there is something you wish to discuss and do it calmly
—adult to adult.

In the case of new managers who have never experienced
working with an assistant before, keep in mind that the
transition to management is difficult. You need to help
them work with an assistant and guide them — this might
include simple things like how to dictate correctly into
a dictaphone, for instance the correct order to dictate a
table and the need to spell out unusual names. They may
be nervous or they may come across as arrogant because
they simply don’t know how to be with an assistant, and
you can help them and work it out together — again it
cannot be stressed enough that constant communication
is key.
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You may start working with a boss who has come from
another organisation and requires help in settling in. You
will need to help them by sharing information on new
procedures, process and culture, and guide them on pro-
tocol. However, you have to respect the fact that they are
experienced in management roles and you may have to
work at adapting your work style to theirs. In some cases
they may in fact have been brought in to change things.
Be flexible, adaptable and open to change.

If your company already does 360° appraisals, then great;
if they don’t then suggest that you start. Giving con-
structive feedback on a six-monthly basis goes a long way
to helping your working relationship succeed as long as
you both agree on this type of appraisal and action is
taken on any outcomes.

Ask your boss out to lunch so that you get to know him
or her outside work; you could conduct constructive feed-
backs on such an occasion.

Successfully managing upward will help make your time at
work more pleasant, and make it easier to accomplish your
goals, enjoy work and manage your relationships.

‘A number of character strengths are important in becoming a
successful assistant, including the acquisition and use of know-
ledge, being open minded and having a flexible attitude, being
able to see the perspective of others, integrity, persistence,
vitality, social intelligence, a sense of justice/fairness, self-control
and a sense of humour.’

Barbara Baker







Communication skills

Conscious and subconscious communication skills are para-
mount to help you build powerful, trusting and mutually
successful relationships. Communication is important in all
situations and in particular the situations where you can
build first impressions:

meetings;

on the phone;

networking;

giving presentations;

business conferences;

e-mails;

social occasions.

Body language

We all interpret body language subconsciously most of the
time. Whenever you ‘listen’ to body language you must
take everything into consideration and nothing in isolation
— attitude, tone of voice, what is said, how people look when
they say it, what they are trying to achieve when they are
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saying it and what their positive intention is. The better we
know people, the better we can read their body language.
Understanding non-verbal communication improves with
practice.

Be aware that there are multicultural differences in body lan-
guage and gestures (such as waving and pointing), which
could be open to misinterpretation. However, facial expres-
sions for anger, fear, sadness and happiness are similar
throughout the world.

Congruence

Your posture, facial expression, eye contact, non-verbal
language speak louder than words. People ‘listen” to body
language more than the spoken words. Up to 93 per cent of
communication effectiveness is determined by non-verbal
behaviour. If you want to mask your true feelings or your
immediate reaction to information, then you must be aware
of your body language. You may have your voice and words
under control but your body language, including micro facial
expressions and movement, can give your true thoughts and
feelings away. Therefore make sure that when you want to
convey a message your body language is congruent with your
words in order to give a clear impression and message.

If you are unsure what your boss is conveying to you due to
incongruence of body language and words, then ask questions
or repeat back what you believe he or she actually means so
as to clarify the situation.

Visual, auditory and kinaesthetic

According to theories of neuro-linguistic programming (NLP)
there are three main ways that individuals process their
thoughts and communication styles: visual, auditory and
kinaesthetic. Once you understand these three characteristics
you will be able to recognise each type and it will help
you communicate more effectively, which in turn helps to
build excellent rapport. By listening to others it is easy to
detect which method they choose, and you should echo the
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other person (adopting their language patterns and styles
and mirroring their body language). We all use all three
communication styles but most of us have a preference for
one or two of them.

You can tell whether people are visual, auditory or kinaesthetic
by their body language and the language they use, as outlined
below.

Visual

Visual people process their world by means of pictures and
what they see, including the use of pictures in their decision
making.

When visual people talk to you or when they are thinking,
their eyes tend to look up (as they are looking at imaginary
pictures in front of them in the air). They say things like: ‘It
looks good to me’, ‘Show me what you mean’, ‘I see what you
mean’, ‘Can you see what I mean?’, ‘I get the picture’ and ‘I
can see it clearly now’.

Listen for words and expressions such as ‘looks good’, ‘a
bright idea’, ‘I'll paint a picture for you’, ‘bright’, ‘that’s clear’,
‘vision” and ‘colourful’.

Auditory

Auditory people process their world and arrive at their deci-
sions by means of the words that are used and what they
hear.

Their eyes often look to the side horizontally and they also
put their head to one side whilst listening. They use language
that has sound as the main component, like: ‘“Tell me more’,
‘I hear what you say’, ‘I'll talk to you later’, ‘It was good to
speak to you’, “That sounds good’, ‘“Tell me again’ and ‘It rings
a bell’. Auditory people will use expressions and words such
as ‘sounds good’, “clear as a bell’, ‘rings true” and ‘loud’.
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Kinaesthetic

Kinaesthetic people base their decisions on how they feel.
They drop their eyes down towards the ground when you talk
to them, and talk about how they feel: “That feels right’, “That
makes me feel sad’, “That makes me feel good’, ‘I understand
how you feel’, ‘I feel you are worried about...’, ‘I feel as if you
are uncomfortable...”, ‘I sense you're thinking about...” and
SO on.

Kinaesthetic people tend to hug themselves or touch their
bodies in some way, like clasping hands or folding arms. In
body language terms this can be seen as a barrier, but if you
understand that these people may be kinaesthetic then you
may change your perception of them.

As a word of warning: it is important to realise that if you
see someone with their arms crossed, for example, it does not
necessarily mean they are defensive or angry or not interested
— it may mean they process their world kinaesthetically
(feelings based) and like to hug themselves; it may even mean
they are feeling a bit cold. Remember to consider a number of
signs/clues in order to come to a proper conclusion.

To find out how you prefer to process your world you can
take a simple test that can be found at www.koganpage.com/
resources/PASH and also in Appendix 3.

Matching and mirroring (reflecting)

Matching and mirroring is the term used for subtly adopting
a pose and/or expression similar to the person you are talking
to. As a result, the other person feels that you are ‘on the
same wavelength” and is likely to talk longer and share more
information. When you do this you will find that you build
rapport quickly and easily, as people like people whom they
feel (subconsciously) are like them. You should match their
energy, whether they cross or uncross their legs, how fast or
slowly they speak, their tone of voice and even the way they
are breathing (whether slow and deep or fast and shallow). It
is good to leave a small gap before changing your posture to
match theirs so as not to make it too obvious.



Communication skills 35

Matching and mirroring angry people

Some people shout when they get angry or are excited, or
just as a habit. When matching and mirroring someone who
is shouting and angry, you may match their tonality, speed,
quality, loudness of voice (maybe a little lower) and body
language, but do not copy their angry words or any threaten-
ing language they might use. Your gestures should be similar
but not quite as flamboyant and not threatening. Once you
begin to build rapport, start to bring down your own loudness,
speed and so on, and they will follow.

Groups

Most groups have a leader. If you are conversing with a
group of people, you should start by establishing rapport
with the leader, using matching and mirroring, in order to
build rapport with the whole group.

Tone of voice

Your tone of voice can let others know exactly how you are
feeling as it shows your enthusiasm, attitude, lack of interest,
anger. Therefore if you wish to influence your boss you can
show genuine enthusiasm and interest in something by using
an animated tone of voice.

Once you have ‘mirrored” for a while you will find that
when you start changing your body posture the people
you are talking to will follow your lead and this means that
they feel comfortable with you; rapport develops and your
relationship has begun. You may get a warm feeling in the
pit of your stomach, and they may say things like ‘I feel like
I have known you for a long time’ or ‘I find it easy to talk to
you’, and you will both feel easy with each other.

Make sure your mirroring is subtle, but also realise that this
technique needs practising until you feel comfortable doing
it.
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Eye contact

Making very little eye contact can convey either shyness and
submissiveness or that you have something to hide; it could
also suggest you feel superior or are not interested. You can
use your eyes to express interest in other people or in your
surroundings. Keeping eye contact makes you appear more
confident in almost any situation. This is particularly true in
job interviews where you want to appear interested, confident
and calm.

On the other hand if you stare and have too much eye contact
it can seem confrontational or intimidating; in the natural
process of talking to someone we do flick our eyes away when
we are processing our thoughts.

When you are in a group of people, you should make sure
you look at each person for a few seconds to make everyone
feel included and imply respect for everybody in the group. If
you are not comfortable with looking into people’s eyes then
you can look into the triangular area that ranges from the left
eyebrow across to the outright eyebrow and down to the nose
and up to the left eyebrow again — when you look into this
triangular area other people cannot tell if you are looking into
their eyes or not, so it looks as if you are keeping eye contact.

If, when you walk into a room, you look around, you will
give out the impression of somebody who cares about where
they are — and people will be more likely to approach you. If
you keep your eyes averted (as is common if you are nervous)
then you will look as if you would rather be somewhere else
and appear less approachable and not confident.

When you keep eye contact you will be able to ‘read” other
people’s body language and facial expressions. You may
realise that you need to change what you are saying if they
look as if they do not agree, or that you need to explain more
if they have a quizzical expression on their face. If you are not
looking at them you will not pick up any signals.

Eye movement will tell you whether they are thinking about
the future or the past. When people look to the right, they
are creating and thinking about the future and when they
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look to the left they are remembering and thinking about the
past. The eye movement may not be exaggerated — it could be
minute — but if you look carefully you will begin to recognise
it. By looking at people’s eyes you can tell if they are telling
lies or not, because if you ask them a factual question and
they look to their right they are about to make something
up or exaggerate. If they look to their left they are going to
tell you the truth as they are accessing their past. However,
you should note there is a small group of left-handed people
where the eye movements are reversed.

Use of space

People have a ‘personal space’, which is also an important
type of non-verbal communication and we should take notice
of it. If you go up to someone who then takes a step back,
then respect that as indicating the personal space that person
needs. The amount of distance we need is different for each
of us, depending on how comfortable we feel when someone
is standing in front of us. It also depends on the situation we
are in and the level of familiarity.

The ‘influential’ right side

Bill Docherty has spent over 30 years teaching negotiation tech-
niques and has found that the majority of people are more easily
influenced when you stand or sit on their right-hand side.

Body language and non verbal behaviour accounts for 93 per
cent of the perceived impact that you have on people. When
you go for an interview or when you want to influence people,
try to make sure you sit slightly to their right even if it means
moving your chair a little (and even if you are across the table
from them) so that they have to move their eyes and/or head
slightly to their right to look at you. Being on their right puts
you in their perceived future (and not their past!). When you
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are trying to make an impression then move your chair away
from the desk to create space around you.

Hands

Hands are also very expressive. Open gestures such as moving
your hands away from your body, resting them on your lap
palm upwards or on the desk in front of you, including ex-
posing wrists, make you appear open and honest. Making
too many hand gestures can make you appear nervous and
uncontrolled, which is especially worth remembering when
attending interviews.

Avoid putting your hand over your mouth or wringing your
hands together or touching your sleeves — these gestures can
make you appear tense, nervous, and sometimes dishonest.
However, when reading other people’s body language, re-
member that you have to take account of a range of clues
to come to a conclusion about someone. For example, some
people may cover their mouths when speaking to you but
that could be because they don't like the way their teeth look,
or it could have just become a habit.

Posture

You can use your posture to communicate that you are inter-
ested, open, honest and confident. By facing someone, you
appear attentive and look as if you are listening to them
— particularly when you lean forwards slightly. By facing
away from the other person or leaning back, you show a lack
of interest. However, you should be careful not to appear
aggressive when facing someone and bear in mind the
importance of personal space.

How to influence the ‘chemistry’
between you

One of the main strategies for gaining mutual respect is to
have constant verbal (and non-verbal) open and honest
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communication between you and your boss. In that way you
both know what is going on at all times, and understand each
other and your respective needs. The boss will gain trust in
you, your abilities and decision-making powers so that she/
he can trust you to make decisions and handle matters in his
or her absence if required.

E-mail communication

‘If you have access to your boss’s e-mail account | would suggest
you regularly read the e-mails, even if they deal with them them-
selves. Itis always useful to be well informed and to have a broad
picture of what they are doing.’

Charlotte Beffert

Remember to put a heading in the subject in your e-mail.
Everyone gets so much e-mail and may scan their in-box for
ones they feel they need to read urgently, so make the heading
something that will entice them to open it and read it. They
may use also the subject heading to file their e-mails by. It is
important to remember that if you pick up an e-mail to reply
to it, you need to change the subject heading if you are e-
mailing about a different subject.

E-mails are easy to send but so difficult to retrieve (if at all),
and when writing them you should carefully consider the
tone and message conveyed. They must be professional, with
correct grammar and spelling. You must also make sure they
are sent to the correct recipients, with everyone copied in who
should be.

Itis important not to type in capital letters as this is considered
to be shouting on e-mail. Also, the human eye finds it easier
to read small letters than capitals. If you want to do headings
you can make them bold.

Be careful when sending group e-mails that you do not give
away people’s e-mail addresses against their wishes. You
should use blind copy (bcc) to keep the e-mail addresses of
each recipient private.
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Be careful of how you word e-mails and how they read -
think about how it will come across to the recipient. If you are
angry about something don’t send off an e-mail in haste: think
about it, draft it and go back to it later when you have calmed
down; change it or delete it if necessary, and remember it is
sometimes better to pick up a phone or meet face to face.

E-mails that are quite curt, short and to the point are some-
times perceived as coming from someone who is abrupt or
arrogant. They can irritate some people even though you
may be doing it this way because of lack of time. You should
write an e-mail, then read it from the reader’s point of view
- imagining how the wording could be interpreted. Messages
should always have a greeting at the beginning and be signed
off at the end. It is a good idea to use ‘signatures’, which may
include a farewell greeting such as ‘kind regards” and your
full contact details to help the recipients should they want to
call you.

Similarly, people do not want to receive long e-mails that
ramble on but rather ones that are to the point. If it is necessary
to give lots of information, this should be attached as a word
document rather than in the e-mail itself.

Be very careful with sending confidential information in e-
mails as they can be forwarded on and can be read by the
company if the authorities so wish. Consider whether it
would be better to post or deliver highly confidential material
by hand.

Also be aware of your company’s e-mail etiquette. Use your
personal e-mail address for personal e-mails rather than
clogging up the company’s inbox with your personal corre-
spondence. Be careful not to use work time for your personal
concerns.

Listening skills

The most important thing in communication is to hear what
is being communicated both verbally and non-verbally and to
also ‘hear’ what is not being said!
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One of theimportant factors that can help tobuild relationships
—and the greatest gift you can give people —is to actively listen
to them. When you listen intently and focus on every word
whilst making it clear that you are genuinely interested in
what people are saying, they feel respected, their self-esteem
rises and they feel more worthwhile and important. Listening
actively and ‘listening’ non-verbally also help us to understand
and deal with the differing styles of communication of men
and women.

Many people are poor listeners and have never been taught
how to listen properly. Almost everyone enjoys talking about
themselves and it is therefore important that we practise
active listening skills.

Most people speak at an average rate of 120 words a minute.
However, our brains are capable of processing more than 500
words a minute, which means that our minds start wandering
off and thinking about other things and then we become poor
listeners.

When you are listening to someone it is appropriate to listen
for at least 80 per cent of the time and speak for 20 per cent.
You will speak to clarify your understanding, to show you
are listening by paraphrasing, and when the other person
asks you for an answer. You should also speak at the end
to summarise your understanding, and you should pause
before doing so as this gives you time to reflect on what you
are going to say.

‘Focused listening is the ability to concentrate on every word
spoken, assess what is meant by them, identify the hooks and
react to them.

Richard Mullender (trainer and police hostage negotiator)

You can only respond to what you think you have heard and
understood —make sure you understand exactly what is being
said and what is meant. Focus on:

choice of words;
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emphasis;

tone of voice;
silences/vagueness;
repetitions;

body language/physical condition.

If you adopt the ‘listening position” your body will tell your
brain that it must listen carefully. The listening position is
sitting slightly forward and keeping eye contact with the
speaker. People who are auditory (ie who interpret their
worlds chiefly by what they hear) will automatically and
involuntarily tilt their head to the side when listening.

Listen for the following:

What exactly are they saying/meaning?

What is not being said? (You may need to read between
the lines (watch their body language) and ask questions.)

How are they saying the words (the tone of voice)? Does
it match their body language?

What are they feeling?

Listen for the different emotions. For example, are they
anxious, worried, excited, afraid, demotivated, motivated,
happy, bored or confrontational? (See Chapter 4 on ‘Deal-
ing with difficult people and managing conflict’.)

When it is appropriate to speak, then you can show you
are listening by paraphrasing back to people to show that
you understand, including how you think they are feeling.
Empathise and reflect on the emotions they are portraying in
their voice and body language, and rapport will develop.

Reflect on why they are speaking to you and what outcome
they are looking for (sometimes this is not so obvious). Are
they:

giving you instructions;

giving you feedback;
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making polite conversation and building rapport;
asking for help;

‘letting off steam’;

asking for feedback;

looking for encouragement;

hoping for clarification;

trying to lay blame on someone (you possibly)?

When listening actively you should:

Block out all other distractions, make sure you empty
your mind of everything else you need to be doing and
concentrate on what the other person is saying. Listen in
real time and don't be thinking about what you are going
to say next as this takes your attention away from what is
being said.

Listen with your ears, your eyes and your heart, that is,
emotionally! Look for body language clues to what is
really being said.

Acknowledge verbally what you hear by saying ‘hmm’,
‘yes’, ‘oh really’, “aha’ etc!

Acknowledge non-verbally what you are hearing by
smiling, laughing (appropriately of course), frowning
and nodding attentively now and again.

If you are taking instructions for something then it would
be expected that you make notes and ask questions (at the
appropriate time) to clarify your understanding and what
is expected of you. It may be appropriate to ask permission
to take notes before the conversation/meeting.

Askfor clarification when youdon’tunderstand something
the other person has said: ‘Did I understand you right...?’
‘Did you mean...?’

Keep eye contact and ‘listen” with your eyes.

Be comfortable with silence — do not be afraid of pauses.
Sometimes you can make a very effective statement by
knowing when to say nothing!
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It is important that you show respect and don’t interrupt
when the other person is speaking. Otherwise, it may
appear you are only interested in getting your own point
across, or that you are not interested in what they have to
say, or you may stop their flow of thoughts so that they
lose track of what they are trying to tell you.

One of the most important tools of listening is simply to
pause before replying, which tells people that you are
thinking about what they have said and reflecting on
their opinions and considering an informed reply before
you answer.

Pausing is also a good way to get other people to speak
more and give you more information if you are trying to
find things out.

Summarising what you have heard:

—  When the speaker has finished speaking, it is better to
take a few seconds to think sensibly about your reply
before jumping in with the first thing that you can
think of.

— Pausing before you speak ensures you avoid the risk
of interrupting people if they have just stopped to
gather their thoughts.

— By carefully considering what other people have
said, you are paying them a compliment. You are
implicitly saying that you consider their thoughts to
be important and worthy of quiet reflection, thereby
making them feel worthy and important enough to be
listened to, which in turn makes them feel better about
themselves and helps build relationships.

— When you summarise what has been said to prove that
you have understood, you should not only summarise
the content of what they said with your own words but
you should also reflect the feeling of how they said it
through your tone of voice (matching and pacing) and
your body language (mirroring).

Active listening enables you to learn, to understand and to be
able to do your job to the best of your ability. It also helps to
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build and maintain a high level of trust and therefore helps
build relationships with your boss, your peers and your
subordinates and of course everyone else you communicate
with.

Questioning skills

The art of building relationships with your boss and your col-
leagues, in fact everyone you come in contact with, centres
around your ability to ask questions as well as listening attent-
ively to the answers.

You should practise the art of asking well-worded questions
that focus the conversation. This helps you to understand
exactly what other people are saying and feeling and it gives
them an opportunity to express themselves. It means you
can find out whether your assumptions are correct or not.
Asking questions is particularly important at the start of your
relationship but of course should be continued throughout
your working relationship with bosses, colleagues and
clients.

Different types of questions should be used to get different
levels of information. Open-ended questions that are non-
specific could start with the words ‘Describe’ or “Tell me about’.
They save you from having to ask lots of questions. These
questions encourage the speaker to expand on thoughts, feel-
ings and comments, and one question will lead to another.
You can ask open-ended questions almost without limit,
drawing out of the other person everything that he or she has
to say. You should make a habit of asking good, open-ended
questions in response to problems or difficulties. This shows
interest and increases your understanding.

Open-ended questions that are specific usually begin with the
‘Five Ws and H approach’ — Who, What, Where, When, Why
and How. These are questions designed to get the maximum
amount of information and ideas, feelings and facts. An
example of a neutral open question is: ‘How are you feeling
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today?’ In contrast, ‘Are you happy?’ is a leading question
(implying happiness).

Use closed questions to check that you have understood.
These usually have a yes or no answer, and take forms such
as ‘doyou...?, ‘have you...?, “‘were you...?" ‘can you...?" ‘will
you...?" Specific questions are used to be direct and find out
facts; an example might be: “What date did you say you were
going on holiday?’

Other techniques include being reflective — rephrasing what
is said and returning it as a statement. Clarifying and sum-
marising are also valuable. Clarifying the request and asking
questions (open-ended and closed-ended) willensure you fully
understand the request. Summarising, as already discussed,
involves re-stating the main points of the conversation and
listing any action that may need to be taken and by whom.

You should always ask questions and seek to understand
so that you can deal with similar situations that arise in the
future. Whenever your boss gives you an instruction and you
do not understand, then you must ask. Don't feel stupid about
asking questions — there is only one stupid question and that
is the one you don't ask. It is better to ask 10 times and get it
right than not to ask and get it wrong.

Gossip

Almost everyone gossips at some point. The most common
definition of gossip is ‘any conversation between two or more
people about another who is not present’, and if you have
never been in this situation then you must be the only excep-
tion! Gossip is difficult to avoid — you have to be aware at all
times as you could be dragged into gossiping innocently.

You can reduce the likelihood that any gossip will be about
you or your work by remaining professional at all times. Some
people who gossip enjoy disrespecting people so you need to
prevent that by not giving them any “fuel to light the fire’.

Gossip often has a negative connotation because discussions
about people are not always based on known fact but rather
on assumptions. For example, speculation about non-existent
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office affairs creates needless harm to the reputations of two
people and causes upset and disruption that can have knock-
on effects for their families.

People gossip about their company, colleagues, managers
and salaries. Such talk is often based on either assumption or
exaggeration, which is not helped when it is passed on from
one person to another. Gossips want to know about what’s
going on with everyone and about work issues, and often
can’t wait to spread what they have learned.

Spreading negative information about colleagues can create
a lot of trouble and resentment. Any information that might
damage another person should never be repeated or agreed
with. You should never talk disrespectfully about your
previous employer or any past or current colleagues as you
will be perceived as being unprofessional, indiscreet, negative,
a ‘gossiper’ and a possible trouble causer.

Assistants can act as ‘the eyes and ears’ of the boss. Part of
your role as an assistant is to know as much as you can about
what is happening in the business and to make sure you
know everything that is going on around you within your
area, your company and indeed your industry and even your
competitors, so you can make your boss aware of the key
issues and develop action plans.

This does not mean you have to act like the “office spy’, as
people will get to realise what you are up to and distrust you.
You should respect confidentiality at all times, but if there is
something that will affect your boss or your organisation then
you should remember where your loyalties lie and use the
information discreetly and appropriately.

Sometimes ‘gossip’ can be useful when used in the right con-
text and for the right reasons. It can help determine who is
trustworthy, who should be avoided, and who may be able to
help us accomplish our goals. Gossip can also help determine
which behaviours are acceptable and which are not.

The key is to know when gossip is getting out of hand and
when something needs to be done about it. This might be
when it is:
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hurting people’s feelings;
disrupting the flow of work;
damaging interpersonal relationships;

demotivating employees or damaging morale.

You can exceed your boss’s expectations and offer solutions
to stop the more serious type of gossiping, for example by
suggesting that more communication meetings should be
held, or communication should be disseminated via e-mails
or voice messages to dispel any harmful rumours. It may be
appropriate for your boss to speak to the culprit(s) involved
to find out exactly what is happening. The person(s) involved
may require coaching to change their behaviour, and in
extreme circumstances it may be necessary to consider using
the disciplinary procedure. Or maybe your boss needs to be
more approachable, with an open-door policy so that people
feel that they can talk to him or her.

If gossip is managed appropriately it need not be a problem,
and there will always be the grapevine type of gossiping that
can be useful in certain circumstances. So if and when “gossip-
ing’ does occur, be sure that you keep it professional and
are sharing helpful, accurate information and not spreading
harmful rumours.

Telephone etiquette

Answer the phone with a smile on your face. The smile can
be ‘heard’ and you will sound happy and pleasant. If you are
extremely busy and getting stressed with your work, take a
deep breath before you answer the phone to calm you down
and make you sound normal and not anxious.

Answer the phone promptly —don't let it ring more than three
times before you answer it. Set yourself a daily challenge to
attempt to answer the phone on the first ring so that callers
are not kept holding on the line for longer than is necessary —
they will appreciate not having their time wasted. This helps
exceed expectations when you are consistent.
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Always be polite, helpful and proactive when dealing with
phone calls. Whenever you can, go that extra mile to help
the caller or client — it always pays off and sometimes it gets
back to your boss how helpful you have been. It improves the
perception of the company and client relationships as well as
your own reputation and relationships.

Always try to help the callers when they ask for your boss.
You will often be quite capable of dealing with the call your-
self and it is amazing how many times all the caller wants
is some information that you can provide. Find out as much
information as possible and if appropriate make notes of the
call, then inform your boss as soon as possible and get back
to the caller. Callers do not always realise that you can do a
lot more than being just an answering machine so you have
to ask probing questions. This also enables you to sift out the
‘sales calls’.

Understanding and communicating
with different cultures

Often we can see the reason behind our own cultural ways
and habits, but others may not see them in the same way. The
habits, words and gestures of people from different cultures
may seem odd and confusing to us. We are increasingly work-
ing across cultures and we should be aware and respectful of
each other’s norms and differing etiquette.

If your boss visits another country, research any cultural differ-
ences for that country to make sure the boss does not offend
anyone. The ritual of shaking hands is especially important
and, particularly for women, the dress code. It is a good idea
to provide translations of some basic greeting words — ‘hello,
how are you’, “thank you’, ‘goodbye” and so on.

If possible, when planning to do business in other countries it
is advisable to try to spend a day or two there beforehand to
do some ‘on the ground’ research. If time affords then suggest
this to your boss and schedule it in the diary.

Some countries take amuch more direct and focused approach
than others, while some will require ‘small talk” and relation-
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ship building before doing business. Working with different
cultures means that there will be a need for clarity in the
communications we make and we should watch and listen
and learn from others. However, it is worth remembering that
respect, openness and courtesy are common to all cultures.

‘Never assume that others think the same. Even people in the
same culture may be brought up in a different environment,
which makes them differ from each other. Observe people
before you do or say anything that may cause misunderstanding
or offend another person.’

Elzbieta Pietrzyk, The Smart European PA of the Year 2007

‘“Try to learn as much about etiquette in different cultures as

possible. Find someone who is not offended if you ask questions

about their culture if it is different from yours, and question
away!’

Janita C Sullivan, President,

Legal Secretaries International Inc.

Be careful with the English language as it can cause confusion.
The meanings of words and phrases may vary in different
English-speaking countries such as the UK, Australia, South
Africa and the United States.

Body language also means different things in different coun-
tries. The common English and American ‘thumbs up” (well
done) gesture, for example, would be offensive in some
countries. Making eye contact, showing the sole of your foot,
personal space, sitting down before the other person, reading
a business card, presenting an object with your left hand -
all these gestures and behaviours can convey very different
impressions. Be warned and watch and listen and learn.

You can find out about culture differences from the internet,
from books, by asking colleagues who work in different coun-
tries and by joining cross-cultural networks such as European
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Management Assistants, which also has sister organisations
all over the world.

It is important to note that there is one gesture that is under-
stood, liked and is well received by all cultures and that is a
genuine friendly smile.






Confidence,
self-belief and goal
setting

If you have the right attitude and mindset you can achieve
whatever you want at work and in life. This chapter will give
you powerful tools and techniques to gain self-confidence,
self-awareness, self-belief and self-esteem, and to set goals
and self-development action plans. Gaining confidence and
self-esteem is down to you, and success is about you taking
action now!

‘If you think you can or if you think you can’t, you’re right!’

Henry Ford

What is confidence?
Are you:

nervous around your boss/peers;

shy or embarrassed when you talk to people;
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able to walk into a room of strangers and start network-
ing;

embarrassed to give constructive criticism to colleagues
and your boss;

able to be assertive and get your point across calmly and
assertively;

afraid of presenting in public;
afraid of organising a large event?
Do you:
avoid situations you do not feel comfortable with such as
the above;
let opportunities pass you by;
stay in your comfort zone;
say to yourself:
‘I'll never be able to...”
— ‘if I had more confidence I would...”

— ‘lI'am not a confident type of person who can...”?

It is important to believe that confidence can be learned in all
situations!

Confidence is related to your feeling positive about yourself,
a situation or an activity. It is about a way of approaching
things and being in control, and although as an assistant you
cannot always control what happens, you can control how
you respond: that is, how you feel, think and take action. It is
a belief in your own knowledge and abilities to do something
in a specific situation. It is the willingness to do something,
however challenging (and scary) you may feel it is.

An important feature of confidence is that it can vary at differ-
ent times and in different situations; you may feel confident
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in one area but not in another, so you constantly need to
build confidence in different fields. For example, you may be
comfortable about taking minutes but not about organising
events. So that is something you may have to practise until
you feel in control and confident when organising any type
of event.

Think positive thoughts

Choose positive thoughts, because what you think influences
your actions and your actions affect your results and results
affect your confidence. In any situation you should think
about whether the way you think is helping or hindering you
—and if it is hindering you then change the way you think.

Focus on your strengths and
boost your confidence

Help to build self-confidence by focusing on your strengths,
improving on any weaknesses and learning to like yourself.
Think about the things that you like about yourself, including
your skills, knowledge, behaviours and personality traits.
Consider whathasbrought you success so far. Remind yourself
of all the challenges that you have faced and overcome.

Asaway of realising what your talents are and to start boosting
your self-confidence, just take a moment to write down your
talents. These may relate to home and/or work life.

My talents are:

(supervisory, loyalty, organisational skills, supportive, able to
adapt to change easily, innovative, keeping confidences, etc)

1.

2.
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I use these talents when I:

(look after my boss, help other secretaries, present to a group,
help friends, teach my children, etc)

1.
2.
3.

I could use my talents more by:

(exceeding expectations, using them on my children, in my
home life, raising money for charity and putting something
back into the community, etc)

1.
2.
3.

Remind yourself of how great you are on a regular basis,
particularly during times when you feel your confidence
needs a boost. When you go to bed at night, think about what
went well that day and what you have achieved. Write down
all the things that you have done successfully, adding to the
list as you achieve more. Use the list to boost your confidence
when you feel you need it. You will begin to notice how good
you really are and your confidence will grow.

Confidence brings the ability to ‘speak out” in many different
ways and circumstances. You will feel you can take on
new challenges in different situations. You will also notice
changes in your body language, with movements and posture
appearing more self-assured.
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Self-esteem, self-awareness and
self-belief

Our beliefs have a strong effect on our self-esteem, which is
the “picture” we carry around about ourselves in our minds.
Self-esteem is to do with identity, feelings of self-worth and
values and relationships with others. If we receive positive
messages, then we are likely to have higher self-esteem, and
it therefore follows that if we receive negative messages,
whether true or not, then we will develop low self-esteem.

Those with low self-esteem react to change negatively, suffer-
ing anxiety and stress, believing that they are unlucky and
wondering why bad things are always happening to them.
Those with high self-esteem will welcome change and see
it as an opportunity to enhance their lives and an exciting
challenge to take on.

High self-esteem increases self-assurance, happiness and well-
being and is the key to successful achievement, contentment
and happiness. In order to increase our self-esteem we have
to become self-aware and believe in ourselves.

The subconscious mind comes into play here. When we are
good at something we excel in it and confidence flows. When
we think we are not good at something then we just don’t do
it well.

Conscious and subconscious minds

We have approximately 70,000 thoughts each day that deter-
mine what we think, what we feel, what we say, how we
react, what habits we establish and how ultimately we are
perceived. These are just our conscious thoughts; we have
seven times as many thoughts going on in our subconscious
mind that we are unaware of until something pops into our
consciousness.

An example of subconscious thought is when we drive a
car: how often have you driven somewhere and realised you
never even thought about how to get there — you just arrived?
You did not have to think about changing gear or indicating
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or looking in your mirror; you have been driving for so long
you do it automatically and without having to think about it.

The subconscious mind ‘covers’ about 88 per cent of your
mind, while the other 12 per cent is covered by the conscious
mind. The subconscious part is responsible for storing your
memory, habits, personality, self-image and beliefs. It also
controls bodily functions.

The conscious mind is the leader and tells our subconscious
mind how to react. The conscious mind leads, loves and
protects while the subconscious follows, respects and trusts.

You can tell your subconscious mind anything and it believes you
- it cannot tell the difference between reality and imagination.
Changing the negative things you think by replacing them with
positive thoughts gives you the power to tap into the power of
your subconscious mind. Convince yourself you are the best and
you will become the best.

Internal ‘negative gremlins’ and
internal ‘positive coach’

The most important person you'll ever ‘talk” and ‘listen’ to is
yourself! You can encourage yourself and be positive or you
can criticise yourself, sometimes unnecessarily, and become
negative. Constructive criticism is always good to listen to,
whether it comes from yourself or someone else. I call the
inner voice that criticises you destructively the ‘negative
gremlin’.

The negative gremlin is the persistent voice deep inside your
subconscious mind that:

makes you feel guilty about something;

points out your faults, which are sometimes untrue;

tells you that you can’t do “this’ or ‘that’;

overlooks your strengths and good points;
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can make you feel powerless to change;

when you have a set-back, says ‘I told you so’, ‘I knew
that would happen’;

reminds you of your weak points and previous failures;

reinforces what other people may have told you in the
past (which may not be true or be attempts to “put you
down’ as sometimes jealousy may cause people to tell lies
about you).

Parents tell children to be careful because they want to keep
them safe. However, subconsciously this makes children
worry about things and embeds fears into their subconscious
minds. These can become limiting beliefs that can actually
harm their self-confidence in later years at work and prevent
them from succeeding and from taking calculated risks. We
should encourage our children to challenge their fears, not
reiterate them. Parents also tend to tell their children not to
show off and that they should be modest. When they do this
they are stopping young people from expressing themselves
and from being creative. This can stifle their true personalities,
which in turn affects the way they react when they grow up.

Our past experiences can influence our ability to handle the
present. In order to change the way we think about ourselves
and be able to increase our confidence and self-esteem, we
need to bring these limiting self-beliefs into our conscious
mind and work on making them into positive thoughts and
positive beliefs about ourselves. Once you start to change
your thoughts, your actions and reactions will change, and so
will the way you are perceived.

The voice that we should listen to is our inner “positive coach’.
The positive coach is the voice that:
looks at things with a positive frame of mind and dispels
negativity;
encourages you to improve;
accepts you the way you are;

encourages you to accept a challenge and enjoy it —‘you’ll
feel good when you’ve done it’;
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helps you to learn from mistakes and think about what
you can do differently next time;

helps you to get rid of the negative gremlins and focus on
the future rather than be stuck in the past where you still
acknowledge negative belief systems and habits.

Try to encourage the voice of the positive coach to talk to you
more and dispel the negative gremlins. Then you will have a
‘sunnier” outlook on life, you will enjoy your work and you
will have self-esteem, self-belief and confidence.

The following are empowering questions to ask yourself in
order to change the negative gremlins into positive actions:
How can I turn this weakness into a strength — what steps
do I need to take?
How can I turn this problem into an opportunity?

Who do I need to be to achieve my dream? Who could be
my mentor?

If I imagine what I would be like in one or two years’ time
and look back, what lessons would I have learned? What
steps would I have taken to get there? (This is a technique
used in neuro-linguistic programming called timeline.)

Fear

Many of us have a fear of something — of rejection, of stepping
out of our ‘comfort zone’, of failure, of being laughed at,
of change, of taking risks, of not fitting in, of ‘going blank’
(especially when giving presentations), of not being worthy
and so on.

FEAR stands for:

False
Expectations
Appearing
Real.
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Ninety per cent of our fears are not real. They are ‘what if’
situations where we worry and nothing comes of it.

Think back to how many times you have been worried about
something that never happened and how many times you
had False Expectations Appearing Real! They lie deep in our
subconscious and you will be able to get rid of them. Next
time you feel FEAR and are worrying about something, think
logically about it and reframe your beliefs: in other words,
think about it in a different and positive way that makes the
negative feelings disappear.

You have to become aware of your thoughts. It is your deep-
rooted thoughts and beliefs that make you what you are,
because thoughts affect the way you feel and the way you feel
affects self-motivation, well-being and enthusiasm.

If you are a person whose ‘glass is always half-full” as opposed
to being ‘half-empty” then it is easier to dispel negative
thoughts. If you are a ‘half-empty glass” person then you will
have to work harder to get rid of your negative thoughts, but
it can be done if you want to do it — and that is the key!

When we have dealt with certain situations once, our brains
find it easier to deal with them the next time. You therefore
need to retrain your brain to remind yourself that, no matter
what happens, you will be able to deal with it because you
have dealt successfully with so much before. It may have been
a different kind of problem but you know you are capable
and you have to tell yourself this and convince yourself of it.

You need a clear vision, a strong will and energy so that you
can ignore the “knock backs’ and reach your goals.

List your limiting beliefs, and ask yourself: what are these
beliefs doing for me? How are they stopping me from moving
forward and being the person I want to be? What beliefs would
I rather have? By discarding limiting beliefs for enabling ones
we become empowered.

One way to build self-confidence is to face our fears and
prove to ourselves that indeed we can do it. This is getting
out of our comfort zone. The more we practise something,
the better we become at it; and the better we feel about it, the
more confident we become. Then it sits within our comfort
zone and we feel confident.
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The secret of confidence and self-belief is not to dwell on what
has gone before and what has gone wrong in your life, but to
focus on where you want to go and what you want to do - and
to really believe you will get there.

When your mind tells you something many times, your heart
will follow. If you want to persuade yourself that something
you want can be accomplished, keep saying it to yourself and
something great will happen — just by thinking positively. It
works the same way if you voice something negative time
after time, so be careful about what you say and think!

Tools to change/eliminate negative
gremlin voices

These must be practised over and over before they become
automatic.

Mickey Mouse voice

Bill Docherty, a master practitioner in neuro-linguistic pro-
gramming, says an effective way of getting rid of negative
gremlins and limiting voices that lurk in your conscious mind
istoimagine the voicestobelikea’Mickey Mouse high-pitched
squeak (which you should not and cannot take seriously). If
you want, you can speed the voice up, make it even squeakier
and imagine throwing it away — subconsciously your mind
will not allow your conscious mind to listen to it any more
because it sounds just too silly!

Another technique is just to laugh at the negative gremlin and
its limiting belief — don’t believe anything it says and treat it
as a joke.

Affirmations

You can convince your subconscious mind that you are going
to succeed by repeating your goal or your positive belief over
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and over again. Soon your subconscious will be telling you
in your sleep that you're going to succeed. Tell yourself that
you can do something, and then keep at it until you do it. This
technique requires tenacity!

Positive affirmations are the opposite of the deep-seated
negative beliefs that rest in your subconscious. You have to
consciously tell yourself whatever it is that you want to feel
good at or about, and then it will eventually become part of
your subconscious. Positive affirmations will help rid you of
the negative gremlins. You have to say the positive affirma-
tions in the present tense and not in the future tense, which
would give your brain an excuse to put it off when actually
you need to start believing it now! You should use a powerful
tone, stressing the positivity and using words that make
you feel good. You need to say it every day until you can re-
programme your brain to make it feel optimistic and positive,
giving you confidence and self-esteem that in turn motivates
a‘get up and go get it’, ‘can do” and ‘will do” attitude.

Affirmations will work best if you can think of the positive
outcomes and benefits of believing them. Think about how
affirmations will affect the way you are perceived by others,
how it will make you feel when it works.

Take a negative gremlin to task, treat it as a challenge and
create an affirmation to change or eliminate it. For example,
when you hear ‘I'm not good enough to...” say ‘I am good
enough to...”

You could write your affirmations on Post-it notes and stick
them to your fridge at home, or on your mirror so that you see
them every morning and every night when you brush your
teeth. You could put them somewhere in your office (but not
around your screen as this is ergonomically incorrect and can
make your desk look untidy). If you are a “visual’ person then
you could make them different colours or different types of
writing and draw pictures around them.

If you are an “auditory’ person you could record your affirma-
tions and listen to them before you get up in the morning
and/or before you go to sleep or whilst driving in your car, or
say them out loud when you read them in your book or from
your Post-it notes. If you prefer you could even sing them!



64 The definitive personal assistant and secretarial handbook

If you are a ‘kinaesthetic’ person, write down your feelings as
well as your affirmation.

Keep on reviewing and eliminating negative gremlins until
you are full of confidence and self-esteem, and ready to take
on the office if not the world!

Suggested affirmation: ‘Limiting beliefs no longer rule me - |
rule my limiting beliefs and everything is possible!’

In order for you to be able to do things you have to believe
that you can do them, trust yourself and believe in yourself
and your abilities. Your own thoughts manifest themselves
into your own reality.

Noticing and rephrasing

You have to be aware when the negative gremlin starts to rise
and notice that it is starting to talk so you can do something
about it. Sometimes this can manifest itself in physical symp-
toms such as shallow breathing, a furrowed brow, holding
your breath, tension headaches, stomach ulcers and even —in
extreme cases — heart attacks. Sometimes you may just notice
thoughts that flit into your mind every day: the ones where
you put yourself down like ‘I've lost that telephone number I
promised to give to my boss — I'm stupid!’, “Why did I forget
to organise a visa for my boss’s visit to China? I'm pathetic!’
We all do it: we call ourselves names. Well now you will stop
doing that because you will notice yourself doing it. You
can tell yourself: ‘Everyone makes mistakes; I'll learn from
this and I will not let it happen again.” Your positive coach
should come into play and be more encouraging, positive
and supportive, helping you to come up with solutions to any
problems.

You should take deep breaths to get the oxygen circulating in
your body, and you should repeat your affirmation(s).
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Whenyoustarttolisten to yournegative gremlin, try toreframe
it and ask yourself what your positive coach would say to the
gremlin right now. Keep on doing it until it becomes a habit to
have the positive coach speaking to you all the time.

Sometimes you hear your negative gremlin saying things like
‘T can’t do that’, ‘I can’t tell the boss how I feel’, ‘I can’t work
that machine’, ‘I can’t learn a new system’, ‘I can’t learn a new
language’, ‘I can't...”, ‘I can't...”, ‘I can’t’. When that happens,
you should change the word ‘can’t’ to “won’t’ or ‘I choose not
to’, because you can do anything you put your mind to but
you may choose not to do it.

If you use the word ‘can’t’ you are limiting yourself and it is
the responsibility of the positive coach in you to allow you
freedom to choose what you do or do not do. When you
realise you have a choice you may decide you can!

When you hear your negative gremlin talking about ‘Imust...",
‘I should...’, ‘I ought to...” you may start to feel anxious as
this is something that you feel you have to do and you may
not want or really need to do it. In contrast, the positive coach
would give you the choice of whether you will or you won't
do something. When you choose you have freedom — the
‘freedom of choice” — and therefore less anxiety. Once you
have made a decision — whether you choose to do something
or you choose not to do something — that also relieves stress
and anxiety and gets rid of negative gremlins. If you decide
you will do something but will do it later, then make sure it is
on your “to do’ list so you don’t forget. Once you have written
it down, the negative gremlin will stop bothering you and
will let you get on with your work.

Also change the word ‘need’ to ‘want’. Ask yourself the
question: ‘do I really need...?” In work you may need a break
but not take one because you feel you don’'t have time. If you
say ‘I want a break’ it makes you think that you are allowed
a break and you can take one and come back refreshed and
energised.
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Interview with a successful executive
personal assistant

The following is taken from an interview with Leigh Thomson-
Persaud, an executive PA for a UK FTSE 100 company and a
finalist in the Times Créme/Hays PA of the Year competition
2008, who was asked to give her thoughts on how she achieved
the level of confidence she has now.

| started off as a secretary in a small office of a FTSE 100 company
about 18 years ago - | remember wanting to work in the Head
Office and my supervisor telling me that the Head Office only
took ‘The créeme de la créeme’ - clearly implying that | wasn’t
good enough! For some people that could have sent them into
a nose-dive, but to this day | am thankful for that comment, as it
motivated me and made me determined to succeed.

I hadn’t been to secretarial college like most of my colleagues
and so decided that | would study for an NVQ in Business
Administration - which | did and passed with good marks. After
the NVQ | went on to study for the Private & Executive Secretary
Diploma, which I also passed. This gave me confidence that | was
just as good as anyone else.

| did get a job at Head Office in London working for a senior
executive and worked for him for nine years - this was the next
part of my confidence training masterclass. He was incredibly
demanding, hardworking, and didn’t like to do things twice. No
amount of certificates had prepared me for this role. | knew | needed
a different skill set for the challenges that lay ahead and that | had
to take control and get on with my own personal development.
I got a coach and we identified the areas | needed to work on
to succeed in this very demanding role. Over a couple of years
| worked hard and focused on my weaknesses, and just keep on
going with sheer determination. As my skills improved | gained
more confidence, and overall this made a tremendous impact on
my ability to handle the role. At the back of my mind | often
remembered the negative comment that my supervisor had made
all those years ago - but it wasn’t going to stop me.

After nine years, my boss left the company and went to become
a CEO of a large Canadian organisation - and for me one of the
biggest compliments for all my efforts and hard work | had put in
was that he asked me to go with him! | decided not to uproot to
Canada but to stay in London at the same company. | am now
working in the Chairman’s office! | often think of the journey
and obstacles - but confidence paid a huge part - and this is
something that comes from within, you have to stick hard at it,
take charge of your own development and go for it!

I am now studying towards my degree in business administration!
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So to sum up confidence: take ownership of your own personal
development —nobody is going to do it for you! If you need to
develop your skills more, find out how and do it. A definition
of confidence is: ‘belief in yourself and your abilities’.

For Leigh, the supervisor’s comments and attitude towards
her ambition to work in the head office could have triggered
limiting self-beliefs that in turn could have sabotaged her
confidence. However, Leigh’s response was (quite rightly) to
be made more determined by the comment. Her confidence
grew because she identified her own weaknesses and made
them into strengths by searching out appropriate training
and development resources. Once Leigh had the skills she
required and believed in her own ability, she began to feel
better and act more confidently — and the very fact of feeling
and acting like that actually gives you more confidence in an
upward spiral effect! What is most encouraging is that people
will believe in you more if you appear self-confident.

Take a leaf out of Leigh’s book and continually develop
yourself to grow your confidence. Whenever you hear those
limiting beliefs and those negative gremlin voices in your
head just refuse to listen to them and make them go away.

The power of experiential learning

Plan your learning: develop confidence through learning and
doing. Once you know the areas in which you wish to be
more confident you can begin to identify actions you can take
to help you achieve this. Confident people are only confident
because they have learned the skills or knowledge that they
need or want.

Most people are capable of far more than they admit to them-
selves. Overcoming this self-doubt can simply be a matter of
creating safe opportunities to practise and, by experiencing
success, increase their confidence in their abilities.

The power of experiential learning is extremely valuable. To
become more confident, we have to do something. Belonging
to a group like European Management Assistants lends itself
extremely well in this respect as members can practise and
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experiment with all different kinds of skills and behaviours —
such as chairing meetings, organising events and presenting
to a group in a safe environment — before they take them back
into their work environment as confident practitioners.

The feeling of confidence

Understand what your body does when it feels confident and
‘anchor’ the feeling of self-confidence.

Think about a time when you were confident, and remember
and fully visualise the feelings you had at that time. If you
are feeling and thinking confidently, your body takes on a
‘confidence stance’ that is unique to you. It could be standing
tall with head high, shoulders back, breathing from your
abdomen and legs strong with arms slightly away from your
body and palms facing outwards. It is a proven fact that your
mind believes your own body language, and if you take on
what is a confident stance for you then your brain believes
you are actually feeling confident. If you act confident or if
you fake confidence, then you become confident.

Each time you want to feel confident, go back into your confi-
dence stance and it will automatically bring positive feelings
into your conscious mind.

The opposite of this is that if you are slumped in your chair
with your head hanging down and your body leaning to
one side, and with your breathing high in your chest, there
is no way that your mind will believe that at that moment
you were feeling confident. When you have found what your
non-confident state is, recognise it and avoid it!

Use the confidence stance whenever you need to feel confident,
especially if you are just about to enter a room for an appraisal,
an important meeting or an interview and the like.

Act as if you are confident

You will see people all the time who look confident because
of the way they walk and talk, their attitude, the way they
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dress, sit, stand and deal with other people. Start to put in
place some of the traits that you see in these people. As you
look more confident you will start to feel more confident; as
you feel more confident you will start to think more confident
and in turn you will become more confident. Find out what
confident-looking people think in certain situations by asking
them. What goes through their head in the situations where
they might feel anxious or nervous that helps them to deal
with those things?

‘Remember times when you did something that gave you a sense
of achievement, something that you were proud of or moments
when you were praised - recall the emotions you felt. Each time
you feel a sense of low self-esteem, recall the positive emotions
from these positive moments.

Whatever the belief is, think about this: what would not happen
for you as a negative consequence of not changing your belief?
Now think about what would happen if you did change that
belief - what would happen for you as a positive consequence?
Which option are you prepared to, or want to, live with?’

Carmen McDougall

The law of expectations

The law of expectations says that whatever we expect be-
comes a self-fulfilling prophecy. When we confidently expect
to succeed or learn something from every experience and
believe that good things will happen, they will. When we
expect a negative outcome to a situation, then the outcome
will usually be negative.

What we expect plays a key role in our own outcomes and
also has a remarkable effect on the people around us. What
we expect from those around us determines our attitude
toward them. In turn, the people around us tend to reflect our
attitudes back at us — whether the expectations and attitudes
are positive or negative, good or bad. A positive, optimistic,
cheerful attitude will cause people to want to help you,
and will cause things to happen the way you want them to
happen.
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Therefore look for the good in every situation. Look for the
valuable lesson in every setback or difficulty. Be positive
and cheerful about everything that happens and you will be
amazed at the difference it makes in your life.

Your entire life is an expression of your thinking. If you
improve the quality of your thinking, you will inevitably
improve the quality of your life.

Action plan

Look back at this chapter and consider the following questions
to help you think about the actions you might take to build
your self-confidence. Write down your answers and you can
transfer some of them immediately into goals in the next
section and/or on to your personal development plan, which
can be found in Appendix 2 and can be downloaded from
www.koganpage.com/resources/PASH.

1. What goals do you want to define with regard to building
self-confidence? It can be useful to think about your levels
of confidence on a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being low and 10
being high). Define the level your confidence is at now
and the level you want in the future.

2. How could you develop the skills or knowledge you have
identified? For each goal, make a list of all the possible
actions you can take to help increase your confidence.
This means you will be starting to build some detail into
your personal development plan.

3.  What would be really helpful for you to say to yourself to
make you feel more confident?

4. Who could you involve to inspire or help you?
5. Inwhat areas do you want to be more confident?

6. What canyou learn from your past experiences? Ask your-
self the following questions on a regular basis to help you
to build your confidence:

—  What went well? It's important to understand the posi-
tives to build your self-esteem and confidence.
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—  What did not go so well? Learn from these mistakes to
set goals and improve. Think about what you can do
differently next time.

7.  What skills or knowledge would be really good for you to
learn to help you be more confident?

8. What three things will you definitely do that will help
increase your levels of confidence?

When you set goalsand achieve themitautomatically increases
self-confidence and self-esteem, and therefore goal setting is
another tool that can help you achieve self-confidence.

Goal setting

You need to set goals because: ‘If you’re not sure where you’re
going, you’ll probably end up somewhere else!”

What are the goals that, on your deathbed, you will either be
glad you achieved or regret not having achieved? You never
regret what you do — you only regret what you don’t do!

Goal setting will help:
build relationships at work when you align your goals
with those of your boss and the organisation;
build your self-confidence as you achieve your goals;
motivate you;
separate what is important from what is irrelevant;
understand what is important for you to achieve;
make you satisfied with your life when you are sat in your

rocking chair at the age of 90!

When you set goals, you have to want to achieve them, and
the reason for that has to be stressed strongly to ensure that
you will achieve them. You don’t have to hit all your goals at
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once, but start with the ones that matter to you most and will
make the biggest difference once you achieve them. Appendix
4 has a proforma goal-setting form that you can use to set
your goals; this can also be downloaded at www.koganpage.
com/resources/PASH.

Steps to help you achieve your goals

Make sure you read over the completed goal sheet several
times a week and dream/imagine living the goal several
times a week or even every day.

Close your eyes, relax, smile, and see your goal as though
it were already a reality.

Visualising the end result helps you act and feel as if you
have already achieved your goal. This is what Olympic
gold medallists do. They visualise over and over that they
have won the race, jumped the highest, made the longest
javelin throw and so on, because when the subconscious
mind believes it has already achieved the goal it finds it
easier to actually do — as it knows it can succeed, it will!

If you can’t picture yourself achieving the goal then the
chances are that you won't!

Base your goals firmly on your values.

Write or type them — don't just have them in your head.
Make them SMARTER.

Put some fun into your goals and enjoy the activity.

If it is appropriate, you can share your goals with others.
Work-related ones in particular should be shared with
your boss.

Align your goals and objectives with those of your boss
and your organisation.

Evaluate your progress often to make sure your action
steps are working.

Write the goals in the present tense and word them posi-
tively, because if you write ‘I will do whatever...” this does
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not tell the subconscious mind to start working today.
It will put things off until tomorrow and we all know
tomorrow never comes!

Reward yourself along the way when you achieve your
mini goals — it is what keeps you going when things get
tough.

Make sure you really want the goal to enable you to
achieve success.

Review and make sure you are making progress. Analyse
why the goal is not being met. Work out what you need
to do to accomplish it.

The process of setting goals helps you choose where you
want to go and what you want to achieve, and therefore
where you need to concentrate your efforts.

Setting goals properly can be incredibly motivating. As
you get into the habit of setting and achieving goals,
you'll find that your self-confidence grows fast.

Sign your goal-setting form — that makes it a binding con-
tract (subconsciously it will make you achieve it).

Set priorities. When you have several goals, give each
a priority and do not have too many at the same time.
This helps you to avoid feeling overwhelmed by too
many goals, and helps to direct your attention to the most
important ones.

You should set goals over which you have as much control
as possible. It is disheartening if you do not achieve a
personal goal for reasons beyond your control.

Once you have achieved a goal:
Take the time to enjoy the satisfaction and implications of

achieving the goal.

Reward yourself when you achieve goals and even when
you achieve milestones in the goals you set. All of this
helps you build the self-confidence you deserve.
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Evaluate how easily you achieved the goal. If you con-
clude your goals are set too low or are not challenging
enough, then set harder and more challenging ones that
will increase your self-confidence and self-belief.

Learn from achieving the goal — assess what went well
and what didn't go so well, and evaluate and revise
your other goals accordingly. Write the findings in your
personal development plan.

Even though you achieved the goal you may have realised
there is a skill gap or that you might need some experience
in a certain area. If so, set another goal to achieve this.

If you fail to achieve a goal, look at whether you need to
set slightly easier goals so that they are achievable. Learn
from the outcome.

Evaluate your goals and revise them regularly as things
change, including ourselves!

Look carefully at yourself, accept full responsibility for your
choices, decisions and actions. Set your goals and objectives
and move in the direction you want to go.

Develop an attitude of unshakable confidence in yourself and
your ability to reach your goals. Everything in this chapter
is about building your ‘self-awareness’, “‘self-confidence” and
‘self-belief’. You should now be absolutely convinced that
nothing can stop you from achieving what you set out to
achieve.

You only have one life - work at it, accomplish what you want
to and enjoy it!
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Continual learning

‘One of my bosses did not see the value of sending assistants to
professional seminars and conferences. | did not stop asking him
every year - and finally he gave in. Later on, | found out what |
should have replied to his frequent question: ‘What if | train you
and you leave?” Of course | should have said: ‘What if you don't
train me and | stay!’

Heli Puputti, European Chairperson for
European Management Assistants (2003-07)

Each and every one of us needs to continually learn and
develop if we want to be at the top of our game, lead fulfilling
exciting lives, have the knowledge to teach our children, be
successful and reach our goals. If we don’t learn something
new then: ‘If you always do what you've always done, you'll
always get what you always got’ (WL Batemen).

There is also a saying: ‘you learn something new every day’.
This is especially true if you open yourself up to opportunities
such as project work. Imagine what you can achieve by act-
ively seeking out your own learning and development. Want-
ing to continually self-develop says something about your
personality, professionalism, self-worth and drive. For all of
us it means we become more effective and more interesting
as we learn.

Whatis most evident is that people who are willing to learn are
the most successful. When secretarial award competitions are
being judged, being proactive in continual self-development
is one of the criteria.

‘Attending courses for executive assistants, managing time and
so on is a good idea. Sometimes, it’s just good to hear the same
thing again. Computing and soft skills are also important. Keeping
up to date with new packages is critical and | would suggest a
strong familiarity with Microsoft Outlook.’

Lisa Rodgers, Times Créeme/Hays PA of the Year 2007
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Assistants need to keep up with the latest technology, com-
puter programs, and electronic gadgets that affect our daily
living. Some bosses may need dragging and kicking into
using them but they’ll thank you in the end. Learning is a
necessary work and life skill!

Continual development is about feeling the fear and facing it
anyway, taking yourself out of your comfort zone, learning new
skills and behaviours, and gaining knowledge. Do something
you haven’t done before that will stretch you and increase
your skills and abilities and leave you feeling exhilarated. It
could be organising a secretarial communication meeting,
chairing it and possibly presenting at it. It could be taking
on a project for your boss or your organisation. It could be
attending networking events and meeting new people.

“You must like yourself a lot, believe in yourself and finally learn
as much as you can! Improve your skills every day!”

Elzbieta Pietrzyk, The Smart European PA of the Year 2007

‘To become a successful assistant you need to be interested in
everything that is going on around you, and to constantly try
to learn and understand what the other responsibilities are.
Continuous development/learning is the best way to be successful
and you should not be afraid to get involved with project work
even if it is outside your remit.”

Brigitte Thethy

‘The skills I learned as a PA proved to be invaluable. | can’t think
of any other profession where | would have learned the skills to
transition into being the editor of a newspaper.’

Christine Davies (ex-PA), Editor-in-Chief,
The Bodrum Observer, one of the founders of
European Management Assistants
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You are in charge of your ongoing self-development and you
should take the responsibility for making it happen. You are
in charge of motivating yourself to unlock your potential
to maximise your performance! Everything you learn will
benefit you, your boss, your organisation, your family and
your life as a whole, and there are many ways to continually
find ways to develop yourself.

Methods of learning

attending conferences/seminars;
internet surfing;

on-the-job development (eg secondment, project work,
job shadowing, involvement in a focus group);

practising new skills (eg chairing meetings);

taking yourself out of your comfort zone (eg giving
presentations);

mentor/coach;

reading a self-help book like this one (so pat yourself on
your back for buying it and enjoy!);

research and reading — internal and external publications,
newsletters, articles;

self-help videos, DVD, CDs;
e-learning (computer-based training);

studying for a professional qualification part time at uni-
versity etc;

networking (eg European Management Assistants, www.
euma.org);

instructor-led programmes - participating in courses,
workshops, seminars, briefings;

internal courses;

appraisals/feedback;
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learning from mistakes (treat them as a learning curve
and know that you are allowed to make mistakes — you
are after all only human; don’t agonise over any mistakes
you've made — just learn from them and don’t repeat
them);

teaching others — motivates us to learn more;

asking questions and listening to people with proven track
records in the area in which you want to be successful.

How we learn

Stephen Covey states the following;:

5 per cent by teaching;

80 per cent by experience;

70 per cent by discussing;

50 per cent by seeing and hearing;
30 per cent by seeing;

20 per cent by hearing;

10 per cent by reading.

Appraisals and feedback

You should always ask for feedback and welcome constructive
criticism, because we all see ourselves in a certain way and as
doing certain things but other people perceive us differently. It
is useful to have feedback from others, to take their comments
on board, think seriously about them and do something about
them.

Appraisals are the best time to have this discussion but you
should ask for feedback at any time, especially if you have
just completed a project and would like to know how it had
been received. This can lead to good news or constructive
feedback to help with your self-development.
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When you have your appraisal there is a golden rule that
nothing should be a surprise! That means you should have
been receiving continuous feedback. Especially if something
has not gone so well, there should have been feedback at the
time it happened.

‘Communication both ways is paramount. | like to get feedback
from my manager whether | have done a good or bad job; that
way | can make changes if needed for next time. | have a monthly
one-to-one with my manager, and she always asks me about my
personal life. | like this as it means she is showing an interest in
me, and | am not just a service to her.’

Siggy Reichstein

Most people do not have regular feedback processes, either
because they do not realise how important it is, or because
they are uncomfortable giving and receiving feedback. By
missing opportunities to share necessary information, team
members are prevented from capitalising on their strengths
and identifying areas for improvement.

Feedback is important for the following reasons:

People want to do a good job.

Without feedback, it is impossible for people to learn how
to be more effective.

Constructive, non-judgmental feedback is both instructive
and empowering.

Ask for feedback if it is not forthcoming, and let the person
know what you plan to do with it. If people see you using
their feedback as a stimulus to try doing things differently,
they are likely to give you more.
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Tips on how to receive
constructive criticism

For an appraisal meeting the room should be set out so that
the two chairs are not separated by a table and are at 45°
angles to each other. As mentioned earlier, this reduces any
psychological barriers and encourages a successful meeting.

Accepting feedback in the form of either good news or con-
structive criticism is an important learning experience. Firstly,
you have to accept and believe that constructive criticism is
necessary for you to be successful. Feedback is someone else’s
opinion, so you are allowed to accept or reject it as long as
you have good reason.

Allow the appraiser to complete what s/he is saying; wait at
least three seconds before responding as opposed to reacting.
Keep your emotions under control and stay calm. Try not to
take criticism as a personal attack; it is about your work not
you and it is about improving your performance.

If people have given you constructive criticism, it should be
backed up with examples/proof and not just reflect subjective
feelings. If they have not given any examples then ask for
them. If they have not got any and you disagree with the
feedback, then say so. Follow the rules on being assertive that
you will find in Chapter 4 on ‘Dealing with difficult people
and managing conflict’.

Finally, thank the person for the feedback. It is up to you
whether you choose to act on it, consider it or simply ignore
it. If you wish to act on it, then you can update your goals and
your personal development plan.

Remember life is not a dress rehearsal! When opportunities to
learn arise, seize the moment and increase your skills. This is
your opportunity to take ownership of your own destiny.

Personal development plan (PDP)

Appendix 2 is a personal development plan and Appendix
4 is a goal-setting proforma. You can download them from
www.koganpage.com/resources/PASH.
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You should be clear about your own personal development
plan, knowing what activities you intend to undertake and
how you are going to make these happen and when. You
should look out for opportunities to put them into practice
and work with your boss to make them happen. When oppor-
tunities arise — grab them with both hands.

A PDP will let you understand yourself better and help you
commit to and focus on your personal development/learning
and training requirements. It will enable you to identify gaps
in your skills and experience and find ways to fill those gaps.
You will reflect on past experiences and focus on learning
outcomes; the end product will be that your self-confidence
will be boosted and you will have a satisfying and successful
career. You can use this personal development plan in your
appraisal meetings and to help you in career management.

The PDP helps you to recognise any opportunities that you
can take advantage of, as well as any threats that you need to
be aware of and mitigate or eliminate. Once you complete it,
your motivation and self-esteem will grow through achieving
your objectives and goals.

It can be for your eyes (and thought processes) only, or you
can share the information with your boss in your appraisal
meetings or when you are looking for a pay rise or promotion.
It can also help you to put your curriculum vitae together.
PDPs can also be linked into the way you add value to your
organisation.

The plan does not have to be restricted to work-related per-
sonal development and tasks as you can use it for all your life
skill areas, being a parent, language skills and many others.

Regular reviews of the PDP are essential to ensure that you
are on track and it is still relevant. It should be assessed at least
twice a year, and could be built into your formal appraisal
system.

Schedule six-monthly reviews of your PDP in your diary and
keep it relevant and up to date. In this way you will be sure it
matches your wants, desires and career plans. Remember to
reward yourself when goals and objectives are met.






Dealing with difficult
people and managing
conflict

When people are asked why they left their last job, the answer
often involves a difficult boss. Some are really bad and no one
finds it easy to work with them, whilst others simply have
some very annoying habits. Sometimes an employee and a
boss have a personality clash. If you do consider you have a
difficult boss you should try to find out whether the problem
lies with you, your boss, or a combination of the two.

Think about whether you seem to have more problems with
your boss than your colleagues do. If so, maybe your work
styles do not match. If everyone finds this manager challeng-
ing, then you are most likely working for someone difficult.

Often the way people treat us says more about them than it
does about us. Think about what lies behind their thoughts
and actions. Do they chase, bully, react the way they do
because they are feeling out of control or inadequate and inse-
cure themselves? Are they being bullied and under pressure
from their own boss or clients? Try to empathise with their
situation.

While some people may handle disagreements better than
others, our natural reaction to conflict is the fight-or-flight
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reflex. In a conflict situation, the fight reaction can translate
into confronting, arguing, yelling, and even shoving or hitting.
At the other end of the continuum, the flight reaction causes
us to quickly give in to others, leave uncomfortable situations
or avoid bringing up difficult issues. Neither fight nor flight
behaviours are likely to result in solving the problem that’s
causing the conflict. Using the strategies and tips in this chapter
can help you move from conflict to problem resolution.

A problem-solving technique

Appendix 5 provides a problem-solving technique that helps
you to be objective and systemic when solving any problem
or conflict; it is easy to follow and self-explanatory. You can
download the problem-solving master form from www.kogan
page.com, and use it as many times as you need. Remember
to evaluate the solution and the outcome, and revisit the
problem if necessary.

Nearly all of us, at some time in our working lives, have to
deal with difficult situations and difficult people. We there-
fore need to learn how to manage conflict to make sure that
we continue enjoying going to work and building effective
and efficient working relationships. Conflict can at best cause
unproductivework days, and oftenleads tostress-related prob-
lems that result in sickness and absence from work. There is
even a possibility of it ending in your losing or resigning from
your job. According to the 2007 UK Chartered Management of
Personnel & Development (CIPD) Absence Management survey
report, management styles are the number-one cause of stress
at work. Conflict is likely to be due to one or a combination of
the following reasons:

bad communication;
personality clashes;
conflicting interests;
jealousy;

competition;
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personal agendas;
deadlines and time constraints;
aggressive personalities;

having different immediate goals (needs), or different
values and things that are important to us;

having a different approach to situations (eg work styles);

incorrect perception of situations and people.

Bear in mind that what one party perceives as conflict may
not be seen as such by the other party. Remember too that
some people may seem ‘difficult’ because of the way we
interact with them. We may have created the difficulty in the
first place, or they may have personality issues and difficult
characteristics.

Conflict most often occurs when the needs of both parties
are not being met in some way so it may be that you have
to arrive at a compromise as, in the words of Napolean Hill:
‘There are three sides to most disagreements: your side, the
other person’s side, and the right side... which is probably
somewhere in the middle.” The most efficient and effective
way to agree on the ‘middle’ is by being assertive.

Assertiveness

Assertiveness is a strategy for gaining mutual respect that
helps resolve conflicts. It is the key to good, clear, professional
communication. It is about being neither passive and walked
all over nor aggressive and confrontational - it's about getting
your point across in a confident manner. When you use assert-
iveness you can negotiate changes by stating directly what
you think, feel and want.

Think about the way you are perceived by others, which in-
cludes the way you sound, the words you use and how your
attitudes affect other people. Being assertive means you take
responsibility for your own wants, needs and decisions.
It results in better working relationships and less stress, as
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feelings of guilt and anger won't build up and it will save
time and energy.

Be tenacious — people who are not assertive will often give up
easily but the assertive ones will stand up for their ‘rights’. As
long as they are being reasonable, they should be tenacious
and persistent to enforce their beliefs and achieve a win-win
outcome. Note, though, that being tenacious and persistent
does not mean ‘winning’ at any cost.

An assistant will constantly need to demonstrate assertiveness
in his/her role with both the boss and other colleagues (ie being
neither passive nor aggressive). However, it is not appropriate
to be assertive in every situation. The choice of strategy will
depend on your own short and long-term goals and those of
the other people involved. You need to anticipate their likely
response to your chosen strategy and the implications of the
possible outcome.

Being assertive will enable you to express your feelings,
ideas, wishes, suggestions, needs, and opinions or rights
directly and honestly without the other person getting angry,
anxious, upset or defensive, while respecting the feelings,
attitudes, wishes, opinions and rights of others. This may
include expressing such emotions as empathy, anger, fear,
caring, hope, joy, despair, indignation or embarrassment,
but these will be expressed in a manner that does not violate
other people’s rights.

When you have a conflict situation you should always aim to
sort it out in a way that achieves the best outcome you possibly
can: a win-win. Ignoring the problem is not an option!

Figure 4.1 sets out simply a strategy of being assertive in order
to solve problems and avoid conflict.
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State confidently, clearly and succinctly what the situation/problem is and
‘listen’ to understand

(50% of all problems can be sorted at this point) (Use a private neutral room to meet)

‘| feel...’, ‘I need...’ What do you need? How do
(Remember to use ‘I you feel? (Submissive people
statements) need you to ask them what they
State confidently, calmly, My rights Your rights want)

specifically giving
examples if appropriate
‘adult to adult’

Listen/question and empathise

|

Be flexible/ i Focus on the future not the past
compromise/negotiate — Solution Focus on the solution not the
how do we resolve this v problem

situation? Win-win outcome

Remember: Assertiveness is about self-respect and respect for others

© Sue France, Persuasion 2009

Figure 4.1 Assertiveness/problem solving/conflict management

Say what you feel

If you let things build up and you don’t express your feelings
and needs, you will eventually feel resentment. Your reactions
and body language may confuse people as they are not mind
readers and may not understand your point of view. If you
feel yourself getting angry, then say something for everyone’s
sake.

If you practise being assertive you are less likely to be ex-
ploited, professionally and personally. You are more likely to
be successful in your career and you will be seen as a more
competent and confident person.

Assertiveness is getting your point across without being over-
bearing and abusing other people’s rights. It is about self-
respect and respect for others.
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It is important to understand the difference between asser-
tion and aggression. Assertion becomes aggression when it
involves destructive behaviour and when you start to under-
mine others, inciting colleagues against the people you are in
conflict with, trying to damage their reputations in order to
reduce their status or to get revenge. Insulting people is also
aggressive behaviour and should be avoided at all costs.

Learn to say ‘no’ to requests when you need to

You need to set boundaries and let other people know what
these are. Some people are selfish or thoughtless and disregard
your boundaries. Sometimes they become complacent and
you have to remind them of your boundaries. Some people
have no hesitation at all about taking up your precious time,
making unreasonable requests of you, asking personal ques-
tions or inviting themselves into your space/office. You have
to believe that there are times when it is right to say no.

When a request is made of you and you cannot oblige on this
occasion there are three ways of saying ‘no”:

The “direct No”: No I can’t and the reason for that is...

The ‘soft No”: 1 understand your needs and understand
how important it is. On this occasion I cannot do what
you want, but what I can do is find a solution — perhaps
find someone else to do it for you, or maybe you could
type it up in draft yourself and I will format it tomorrow.

The ‘pre-emptive No: Where you know someone is going
to ask you ‘Are you able to do...” Before they start you say:
‘I am so looking forward to getting away on time tonight
as I have to go to...” Then they either won't ask or will
understand better when you say no!

Remember — you are only refusing a request not rejecting
a person. State your own position clearly and confidently,
even in conflicts with superiors. Look for a solution and
offer a compromise: ‘I can’t work late this evening, but as it
is important I'm prepared to come in early tomorrow.” Or: ‘1
can’t work late this evening, but as it is important I will ask
my colleague to stay for you on this occasion and I will do
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the same for her/him when I can.” Even when there is conflict
with others, you need to make or act on decisions.

Conflict can be destructive when it results in frustration,
confusion, divided teams, low morale and demotivated staff.
However, it can also be constructive when it opens up discus-
sions, promotes creativity and solutions, clarifies issues and
results in higher performance.

Dealing with sarcasm

If you're the victim of sarcasm don't ignore it or pretend it
didn’'t happen — deal with it assertively. Once they have given
their sarcastic comment, look at them, pause, then repeat
what they said word for word and pause again.

Sarcastic people tend to defend their use of sarcasm by pro-
testing they were joking or that you do not have a sense of
humour. Do not react. Instead say, ‘If you have a concern
about... I am happy to talk with you about it.” You should
respond to every sarcastic comment by repeating exactly
what they say and leaving the comment hanging in the air for
them to explain. They will soon come to realise that you are
not a passive victim. If you should ever think of a sarcastic
comment to make, please do not say it out loud. Instead of
using sarcasm to make people laugh, cultivate humour that
doesn’t require a victim.

‘Humour is a rubber sword - it allows you to make a point
without drawing blood.’
Mary Hirsh

Sometimes it may be your behaviour that
perpetuates or exasperates a conflict further

Anonymous quote taken from the questionnaire:
I have rarely had conflict with someone I have worked with

other than bosses, and that’s because when you work so
closely together you are bound to have differences of opinion
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at times. I tend to find that if someone is irritating me I just
withdraw into myself and just don’t speak to them unless I
really need to.

Note: The fact that the assistant withdraws from the relation-
ship means that the boss will be disturbed by this reaction
and possibly confused by it, which perpetuates the situation
and can ultimately destroy a relationship.

What is the solution? In such a case you should arrange a
meeting with your boss. First say what works well with the
relationship and then say there is an issue that you would like
his or her help to solve and say:

When you do... it irritates me because... and it makes me
feel... I therefore withdraw into myself and tend not to speak
to you unless I have to. I would like to work on a solution so
that I no longer feel irritated and to enable a better working
relationship between us so that we can both enjoy working
together 100 per cent of the time.

Your boss will then understand better why you withdraw
from the relationship and can understand how s/he can help
prevent the situation happening again. Remember: no one can
read minds; communication is always the key to a successful
relationship.

Think before you speak: simple and to the point

You should think carefully about what you want to say and
how you want it to come across. You need to keep your com-
munication simple and concise, getting to the point whether
you are communicating by e-mail, telephone, or face-to-face
meetings. However, you must take care not to be perceived
as aggressive when being concise, especially in e-mails. As
a rule you should never enter into conflict situations when
using e-mail.

The best way to resolve a conflict is face to face so that you
can read the other person’s body language as well as actively
listen. You will notice when people are anxious, nervous or
upset; their voice will become higher pitched and faster and
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they may have verbal ‘diarrhoea’, often babbling on even
when trying to communicate something simple.

When you are speaking face to face it can be irritating to others
if you begin to ‘waffle’, especially when they are very busy.

Use a strong confident voice and reframe the
problem

You should use a strong confident voice, and one of the most
powerful ways to achieve that is to speak slowly.

Reframing the problem will trigger the mind to be creative
and to think/do something different. Use the ‘wonderful if’
phrase: “Wouldn't it be wonderful if...” Use imagination and
dreams to come up with many “off the wall” ideas to help your
creativity and then something sensible will come out of it.
When dealing with conflict situations, there are certain words
that would serve better than others in getting your point and
feelings across.

Unhelpful phrases are: Phrases to replace the unhelpful
phrases are:
Yes but... Yes and...
You should... I need...
You are... My perception is...
The blame lies with... Let’s find a solution to...
You are wrong... My preference is...

What I’d like is...
I disagree with you when you say...
You make me angry I feel... when...

Figure 4.2 Reframing the problem

Ground rules for discussions

Realise that the disagreement may be a good thing — a chance
to clear the air, to solve a problem, to move things on and give
you the opportunity to correct something that could have had
dire consequences.

If you decide to discuss a problem with someone, arrange
to hold the meeting in a neutral venue such as a conference
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room, not in either of your offices. You should prepare your-
self thoroughly for the meeting — remember ‘if you fail to
prepare you should prepare to fail’. Make brief notes of your
key points. Understand the likely opposition and look for
ways to diffuse it. The goal is self-respect and hopefully a
win-win situation — not necessarily getting your own say or
way. Give some thought to what an ideal decision or solution
would accomplish. Instead of focusing on the situation as it
is, you should be aiming to talk about the situation as you
would like it to be. Focus on the future!

Clarify the matter right at the start — ask the question “What
exactly is the problem?” You may be able to solve itimmediately
if both of you come to understand exactly what the situation
is. Half of all problems can be cleared up at this point. Take
some time to be absolutely clear and really understand about
the items under discussion.

To do this, it is best to state what you need directly, whether
it'’s more information, or help, or more time. Don't ask a ques-
tion when you need to make a statement. For example, you
should say ‘I need another half an hour to complete that piece
of work you want’ rather than ‘Could you please give me
another half an hour to finish the piece of work?’

Remember to behave in an ‘adult” way — remain objective,
be confident, don't exaggerate, treat people with dignity
and be tactful. It is important to respect the other person’s
feelings and give them a proper chance to talk without being
interrupted. No matter how difficult you find it to keep your
mouth shut — wait for your turn to speak. If you have to turn
down a request, empathise with the person first as it softens
the ‘no”: ‘I understand your predicament but unfortunately
the answer is still no.”

Be pleasant and agreeable as you talk with the other person.
They may not be aware of the impact of their words or
actions on you. They may be learning about their impact on
you for the first time. In the worst case they may know their
impact on you and deny it, or try to explain it away and make
excuses. During the discussion, attempt to reach agreement
about positive and supportive actions for the future. It will
help if you express appreciation, as telling others what you
appreciate about them is a positive form of assertiveness.
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‘I’ statements can help you be assertive without being critical.
It is best to phrase your concerns in terms of what you need,
not what’s wrong with the other person. For example, saying
‘I don't agree with what was said as I feel that...” is a more
respectful way of saying ‘You are wrong because...” You
should focus on your own experience of the situation rather
than on attacking or accusing the other person. You can also
explain to people the impact their actions have on you. These
‘I” messages are a key part of assertive speaking that allows
us to express negative feelings without attacking or blaming
others, and helps to facilitate constructive dialogue and
problem solving.

Similarly, using ‘when” allows us to elicit indirect agreement.
Instead of saying ‘If’, get used to saying ‘When’. “When we
have decided that this is the best way of doing it, we will need
to discuss how.’

When people are upset they often say things they don’t mean
and wouldn’thave normally said —they become unreasonable.
So for your part, try to keep your emotions under control. If
the other person is emotional, asking questions helps them to
fill in the blanks in their thinking until they become reasonable
again.

Assertive people can disagree without being disagreeable
— master the art of constructive disagreement and turn poten-
tial conflicts into problem-solving discussions. You may need
to be flexible and willing to agree on a compromise and negoti-
ate if appropriate. It is important to respond in the right way,
control your emotions and avoid becoming defensive about
your actions or territorial about your work. Know and believe
you have rights; know and believe others have rights. These
include, for example, being able to hold and express our own
opinions and feelings, to be listened to, to be empathised
with, to be taken seriously and to be treated with respect.

When we deal with conflict we should consider what our own
needs are (how we feel; what we want from the outcome)
and communicate these clearly and assertively to the other
parties; at the same time we should consider their needs (how
they feel; what they want from the outcome) and empathise
with them.
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You should aim to find a compromise. Don’t lay blame or make
excuses as that is unproductive. If it is appropriate, apologise
and accept some or all of the responsibility. Compromising
involves finding a mutually acceptable position where both
parties give up some of the things they want and meet half
way. That is often the best outcome that can be expected in
a conflict situation, especially where the goals (needs) of the
parties are different.

Compromise can often be a win-win outcome where both
parties benefit. In order to arrive at that, you need the skills of
listening, questioning, demonstrating empathy and building
rapport. Listen actively — see Chapter 2 on communication
skills. Both parties should also be willing to compromise and
have a willingness to work together in a mutually beneficial
way.

Effective problem solving involves talking about the solutions
instead of talking about the problems. Keep the conversation
focused on solutions and on what can be done in the future.
The more you think and talk about solutions, the more posi-
tive and creative everyone will be and the better ideas you will
come up with. A discussion of problems is inherently nega-
tive and demotivating, and tends to inhibit creativity. You can
become a positive thinker simply by becoming a solution-
oriented person rather than a problem-oriented one.

Strategies to help you deal with conflict
and difficult characteristics of bosses

Don't take people’s behaviour personally. It is likely their
difficult characteristics have become a habit and they will
react the same way with most people. Realise and accept that
if your boss gives you a tough time because he/she is stressed,
itisn’t personal. Assistants are there to make their bosses’lives
easier — so if bosses feel better for having had a rant (even if it
isn’t your fault) and they are then in a better frame of mind to
win the business or perform better, then you are doing your
job —it isn’t personal!

Difficult people are not born difficult; they create and learn
how to express these attitudes and behaviours, and because
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they are ‘learned’ behaviours we can influence them to have
better ones. Separating the behaviour from the person is the
key to a successful working relationship. The bad behaviour
may be temporary due to overwork or personal stress, or
due to something as simple as lack of management skills.
Understanding and empathising with the underlying reasons
means your boss can save face and improve his/her behaviour
appropriately.

When you want to solve a problem, tell yourself not to think
so hard about it and let your subconscious go to work. When
you try to deal with conflict you need to consciously work on
it, using both the logical left-hand side and the creative right-
hand side of the brain. The more creative you are, the better the
insights and the more ingenious the solution. Logical thought
processes are enhanced by creativity, which comprises our
imagination, intuition, “brain connections’and good ideas that
appear to just pop into your head. These thought processes
occur when you are relaxed and doing other things than just
concentrating on the problem in hand, like taking a shower
or driving to work. At such times our brains tend to make
connections and we get an ‘Aha!” moment when we realise
something, which is when the right-hand side of your brain
is working together with your subconscious mind. Once you
have identified the problem in your head, relax and let your
subconscious mind work on it for you.

Your subconscious brain works when you are asleep. You
may have heard people say: ‘Sleep on the problem and see
how you feel about it in the morning — it will all become much
clearer.” Try posing yourself a question before you go to sleep
and remember to tell yourself: “You don’t need to consciously
think about the problem because your subconscious will do it
for you so you can get a good night’s undisturbed sleep.” It’s
amazing how things are clearer in the morning and how often
ideas pop into your head because your subconscious has been
working on it throughout your sleep.

You can deal with difficult people by using ‘emotional intelli-
gence’ (EI), which is a form of intelligence relating to the emo-
tional side and entails being able to understand and having
the skills to cope with your own emotions and feelings and
those of others. You need to be self-aware, be able to motivate
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yourself, have emotional self-control and be able to empathise
with others. Using EI you would be able to spot potential con-
flict, handle difficult people and tense situations with diplo-
macy and tact, bring disagreements into the open and defuse
situations by encouraging open discussion that results in
win-win solutions.

Dealing with difficult people takes practice, so don’t get dis-
couraged and do be tenacious with the strategies, tools and
techniques that will help you deal with difficult characteristics
of bosses and conflict management.

Beware of giving too much empathy

Empathising and putting yourself in other people’s shoes is to
be recommended. However, you have to be careful that you do
not neglect your own needs and feelings if you empathise too
much, as this can lead to your becoming passive or timid.

Avoid apologising too much

Some people tend to say ‘I'm sorry” as a matter of habit and
therefore their apologies can appear to be meaningless. If you
are standing up for your rights and are being reasonable then
there is no need to apologise.

Gaining clarity

We do not always come across to others in the way we mean
to. Whatever has gone on in people’s past influences the way
they think and the way they interpret what is being said to
them. It is imperative that both parties understand exactly
what each other is meaning and have clarity.

To stop an argument say: ‘Tell me what you think I just said...
Now tell me what you think I meant.’
Richard Mullender
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Change the way you react by
using affirmations

You have to remember that you cannot fundamentally change
people, though you can influence them to change their behavi-
ours (and to do this you have to constantly communicate
with them and feed back to them). You can, however, change
yourself, and using affirmations is one way to do this. We use
affirmations because our brains will respond to whatever we
tell them. The affirmations go into our subconscious part of
the brain where our deep-seated beliefs are kept.

Affirmations are statements that you repeat to yourself on
a daily basis to increase your confidence and self-esteem,
so that you believe them and your brain takes note of them.
Thus they become your beliefs and your negative gremlins
are changed or disposed of.

If you constantly tell yourself things like ‘I can’t ask for a rise
because I'm not worthy” or ‘my boss is going to be mad if I
speak up’ or ‘it would be easier to just go along with them’,
then you are only reinforcing your negative gremlins. To help
tame the gremlins, use affirmations such as: ‘From now on I
will speak up for myself in an assertive way to get my point
across calmly and succinctly.’

If people at work are annoying you, for whatever reason, and
you have told them how you feel about it but they continue
to act in the same way and are definitely being unreasonable,
‘out of order’ or disrespectful, you can change the way you
react to them and whatever it is that upsets or annoys you by
positive affirmations.

For example, some bosses might upset you by continually
checking on you and looking over your shoulder to see if the
work is done even though they have not had any reason to
doubt your efficiency from past experiences with you. First
of all you should tell them that their actions make you feel
they don't trust you; that their interference is actually making
you delay the delivery of the work; that you feel they lack
confidence in your abilities. Assure them that you will tell
them if the work cannot be done on time. If they continue to
keep checking on you and chasing you for work, then you
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can change the way you react to their actions and words. You
should say to yourself:

My boss’s reactions are not going to affect me; I do not take
it personally. I have confidence in my abilities and I will get
the work done on time. It does not worry me that my boss
feels a need to keep on monitoring me. It makes no difference
to the way I work and eventually s/he will come to trust and
appreciate me because I constantly deliver on time.

The way you react to people at work can have a massive
impact on your working life, happiness and effectiveness. We
really do have an ability to change our response and reactions
to how other people affect us and our emotions.

If you prefer to make smaller affirmations that are easy to
remember then you can simply keep saying to yourself: ‘I am
not taking anything said to me personally or to heart.” This
is a powerful affirmation that you need to believe and act
upon. Too often we do take things to heart and dwell upon
what people have said to us, and later we think ‘why didn’t
I say this...”, “‘why didn’t I say that...” — we get more and
more ‘wound up’ as we think about it and our work and our

professionalism can suffer.

Having the belief that ‘I am not taking anything said to me
to heart or personally” will relieve you of a lot of heartache,
unnecessary worry, wasted time and energy.

You should also support your affirmation so that you will
definitely believe it, with the positive outcomes and benefits
of believing what you are telling yourself. For example, you
will be able to get on with your work much faster and be able
to meet your deadlines if you ignore what is being said rather
than letting it worry and annoy you.

E-mail rage

To deal with conflict, think through the reaction you want
to give, take time to review the situation, try to put your
emotions to the side and consider the outcome you desire. If,
for example, you are about to send an angry e-mail reply to
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someone, then you should stop and think about picking up the
phone and asking for a meeting with the person concerned.
You should decide on a mutually convenient time, date and
location. The meeting place should be in a neutral, private
place, not in your office or in the other person’s as this gives
a psychological advantage. If a meeting is not possible then
consider setting up a telephone conference call to discuss the
situation. If these two methods fail then it is best to wait until
you can have a face-to-face meeting. If for some reason you
feel you have to send an e-mail, first keep it in draft format
for a while, think about it and rewrite your draft until it is
appropriate to send. In that way you can manage the conflict
effectively so that the outcome is a “win—-win’ situation for
both parties.

Real-life case studies on how to deal
with difficult bosses/conflict

Case study one

‘My boss is very set in her ways and sometimes it’s difficult
for her to realise that I am here to do everything she can’t or
doesn’t have time to do, and she will neglect to tell me about
meetings and other things, which can make me look and feel
unprepared.’

Solution: Set up a shared calendar for such bosses, so you can
see all their appointments and make sure you meet with them
at the end of each day to go through the next day’s events,
especially when something important is coming up or if
they are about to travel. Also make sure you have sight of all
correspondence.

Case study two

‘Once there was a colleague who worked closely with my
boss. I worked as a PA for my boss and also supported his
team — including this particular colleague. We seemed to get
along pretty well in the beginning but after a while my boss
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told me that the colleague had been criticising me strongly.
For example, he told my boss I needed a course in PowerPoint
as my presentations were not acceptable. He was the only one
with this opinion and my boss also did not see any problem.
My problem was that this colleague did not talk to me directly
but went over my head. There were several incidents like that
— at least several I know of. I talked to my boss about it and
finally resigned from the job’

Solution: Before resigning from the job it would be best to
speak to the person concerned directly rather than through
a third party, so that you could find out what exactly was the
problem that s/he had with your work. You could use the
problem-solving master mentioned above. Also, we can all
learn something new every day, even with the tools we use
every day. I would always accept an offer of training in any
subject (especially if the company is giving time off to do it
and paying the fees and expenses). Even if the outcome was
still your resignation, you would have had further training to
add to your CV (for when you apply for new jobs) and you
would understand why the colleague was behaving in that
way.

Case study three

‘A difficult characteristic of my boss was his timekeeping and
his inability to start the working day on time! He was very
good at starting the working day in the afternoon. How did
I cope? By complementing his working style for the greater
good of our clients, by being up to date and ready to go when
he started to dictate and by planning my home life to fit
around work!”

Note: You should remember and realise that you have ‘rights”:
the right to a work-life balance and the right to work within
your contractual hours and be allowed to leave on time so
that you have time for your family/home/social life, just as
your boss should be doing.

If you are assertive with your bosses on behalf of your own
time it will also help them with their time management
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and may well save their work-life balance and personal
relationships.

Solution: In this scenario you should assertively say to your
boss:

When you continually start dictating in the afternoon, thereby
not allowing me enough time to be able to complete the work
to meet clients” expectations, it makes me feel that I have to
stay late in order to fit in with your work style. This means
that I have to plan my home life to fit in around work. As a
consequence, my family and social life are suffering and my
work-life balance is not working as it should. I will help you
arrange the diary so that you are able to dictate in the morning
in order to give me a reasonable amount of time to get the work
done within the day. If this is going to be a problem for you
I suggest we work on a solution together. I would appreciate
your thoughts on this and how you feel about dictating earlier
in the day.

Bosses are not mind readers and may in fact think you prefer
to work the way you have been doing. You have to let them
know how you feel, come up with a solution and ask how
they feel about it. Then you can work on the problem together
to come to a workable solution and a win-win situation.

Case study four

“You never really know where you stand with my boss. Some-
times he ignores you when you talk to him. It is almost like I
am totally invisible or not there at all. Other times he wants
to be chatty (when in a good mood only). I stood at his door
once and asked him a question three times and he still ignored
me. I ended up rolling my eyes, shook my head and walked
away. A colleague watching this had to walk off laughing as
he couldn’t believe it. Although deep down he is a very nice
man, he can be very abrupt and awkward when he wants to
(just because he can). I just let him get on with it and talk
to him when he is showing willing to communicate back. I
think it is a bit of a shame as he doesn’t get the best out of me
because of this.
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Solution: People who ignore you, give you sullen looks,
and/or respond to every question with either ‘I don’t know’
or silence are often difficult because they’re either timid or
control freaks — or hard of hearing! Silent people get away
with not talking because most people are uncomfortable with
silence and want to fill in the gaps. Ask them questions that
can’t be answered with just a ‘yes” or ‘no’, such as, “‘Why is
it uncomfortable for you to answer my questions?” Stand in
front of them and wait... and wait... and repeat the question:
“Why is it uncomfortable for you to answer my questions?’

Then wait at least one full minute before you say anything.
This long silence may make them uncomfortable enough to
say something. If they do start talking, listen carefully and try
to get into their mind.

Perhaps the next time they come to your desk and ask you a
question you could try not replying straight away and finish-
ing what you're doing. It will feel uncomfortable for you but
just wait a minute and then reply — let them know what it
feels like.

Case study five

‘My boss can be quite moody at times, and when he’s in a bad
mood he speaks to me as though I am the stupidest creature
he has ever seen in his life. I've learnt that the best way to deal
with it is just to walk away quietly and let the bad mood pass
and never to take it personally!’

Case study six

‘I started as a PA in a new company. The Head of Administra-
tion Services was a woman who’d worked for many years
for the company and had a very close relationship with
the CEO. Immediately, she saw me as real competition in
the trust of our boss, and attacked with many tiny bullying
methods during my trial period of six months. This was of
course annoying, and one day when she had to deliver some
documents to my home, I invited her to a joint leisure day at
a later date. From her positive reaction, I discovered that she
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did not mean her attacks really personally, and since then,
even after I left the company, we have maintained a very close
friendly relationship.’

Note: Many people do indeed act differently in their business
and their private lives, and for that reason most conflict situa-
tions tend to be misunderstood as personal attacks, although
they are due to feelings of insecurity in people’s business
world.

Case study seven

‘One person has joined our department who was a PA in her
previous job. This person constantly seems to think I need
advice and constantly butts in with answers to questions
directed at me. She also likes to keep everyone informed that
she has already done it, seen it and knows it.”

Solution: Smile when people offer ‘advice’, thank them and
then do it your way. When the advice offered is appropriate,
thank them and change things — hopefully for the better.

Case study eight

‘One boss I used to work for had trouble in delegating. There-
fore, step by step, I introduced him to time management by
using spreadsheets to let him see how much more time he
would have if certain tasks were carried out by me: inbox
management, diary management, minute taking during man-
agement meetings and so on. This became very successful
and laid the foundation of the assistant I am now.’

Note: The above quote is true. However, if you are unable to
find a solution to the conflict directly with the person involved,
then you would still be within the realms of assertiveness if
you say why it is appropriate for you to obtain what you want
and what your steps will be if that person refuses. Take the
case of people with whom you are having difficulties and
who refuse to agree a compromise. Then you are still being
assertive and not aggressive if you say that you will take the
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matter to a higher level to see if their boss(es) can help the
situation by mediating between you.

Leigh Thomson-Persaud suggests that finding a way of “under-
standing’ your boss is critical to building a successful working
relationship. Leigh says:

Most assistants at some point in their career come across
‘a difficult boss” — but sometimes it can just be a matter of
understanding what makes your boss tick!

Understanding your boss’s work style and patterns can
help overcome many of the communication and behaviour
obstacles that you may encounter. At the same time it is
equally important to identify and understand your own work
style as we have most difficulty understanding those whose
preferences and styles of communication are different from
our own. For example, you may have a boss who is precise,
cautious, disciplined, who is painstaking and conscientious in
work that requires attention and accuracy, or one who is very
assertive and wants things done immediately. In contrast,
your strengths may lean towards the more innovative and
bigger-picture angle — and for someone requiring details this
can be frustrating and vice versa. While it is true that most
people have elements of various different working styles, one
type is usually more dominant.

Once you and your boss have discovered your personality
types, highlighting strengths and weaknesses, you may both
need to make some adjustments in communication/behaviour
styles and address each other’s strengths and weaknesses
(although approaching the subject with your boss may
require some caution!). You can then take the relevant steps
to work towards a much more harmonious and enjoyable
relationship.

People who are not skilled at conflict management react in
ways that seem appropriate to them at the time, usually with
little consideration for the other party’s needs. Their response
is often full of emotion and triggers the body’s alarm system
of ‘fight or flight’, which could mean they are incapable of
rational thinking.
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The most important thing you can do in a situation where
you have to deal with a conflict or difficult personality is to
remain calm, react maturely and keep an open mind. You must
rationally consider your actions. You should demonstrate
that you understand the other party’s feelings and needs, be
able to explain your own feelings and needs, and propose
solutions that are likely to be acceptable to both parties.

Different types of management styles

Whatever type of boss you work for there is one attribute you
definitely need to cope with every single type of management
style and that is humour!

The commander boss

The commander boss communicates in a direct, authoritative
style, but is actually open to input. The commanders genu-
inely believe that they know all the right answers and expect
everything to be done their way. They will mention something
that they want you to do — however vaguely or passing in
the corridor and they will expect it done. They can never
accept constructive criticism, no matter how you deliver it.
They believe their way of doing things is always correct, and
nothing you or anyone else can say will ever change their
minds.

How to deal with the commander boss: Acknowledge the value
of your boss’s ideas and approaches. Don’t present your
own opinions in a confrontational manner. Use questions to
keep your boss from being defensive. Start your sentences
with ‘do you think we might...?” or ‘could we consider...?’
instead of ‘we should...” or “we have to...”. Never tell dicta-
torial managers that they ‘can’t’ do something, because they
can and will just to prove a point! Instead, try beginning
your sentence with “Yes, we can do that, but let me ask you
something...” followed by whatever question or concern you
may have. Amazingly enough, simply acknowledging their
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power usually keeps them calm. Make it happen. Once they
have issued some vague directive, commanders don’t want
to hear about that issue again. In their mind, it has been dealt
with — by giving it to you — and they have moved on to other
matters. They will only return to it if something seems to be
going wrong, and you don’t want that kind of attention. Don't
give them details; they are only interested in the ‘big picture’

The negative boss

Use active listening skills until you are certain that negative
bosses feel listened to and that you have heard them. Then
decide whether they have legitimate reasons for their nega-
tivity and see where you can help them. Rephrase back to them
what they have told you so they know you have understood
and they don't keep repeating themselves. Or if they do,
simply finish off their sentence for them and say, ‘Yes I know
as I listened yesterday’. Know your limits and don’t start
trying to be their counsellor (or you'll start feeling negative
yourselt!). Short-term advice that points a person in a positive
direction is fine, but for anything more than that ask them to
seek professional advice or HR to solve their problem (or, if
your company has one, an employee assistance programme).

Sometimes, they just want to talk; this would usually be a
female trait but it could include males. If you just listen —
there’s no need to offer advice — they will go away happy.

The boss who is new to the company

Newly arrived bosses dont know much about their new
environment but you should accept the fact that they will
have new ideas to bring in. They do have a past and they may
well have been at the top of their game — respect that.

How to deal with the new boss to the company: Read Chapter 1
on how to build a relationship with new bosses. They need
your help and support to settle in and learn the processes and
traditions. As they are new to the environment they will be
open to information, ideas, and suggestions. Make sure they
don’t make any decisions without informed knowledge and
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information and an understanding of the relevant policies
and procedures. Do not be condescending and be sure to
show respect for the knowledge or experience that they have
from their past experiences.

The bully boss

The bully occasionally gets upset and yells, but then calms
down, talks rationally and may even apologise. Bullying can
take many forms, such as enjoying verbally abusing others,
teasing, sarcasm and humiliation. Any prolonged behaviour
that makes it unbearable for you to work can be considered
bullying.

How to deal with the bully boss: With mild bullies, avoid the
natural fight-or-flight reaction and remain in a calm, rational
mode. People feel stupid being angry by themselves, so the
boss will usually calm down and may be willing to engage
in a discussion. Don't take any mild abuse personally. If
you're forced to deal with a boss who yells and is insulting,
remember not to take it personally as this is just a boss with
bad manners. You should always be assertive and remember
you have rights. Bullies are adept at knowing and exploiting
your weak points. Confuse them by behaving in an assertive,
strong manner, even if you don't feel that way inside. And no
matter how hard they push, don’t show them you're upset.
It's no fun bullying someone who doesn’t react, and so the
bad behaviour often stops.

Conflict is best settled quickly and with only the other party.
Don’t try to increase your ‘rightness’ by involving other people.
As an adult you owe it to yourself to stop conflict in its tracks.

For bullies in the true sense of the word, go to their boss
or HR and have a word to see what your best options are
— possibly a transfer to another department. Keep your self-
confidence and self-belief and show them you are confident
while respectfully acknowledging their authority.
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If the conflict is still not resolved or if it is of a serious nature
such as sexual harassment, then you should check your com-
pany policy on grievance procedures and take the matter
through the proper channels according to your company
grievance procedures policy.

It is also advisable to take notes, noting time, date and what
was said by whom to whom, in case these should be needed
in a grievance procedure. If you can get the other person
involved to sign these notes as a true account of the meeting,
then that is better. However, just the fact that they know you
are making such notes may help them to want to find a mutual
workable compromise.

‘No one can make you feel inferior without your consent!”’

Eleanor Roosevelt

The controller boss

Controller bosses are people who are highly anxious about
making mistakes. They are reluctant to give up control and
therefore feel a need to be involved in every detail of your
work. They will check up on you and keep asking you if
something has been done, instead of trusting you to get it
done when asked for. Sometimes they are only like this when
you first start working together and they have not yet begun
to trust you. There is also the possibility that the boss is not
happy with your performance and feels the need to closely
manage you. Taking control and watching and checking
every step you make gives controller bosses a reassuring
feeling that the correct steps are being taken and that the task
will be completed correctly and on time. They rarely delegate
a project to you. The controller boss can irritate you and may
eventually make you lose the ability to think or function for
yourself.

How to deal with the controller boss: You need to make such
bosses comfortable with your work style and gain their trust
by always delivering on time. Be proactive and provide
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reassurance by reporting back to them the steps you've
taken and where you are up to. Reassure them that the task
is being done correctly and you will deliver on time. Inform
them, especially on issues that you know are important to
them, without being asked. Try to anticipate their needs and
what they want to know, and have regular update meetings
and discuss possible concerns about projects. Once you have
begun to gain their trust, discuss the possibility of their em-
powering you with a project where you can make decisions
independently, reassuring them that you will always keep
them informed.

Regardless of which type of management style or combination
of styles bosses have, the best way to change their behaviour
is to talk to them and make them aware of their behaviour and
how it affects you and makes you feel. More importantly you
have to communicate how you would prefer them to behave.
With time and patience the boss’s behaviour will improve,
but if not, you do have a choice!






Time, organising and
stress management

Time management

Stress is what we feel when we cannot cope with pressure. It
can cause damage to your health and your relationships both
at work and at home. Having controlled pressure, in contrast,
helps to raise adrenalin levels, gets your brain working and
gives you energy.

Plan your time and organise yourself so that you can get the
right things done at the right time and in the right way, resulting
in feeling in control and stress free.

Assistants have to multi-task every day: opening the mail,
sorting and replying to e-mails, claiming your boss’s expenses,
answering the phone, typing up minutes, finding the files and
folders your boss needs, taking dictation, preparing agendas,
documentation and maps for meetings, booking couriers,
booking travel, greeting clients, working on the next project,
diary management and so on and on. The way to cope with
our multi-tasking skilled jobs is with time management skills,
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organisational skills, effective use of e-mail management,
stress management, teamwork and delegation.

You have not only got to manage your own time but also that
of your boss(es). Making the most effective use of your time
and theirs is imperative to a successful working relationship
and a satisfying job well done.

Prioritising the workload

Prioritising should take into account your goals and objectives.
Carmen Pérez Pies, National Chairperson of European Man-
agement Assistants, Germany advises: ‘Constant communi-
cation and updates with your boss is imperative so that you
can align your priorities to match theirs.’

Methods to help prioritise work

Handwritten to-do lists

Always write everything down; keep your to-do list in front
of you and add to it as necessary. Writing everything down
stops you from worrying. Tick off items as you complete them
(ticking them off makes you feel good as things get done). If
things can wait until the next day then put them in the next
day’s to-do list, and if you get chance to do them today — how
good will that make you feel!

Also, if you are the type of person who might wake up in
the middle of the night remembering things you should have
done or you have to do, then keep a pad and pen by your bed
and write it down (“ink it") and get it off your mind. This will
enable your mind to rest and then you can have a good night'’s
sleep, which is important to enable you to function 100 per
cent the next day.

Sometimes it is prudent to check your list and ask questions
in case you can delete some of them. Use the ‘Four Ds’ to
remove an item from your to-do list:
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Deal with it (which could include filing it away).
Delete it/Dump it (binning any hard copy documentation).

Delegate it — write down to whom, when and when expected
back.

Defer it (use your reminder systems).

To-do lists could include the time/date/estimation of time it
will take to do the task, the results you wish to achieve and
actions required, such as people you need to speak with or
meetings you need to attend. You can use highlighter pens
and colour code them in order of priority.

Computerised calendar/tasks

Programs such as Outlook use the alarm warning system.
You can colour these in to help you prioritise.

In order to remember to action the thoughts that pop into your
head during the day or night, ‘as soon as you think it - ink
it’ by either writing it on your to-do list or typing it on your
computerised task/to-do list or handheld computer.

Follow-up systems

There are various follow-up/reminder systems such as
concertina-type files with daily compartments for maps,
documents, travel tickets and so on.

You can use a combination of the computerised ‘calendar”and
‘tasks” with alarms to appear at certain times on certain days.
Some could remind you to check hard document ‘reminder
follow-up’ systems to retrieve the documents needed that
day.

Filing trays

You can label the trays in whatever way suits you best: for
example, ‘important/urgent’, ‘today” and ‘pending’.
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To prevent procrastination and to be productive, the key
question you should ask yourself repeatedly throughout the
day is: What is the most valuable use of my time, right now?

Approaches to prioritising

Lisa Rodgers, The Times Creme/Hays PA of the Year 2007,
says:

A most challenging aspect of my job is juggling a large
workload. I couldn’t survive without my to-do list and diary. I
plan my day over a cup of coffee in the morning and review it
at the end of the day, carrying over uncompleted tasks. It’s the
only way to know where I'm at with all my different projects.

When you are prioritising your boss’s diary you have to
consider making time for personal activities and for getting
away from work on time to enable both your boss and yourself
to have a work-life balance. You may need to diarise time for
bosses to be at their children’s school play/school assembly,
parents’ evening, evening classes, sports events and so on.

‘I will sometimes put all my papers into one pile, re-sift and re-
sort, get a drink, then re-prioritise accordingly. | usually find I'm
not as bombarded as | previously felt | was.’

Cheryl Sykes

Stephen R Covey made the four-quadrant approach of Roger
and Rebecca Merrill famous. In a matrix, every goal or activity
can be placed in one of four quarters:

1. Important and urgent.

2. Important but not urgent.

3. Not important but urgent.
4

Not important and not urgent.
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While the first quarter (Important and urgent) needs to be
tackled first, the best time management tool is doing what’s
important before it becomes urgent, which can be achieved by
using the second quarter.

I have adapted this idea as shown in Figure 5.1 and Figure
5.2 — a task prioritisation matrix guide that helps to prioritise
your work into an order in which tasks should be completed
each day. You will find this plus the blank matrix form for
you to download and use as your daily to-do list at www.
koganpage.com/resources/PASH.

The Task prioritisation matrix

Figure 5.1 shows a matrix that can be used for prioritising
tasks each day.

Once you download the blank matrix, you can complete it
on the computer so that it is easy to carry forward tasks that
you have not been able to do today. At the end of the day you
could delete all the tasks that have been completed (what a
lovely feeling) and move the remaining tasks for the next day
into their appropriate area, as things may become important
and urgent. In the morning you could add more tasks creating
a new task prioritisation matrix for that day.

1. Important/urgent tasks —these are your first priority — ‘Do
now’.
Highly important and urgent tasks must be done first.
This category would include unforeseen emergencies and
deadlines. When planning your day you should leave
some ‘cushion’ time for unforeseen but possible emerg-
encies and interruptions.

2. Important but less urgent tasks. This category is your
second priority — ‘Plan for today’.
These tasks need to be planned, thought through, and
researched, and support information must be collected to
enable them to be performed effectively and efficiently.
Just 20 per cent of these tasks done each day without
interruption can generate 80 per cent of the key results.
The more time spent on this category, the less likelihood
there is of “Urgent/important’ task crises arising. Tasks
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Important tasks

Less important tasks

‘Do the right things at the right time in the right way’

Deal with it, Delegate It, Defer it or Delete it

Urgent

Less urgent

1st priority — do now
AM

PM

" 2nd priority — plan today

PM

sy se} juepoduw

3rd priority — do today

PM

4th priority — don’t forget
to do it or delete it!
Include deadline date

sy se) jueoduwi sso

Urgent

Less urgent

Figure 5.1 Task prioritisation matrix

include proactivity, preparation, research, prevention and
maintenance, which will facilitate productivity, excellent
relationships and high quality.
Once you put these time management solutions in place
and begin working efficiently, you will have fewer or no
urgent things to do as you will have done them before
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1. Do now - top priority 2. Plan today — second priority
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Figure 5.2 Task prioritising matrix guide

they become urgent. They only become urgent because of
procrastination and leaving them until the last minute.

3. Less important and urgent tasks. This is your third pri-
ority — ‘Do today’.
These tasks need to be managed to avoid them becoming
more important. Urgent does not always mean now but
could mean today at some point. Ask questions to help
prioritise and position the task in the working day - for
example “When is the latest I can get it to you?’ — so you
can buy time for Quadrants 1 and 2. Put them in today’s
to-do list to remind you to do them at the appropriate
time.

4. Less urgent/less important. Don’t forget to do these tasks
— they can be carried over to the next day or to their
deadline date.

These tasks can be done by a stated deadline or when a
suitable ‘hole in the day’ arises. Sometimes these tasks
may not need to be done at all and can be deleted.
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Once you have decided which items are important (or not)
and urgent (or not), then you need to prioritise the order in
which those tasks have to be done within each quadrant.

The nature of the job is that you will be multi-tasking all the
time. However, to deal with important urgent tasks and to
be most effective, you need to focus your concentration on
one thing at a time and get it completed or to the stage that
it needs to be at before tackling another pressing task. You
will inevitably be disturbed by requests from the boss or
telephone calls but you have to get back immediately to the
important and urgent task in hand and complete it. You have
to be tenacious when tackling such jobs. You should accept
interruptions as part of the job and not let them irritate you.

‘Efficiency is doing things right; effectiveness is doing the right
things.”
Peter Drucker

To do the right things, you need to align your goals with
those of your boss and your organisation. You then have to
put the right things on your to-do list in the right order and
allocate the right amount of time to each task. However, you
should always allow extra time for preparing your task, for
interruptions and for other unforeseen and more important/
urgent tasks taking priority. We have approximately 7.5
hours in our working day and if you feel that you don’t have
time to do some tasks, it simply means you have chosen to do
something else. Therefore it is important that you make sure
you are choosing the right option.

As a golden rule of time management, always use your high-
energy time for your most difficult and arduous tasks, as then
you will find them easier to deal with.

To help you to realise the order the tasks should be completed
in and to determine which are important and urgent, you
should think about the following three words: ‘because’, ‘by’
and ‘why”:
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This task is important and urgent because...

For example: The client is coming in to collect the docu-
mentation, which I must have typed up and sitting on the
reception desk ready for collection.

It needs to be done by...
For example: The client is coming in at 12 noon.

The reason why the client needs it is...
For example: They need it for the court hearing this
afternoon.

Once you understand the ‘because, by and why’ of the task,
it will be easier to focus on getting it completed and meeting
the deadline.

The wonderful thing about setting priorities and concentrat-
ing single-mindedly is that you will begin to feel a tremend-
ous sense of achievement and well-being. As you work pro-
gressively toward the accomplishment of all of your most
important urgent tasks, you will feel a flow of energy and
enthusiasm. As you finish something that is significant for
yourself, your boss or your organisation, your self-esteem
improves and you feel that you are making a difference,
which encourages you to carry on until you have completed
all your tasks.

Look for time-wasting activities and situations that you could
manage differently so as to improve your time management.
Also look for duplication of effort to cut your wasted time by
half, and see if there are any tasks that you could delegate.

We all need to make the most of the precious hours we have
available to us both within and outside work. We often
think to ourselves ‘I've been really busy today but I have not
achieved everything I wanted to’. The next section will help
you to analyse your ‘time thieves” and to concentrate on what
is important so that you can achieve what you need to get
done in a given day.
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‘Time thieves’

You need to identify the time thieves and take control of
them, delegate them or eliminate them. One way to identify
them is to keep a time log of how you actually use your
time. This would be more detailed than your to-do list as
it would include things like chatting to the assistant in the
next department for 20 minutes or fixing the photocopier that
is always breaking down. Analyse your time log, reflect on
what you have discovered and think about what changes you
can make to improve your time management.

Time thieves include:

inability to say ‘No’; fire-fighting and rushing from one
your boss; thing to another;

your colleagues; lack of planning;

lack of motivation; miscommunication and

stress; misunderstanding;
procrastination; work you could have delegated;
indecisiveness; lack of knowledge;

the telephone; inadequate tools;

meetings; inadequate information;

lack of prioritisation; tiredness and lack of

untidy desk and files; concentration;
visitors (invited and uninvited — make sure you agree on a set
length of time for the meeting and stick to that time).

Another group of thieves is the negative gremlins. Negative
feelings and negative self-talk drain our energy and prevent us
from being more productive. Work on your internal dialogue
to be more positive and do not dwell on anything that has
gone wrong in the past. See more on this in Chapter 3.

The following suggestions will help you manage time thieves:
Focus on the future, not the past. After all, which one can
you change?

Be creative: increase/stretch the task’s challenge or goal
to get you motivated so that you rise to the challenge and
exceed expectations.
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Set the tone for the whole day by ensuring that you are
productive in the first two hours (this is probably when
your energy is highest).

Be proactive instead of reactive.

Think creatively of how you can get rid of time thieves to
meet deadlines.

Have your positive coach tell yourself ‘I will get this done
on time” and get rid of the negative gremlins that are
chipping away at you, making your procrastinate and tell-
ing you that you haven’t got enough time. (See more on
the positive coach and negative gremlins in Chapter 3.)

Delegate — including the jobs you like doing and not just
the jobs you dislike doing. Think “out of the box” about
who you can delegate to.

Have realistic expectations of what you can achieve, then
achieve them.

Ensure meetings organised for your boss or for yourself
are short, well planned and focused, and have clear out-
comes.

Establish a routine for dealing with regular jobs.

Have a clear vision and goals (see more on goals in
Chapter 3).

Have a well-defined day with what you have to do clearly
established.

Avoid the ‘I'll just put this here for now” habit.

Your desk

Keep your desk tidy and be able to find files, folders and in-
formation quickly and easily (a tidy desk gives you a tidy
mind). Your desk should also be ergonomically tested so that it
islaid out in the best way to help with your time management.
For example, if you are right-handed your phone should be
on your left-hand side and a pad and pen should be on your
right. This enables you to be able to pick the handset up easily
and quickly with your left hand, leaving your right hand free
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to find your pen and pad to write messages without twisting
your body. (See more on ergonomics in Chapter 8.)

Interruptions

Learn to manage interruptions by being assertive, using body
language and so on. For example, if people come to your
desk to chat when you are busy, then you have to tell them
that you'd love to come and see them later but just now you
have to meet a deadline and need to get on with your work
— and check they are not busy when you want to see them.
Use body language to show them you're not available to chat
by standing up and looking as if you're going somewhere. If
you have your own office, walk them to the door.

Set limits on tasks and deal with them cleanly

Make sure you have limits to your work. For instance, prom-
ise yourself that you will only look at e-mails in half-hour
chunks every three hours, or promise yourself you will work
on Project X for two hours in the afternoon.

Only pick up a piece of paper once and deal with it by working
on it, binning it, delegating it or filing it — do not keep picking
it up and putting it on another part of your desk or back on its
pile again to deal with later.

Avoid procrastination

Most people procrastinate to some degree and it stops you
achieving your goals for the day. The key to overcoming
procrastination is to:

recognise when you start procrastinating;

understand why it happens (even to the best of us);

take active steps to better time management.

Procrastination happens when:
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You feel overwhelmed by a task, not knowing where to
begin.

You are disorganised.

You put off things in favour of doing something you enjoy
doing or that is within your comfort zone — something
you know you will be able to complete easily.

You don’t understand the difference between urgent tasks
and important tasks, and do the urgent tasks that are not
important.

You think you have not got the skills, knowledge or re-
sources required to complete the task.

You think you have more time than you actually do, and
have no concept of how time flies.

You are waiting to feel in the mood to tackle it, so you
keep putting it off as you never do feel like doing it.

Your negative gremlins are putting obstacles in your
way and telling you that you won't be able to do it, it’s
too difficult, it’s time consuming so you may as well get
other things out of the way first — any excuse not to do it
because of lack of self-belief.

How to overcome procrastination

Don’t put off until tomorrow what you can do today.

Be honest with yourself and acknowledge when you pro-
crastinate (everyone procrastinates at some time). Then
you will more easily recognise when you are doing it.

Work from your planned to-do list (or your personalised
and completed ‘task prioritisation matrix’) and don’t just
do low-priority tasks.

Ask yourself: “What is the consequence of not doing the
task?” What could happen at your next appraisal because
you haven't done it?
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Motivate yourself to do the task. For example, promise
yourself a reward when it's completed: maybe some
chocolate or a new outfit — any excuse to shop!

Realise what the benefit of completing the task is to you
— it may be that you have learned how to do something
new.

If you have a coach or a mentor, ask for their help in
setting deadlines and holding you accountable. Once
other people know about a target and you have said out
loud that you will do it and by when, you set up a contract
with yourself and feel psychologically obliged to get it
done.

Break the project into micro tasks that are more manage-
able; do some of the tasks that give you immediate results
to motivate you to do more.

Organisational skills

Organisational skills are paramount for successful time man-
agement. Lisa Rodgers, The Times Creme/Hays PA of the
Year 2007 believes:

A successful assistant should be seen as the most organised
person in the company. You need to know where to find a file/
document at the drop of a hat — a difficult task for someone
who isn’t organised and has a ton of paperwork on and around
their desk. Keeping a to-do list and planning your own diary/
time will make life a lot easier. If you can organise yourself, you
can organise anybody. Time management and prioritisation
skills need to be honed in order to manage somebody else’s
workload as well as your own. You must instinctively know
where everything is.

Anonymous quote from questionnaire:

The most challenging aspect of my boss is the mess on his
desk and in the cabinets. I have got used to going over it regu-
larly so that I know where things are and can tell him before
he loses too much time in searching.
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Patience is a virtue especially for an assistant — adapt in some
ways to your boss’s work style and keep trying until you reach
an agreed compromise!

However, in most circumstances it is best to have organisation
in your work station, desk and cupboards — to be neat, tidy, in
order and ergonomically correct.

Top tips for managing deadlines

Insist that there will be no false deadlines — remind your
boss that if a deadline is set you want to see the product
being dealt with, and if necessary put time in the diary to
deal with it.

Only agree deadlines for yourself, never for your col-
leagues without checking with them first.

Insist on bosses being specific when giving deadline dates
and times. Do not allow them to use “as soon as possible’
(ASAP) or “urgent” as this is too imprecise for you to be
able to prioritise effectively or efficiently.

Understand the reason for the deadline and the conse-
quences of missing it. That will ensure that you prioritise
effectively and give the task the attention it deserves in
the most appropriate way.

When you ask other people to do something, always give
a time and date when you need it, as this gives them an
incentive/goal to work towards.

Do not accept deadlines like ‘First thing Monday” when
told on Friday at 5 pm’. Everyone knows that you won't
deal with whatever it is overnight or at the weekend (or
at least you shouldn’t!). Accept deadlines that are more
meaningful, for example Monday 3 pm or Tuesday 10 am.

Write the deadline down on your task prioritisation form,
to-do list or task list on the computer so that it is kept in
mind.

Remember to give deadlines to your boss. For instance,
when you have to leave on time and you know that your
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boss has a piece of work that has to be completed that
day, remind him/her that you will be leaving on time and
the piece of work should be with you by, say, 3.30 pm at
the latest so that it can be completed that day.

Don't leave it to the last minute to chase a really important
deadline.

Top-10 ways to save time
dealing with e-mail

Here are 10 ways to impress your boss with your e-mail man-
agement skills (tips from Dr Monica Seeley):

Don'’t be a slave to the new e-mail notification(s) such as
the ping, the box that flashes across the screen telling you
that you have new e-mails. Switch them off so that you
are not distracted, then check for new e-mails when you
are ready.

Avoid dipping in and out whenever possible. Instead set
aside specific times for dealing with e-mail.

Handle each e-mail once and follow the four Ds principle
— deal with it, delete it, delegate it or defer action.

Establish a reliable system for tracking e-mails that still
need action, such as flags or creating a task.

Use colour codes to identify e-mails from important
people.

Use rules to sort less important e-mails as they arrive (eg
‘out of” messages and newsletters).

Keep within 75 per cent of your mailbox limit. Do your
e-mail housekeeping regularly and at least once a week:
delete old e-mails, clear out the sent items, save important
attachments and so on.

Attach first, then write the e-mail. Many is the time that
I have received (and even sent) an e-mail without the rel-
evant attachment. Attaching first then writing the e-mail
avoids this embarrassing situation and saves everyone’s
time.
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Write a clear, precise subject line that accurately reflects
the content, and include the date by which you need a
response (eg Agenda for 23 March Board Meeting — action
by 2 March).

Use shortcut keys — examples are below:
— Send and receive e-mail: CTRL+M.
— New message: CTRL+N.
— Delete an e-mail message: DEL or CTRL+D.
— Reply to the message author: CTRL+R.
- Reply to all: CTRL+SHIFT+R.
— Forward a message: CTRL+F.
— Find a message: CTRL+SHIFT+F.
— Print the selected message: CTRLA+P.
There are many more e-mail time management ideas and if

you know them you should share them. If you don’t know
them you should research them and then share them!

‘One of my bosses has a tendency to not do their e-mails and
will wander off to talk to someone or do anything other than
reply to them. | deal with this by making sure | put ‘e-mail time’
in the diary or | will reduce the amount of e-mails by filing and
printing off e-mails/documents that just need to be read for info
and ones that need replies. Then | will sit with my boss and go
through them. If some still aren’t dealt with | will hound the boss
until they are!’

Stress management

This section deals with emotional stress; please see Chapter 8
on Ergonomics for stress-related issues to do with muscular,
visual and environmental demands.
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‘l have been through some really terrible stressful things in my
life... some of which actually happened.’
Mark Twain

There is a difference between being prepared/organised and
being stressed about something that might go wrong, that
might happen, that might... I think the motto here is: ‘Don’t
worry about things until they actually go wrong, but do think
ahead and make contingency plans to make sure everything
happens the way you want it to, even if it does end up being
“plan B”!

Aslong as you feel in control and are happy to be coping, then
there is no problem. Respect other people’s optimum level of
pressure, whether it is lower or higher than your own, and
work out what your personal level of achievement is. Stretch
yourself and see how far you can go — you may be pleasantly
surprised!

Pressure only becomes stress when we lose control and then
we start to panic. Once you lose control, pressure becomes
stress and affects your ability to work effectively.

When the pressure is greater than your ability to cope, it’s time
to assess your lifestyle and see what you can do to minimise
stress. The source may be work-related or personal, or a
blend of both, but the key is realising that you are stressed
and taking action to take the pressure off; if necessary talk to
someone about it.

We all have different thresholds for stress. Some thrive on
challenges and having lots of projects to do at once; the pres-
sure makes adrenalin rise and they feel super-efficient and
can get things done. Others couldn’t cope with the same level
of pressure.

When we are working at the right level of pressure, we can
accomplishmuchmoreinagiventime.Itmakesus feel satisfied
that we are coping under pressure and getting lots done
efficiently, which in turn enables us to do even more. This is
why we should work at achieving “stretched’ goals, those that
are a little harder than we think we could do comfortably. By
stretching ourselves to go the extra mile we gain extra internal
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resources and move into a higher level of achievement, which
gives us a thrill of excitement as we achieve more, learn more
and can even become more creative.

Stress management requires that you take complete control
over the activities of your daily life.

Examples of stress causers:

insufficient training and opportunities to learn new skills;
poor work-life balance;

lack of control over work;

too much work or responsibilities;

self-inflicted pressure — the stress of not knowing when to
stop;

organisational restructuring, changes in job;
lack of ability to accept change;

lack of teamwork;

lack of respect;

bad time management.

When you are looking at time thieves, think about the possi-
bility that the task is not challenging enough so you can't get
motivated about it. Be creative — increase the task’s challenge,
think about what you can do to exceed expectations and go
the extra mile. Success breeds success and it's an upward
spiral — the more confident we become of our ability, the more
we need challenging tasks to keep us motivated and excited.

‘I cope with the stress primarily by accepting that there is always
some stress attached to a job, as there is to life in general, but
| try to manage my time the best | can by being organised and
proactive and making sure that my work-life balance is as good
as | can make it. I never take work home with me; that is my first
rule and always has been in all my jobs, and to be able to do that
I make sure that I give 120 per cent during the day.’

Brigitte Thethy
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‘Stress at work occurs when you have no control over the
circumstances in which you are working, usually deadlines.
Take a few minutes to plan and prioritise, then tackle the most
important thing first. Do the things that you personally have to
do, then delegate the rest.’

Christine Davies, Co-founder of European Management
Assistants (EUMA)

Time management and
lowering stress levels

The Pareto principle

The Pareto principle is sometimes referred to as the “vital few’
or ‘the trivial many’, and more commonly known as the “80/20
rule’. It states that in anything you do, a few activities (20 per
cent) are vital and many (80 per cent) are trivial.

It is useful to keep that in mind when you are faced with
a number of alternatives. Ask yourself which items are the
significant ones, as 20 per cent of the tasks in front of you are
the vital, urgent and important tasks that have to be done first
and 80 per cent can wait.

Remember to concentrate on results rather than on being
busy. When you are prioritising within the important/urgent
box, think which 20 per cent of the things you have to do will
produce 80 per cent of the results and do those first as they
will make you feel that you have accomplished a job well
done.

Tips for time management
Learn to be appropriately assertive.
Don’t take on more than you are able to do realistically.

If you have a daunting big job, you can break it down into
chunks and do some each day.

Take time to review your goals and objectives to help you
keep on track.
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Take action for the right reason — make sure it’s linked
to your job or your objectives. You need to understand
exactly what is expected of you.

Review systems and procedures to make sure they are
time effective. Make them simple, self-explanatory and
flexible, and make sure everyone knows how they work
and how to use them.

Commit to setting time aside during the day to handle
paperwork.

Ensure your work is achievable within realistic time-
frames and deadlines and that you have adequate re-
sources to do the job. Speak to your boss and possibly
colleagues to see if you can delegate work or eliminate
non-essential tasks.

Keep things in perspective. Ask yourself this question in
order to lower your stress levels:

— Onascale of 1-10 —and 10" is death! —just exactly how
bad is the situation you are in right now? This should
make you realise that whatever is causing you high
levels of stress is in fact, in the big scheme of things,
not nearly as bad as you thought.

Keep a reminder file for documents (if appropriate) and
make it a habit to check your reminder file every morning
as soon as you arrive (eg as you sit down with your first
cup of coffee of the day) so that you have all your papers
together on the day they are needed. If you finish that
day’s documents you can move on to the next day if
appropriate.

‘The things that matter most must never be at the mercy of the
things that matter least.”
Goethe

Accept change, embrace it and go with it. It usually does
work out for the better, especially when you are actively
influencing any change that is happening.
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Use humour to reduce stress levels — have an attitude of
fun.

Laughter

‘Laughter is the best medicine and antidote to stress!” After a
good laugh your blood pressure drops and your heart rate slows
down. You will breathe more deeply and you will feel calmer.

Using time well

Do the things you least want to do early in the day. Use the
following memory-jogger to help you: ‘BANJOE’ — ‘Bang A
Nasty Job Off Early’. This will prevent you from procrastinat-
ing, reduce the pressure and stress from thinking about the
‘nasty’ job and letting it worry you whilst trying to do other
tasks, and it will get it out of the way to give you a better
day.

Use your most productive time effectively: do the most diffi-
cult jobs or the ones that need the most problem-solving skills
or concentration when you work at your best. For me this is
around 9.30 to 12 noon, and I usually get another burst around
3.00 to 4.30 —it’s all to do with biorhythms.

Similarly, identify the times when you are less productive,
such as straight after lunch when your body is working hard
to digest the food you have just eaten. Use these times to
do the more mundane tasks such as managing your in-box,
deleting your e-mails or catching up on some filing.

Take regular exercise, and take your lunch hour as the break
will help you be more proactive in the afternoon. Include
your personal time in your diary, and make sure you take
your half-hour for a break as you will be more energised in
the afternoon if you do so. Also note your finishing time and
complete your work so that you can leave on time for your
own appointment — home. Remember, the work-life balance
is important.
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Use your quiet time effectively —review your plans for accomp-
lishing your goals and change your plans if necessary. Review
your to-do list and priorities, check your reminder file.

Using your network

Know your limitations. Stay in control, even if you do want to
please people, and always ask for help if necessary. Get help
when you need it and work as a team. Delegate if you can,
and when other people need help offer them assistance; in
that way reciprocation will continue.

Sometimes it is appropriate for you to divert your phone so
that you are not interrupted, but always be prepared to cover
phones for others when they need your help.

Achievement and reward

Learn to set realistic expectations and appreciate your own
achievements. Try to see the great things that you’ve accomp-
lished, not the few things that may have been left undone.

It’s always good to reward yourself when you have succeeded
in completing certain projects or tasks. Give yourself a pat on
the back if you have managed to prioritise and complete all
the tasks you set out to do that day or you have reached one of
your goals. This could mean buying yourself new clothes or
just promising yourself a pampering bath when you get home,
or a cosy night in — whatever it is that takes your fancy.

Advice on stress from around the world

Debs Eden who is the Executive PA Magazine PA of the Year
2007, deals with stress by using visualisation techniques:

When my to-do list is getting out of control, I visualise a field
of sheep with a pen in the middle; each ‘To Do’ is represented
by a sheep. Get them in the pen — that’s ok; if they are running
around outside the pen — that’s ok because you know they are
there; they are hiding behind trees — that’s ok too because you
don’t know they are there so stop stressing!
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Cheryl Sykes:

Having so many loose details that need to be tied together and
waiting for people to give you answers is a real challenge. I
try to tie off as many loose ends as I can, while chasing for the
missing answers early to avoid last minute panic. Then I can
cope with just one or two missing details at deadline.

Francoise Cumming;

Have a life outside the office. You should never think that your
life is the office.

Aman Malhotra:

Cooperate with your staff (teamwork). If you have one or more
co-workers who are willing to assist you in times of stress it
will definitely reduce your stress level. And remember that
you also have to help them when they are in need.

Hanne Vinther, Denmark:

Prioritise your tasks and obtain extensions of deadlines if
needed. (If you do not ask for an extension, you won't get it.)

Liz O’Farrell:

I keep each “active’ task or job in its own folder (electronically
and physically); that way I know I can instantly lay my hands
on all the details related to that job and work on them in order
of priority, which changes constantly.

Kristy Stewart:

Take regular time out to prioritise your workload and you
may find that you are stressed about nothing!

Carmen Perez Pies:

Take a break if possible. Remove yourself from the situation.
Take a step back, gain perspective, get some fresh air, go for
a coffee, go to the gym, have a cry in private if necessary, or
just stomp around outside the building for a few minutes. As
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a golfer I find that a weekly session at the driving range in my
lunch break works wonders — especially if I name each ball
before I hit it.

Gillian Richmond, European chairperson for EUMA:

When stress levels hit a high, I find a 15-minute walk outside
in the fresh air can work wonders. If your office is near shops,
spend a few minutes window shopping; or if you are lucky
enough to be near a park, take a quick stroll looking at the
trees and flowers. When you return, you feel refreshed and
ready to pick up the challenge again, and the time away from
your desk can be valuable in assembling your thoughts and
priorities.

Carole Rigney:

Learn how to say ‘No” and mean it! If someone asks you to do
something for them and you already have a million things to
do, you can either tell them that you could do it but not until a
week on Friday (for example) or instead you can say, ‘I can’t do
it at the moment but it might be quicker and easier if you do it’
— then tell them what they need to know or do to complete the
work themselves. This works particularly well if it’s just a case
of knowing who they need to ring to get something done.

Sarah Crown:

Start one job and finish it before going onto the next. It is very
easy to suddenly realise you are juggling about five different
tasks at the same time and then you get in a muddle (we have
all done it and some of us still do). Where you need to leave a
task to start another one, simply clip the paperwork together
with a clear note of what still needs to be done with it so it is
easy to pick up and carry on with it later.

Don’t be afraid to ask for help. You may not get any, but
if you don’t ask you don't get. Maybe your colleague is not
very busy and can help you out. S/he may be happy to do so,
knowing you’ll return the favour some time.
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Lesley Watts, UK Chairperson for European Management
Assistants:

To cope with stress at work I try not to pick up on the negative
vibes. I concentrate on my own role and then I can feel confi-
dent that I am doing a good job despite what might be going
on around me.

Sarah Hewson:

Keep work in perspective. Aim to do the best job you can
when you are in work and continually look for ways you can
improve your skills or practices — keep in touch with your
peers to share best practice. Make sure you know what it is you
want your life to be about, and if work is encroaching on that
consider changing jobs or changing your work pattern. Most
importantly, communicate to your boss that you're suffering
high levels of stress and the effect this is having on you. Ask
for his/her suggestions and make a well-founded proposal to
rectify the situation, supplying facts and figures. Other than
that, recognise your limits — never, ever let stress damage your
health, but also realise that a bit of stress makes the day go
with a zing and helps us focus.

Summary

Manage your time by prioritising your workload using the
task prioritisation matrix, and understand the difference
between the important things and the urgent things. Motivate
yourself to reach the deadline by being clear that: ‘I have to
do this task because... by (such a time)... and why it’s needed
by that time is because...” Ask yourself if you are working on
the right thing at the right time in the right way and eliminate
procrastination. Organise yourself and your boss so that you
are able to meet deadlines by following the e-mail guidelines,
using the power of the subconscious to help you be creative
and get rid of your negative gremlins. Stretch your goals,
which in turn increases your self-belief and your confidence,
and have fun to decrease stress levels.
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Having your time management under control and using
visualisation techniques to reduce stress means you will not
suffer from stress-related illnesses and relationship problems.
You will therefore experience healthy pressure to energise
you to achieve your goals and to-do list. Achieving that each
day without stress is exhilarating and satisfying.

Each night before you go to sleep, think back over the day’s
activities and remember what you have managed to get done
and congratulate yourself for effective and efficient time
management that day. It is a satisfying feeling as you drift
off to a contented sleep that you have achieved so much with
your time that day.

Practise all the above suggestions and solutions to get your
time management and stress levels under control, and enjoy
an efficient and effective working day every day.






Organising meetings
and events

One of the main roles of an assistant is to organise meetings
of all different sizes of groups from two to a thousand or
more and for all levels of staff/clients/guests. Meetings are
arranged for many different reasons (Table 6.1) and involve
internal and/or external national/international attendees.
Some will include activities and entertainment and some will
involve PowerPoint slides, flip charts, video conferencing and
the like. The meetings could be ones your boss will chair or
participate in; they could be team-building events for your
company, one-to-one meetings (eg for appraisals/interviews),
or meetings you hold for your team of secretaries. (If you
don’t already hold meetings for secretaries then I suggest you
think about putting them in place.)

An efficiently organised and executed meeting could be critical
to your boss’s, your company’s and your own success!

It is imperative that meetings are not time wasters. Attendees
should leave feeling satisfied that actions are being taken and
progress is being made towards positive and constructive
outcomes and that objectives are achieved. Meeting are
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Table 6.1 Reasons for holding meetings

To inform each other of For problem solving purposes
what is going on and to and decision making
help build relationships

To disseminate the vision of Formal gatherings for

the company consultation
Communication Launch of a new product
Training, team building, Presentation and proposals
education, entertainment for new work

and discussion

Client/business meetings Seminar/conference

expensive, so it’simportant to ensure that every person attend-
ing and every minute of the meeting adds value.

To make meetings successful they need to be managed before,
during and after the meeting.

Before the meeting: prepare and plan!

Table 6.2 provides a comprehensive generic checklist for meet-
ings and events. Details of each task are set out in the sections
below.

Need for meeting

Decide whether the meeting is necessary, and be clear about

why it is needed — you may need to challenge your boss!
Could objectives be achieved more effectively through

another process?

Could the meeting be held by video link?
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Table 6.2 Comprehensive generic checklist for meetings and
events

To do Check

Establish need for meeting
Define purpose of meeting

Budget:

define budget
check for hidden costs (eg break-out rooms,
cloakroom staff)

Attendance:

invitations (should be sent six to eight weeks in
advance)
prune lists to avoid non-essential attendance

Agenda:

send to delegates (with any other briefing
documents/minutes)

check feedback and amend as needed

set time limits on items

prioritise items

Documentation:

send well in advance

inform attendees whether they need to bring

documents or copies will be provided

include:

— request to inform of any dietary
requirements

— date, location, length of meeting

— pre-meeting preparation (eg documents to
be read)

send on intranet if appropriate

send details to events team

evaluation sheet for delegate feedback

miscellaneous:

— advertising flyers, press releases

- invitation forms/pre-paid return envelopes

— other publicity for event (eg DVDs)
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Table 6.2 Comprehensive generic checklist for meetings and
events (Continued)

To do Check

Liaison with attendees:
collate replies to invitations
confirm, noting further information will be sent
in due course
send details nearer to time of event:
— location
— time
— travel arrangements
- map if necessary

Book:
events-management company/colleagues
venue
car parking
break-out rooms/overnight accommodation
travel to, from and during event
necessary publicity (eg company to make DVD)
rehearsal time if necessary

Venue:

appropriate size/layout

decoration

signage

if using outside venue:

— liaise on requirements with staff

— liaise on refreshments

— check there is no clash, eg with other hotel
users that day

— double-check contract for details, numbers,
timings etc

— check ‘minimum number of delegates’
requirement

— pay deposit if required

Equipment:
what is needed and what delegates will provide
space/tables available
compatibility of available devices and delegates’
presentations
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Table 6.2 Comprehensive generic checklist for meetings and
events (Continued)

To do Check

fax, broadband etc

message boards

insurance of equipment etc
cables taped for health and safety

Entertainment:
suitability (recommendations; observe in
advance if possible)
insurance
briefing entertainers/presenters

Security

Reception:
badges
cloakroom space
desk/staff:

— aware of location of toilets, fire exits etc
Signage

Refreshments:
dietary requirements

Flexibility:
procedure for dealing with attendee
cancellations etc
check contracts’ ‘minimum delegate’
requirements, cancellation charges etc

Events team:
select appropriate personnel
inform of schedule etc
update as programmes change

Training:
Do you need training in how to run the event or
event team?
Do you need training in eg IT systems for this?
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Could it just be a telephone call or conference call?

Is it being held in the right time-frame?

Timing and invitations

Do you need more time to invite guests/delegates? (Invitations
to events should ideally be sent out at least six to eight weeks
prior to the event if possible to ensure you meet attendance
targets.)

Define purpose of meeting

What are your objectives for the meeting and what tech-
niques should be used —eg brainstorming/brain dumping/
blue sky/workshop/note taking?

What are you trying to achieve?
What decisions need to be made?
What actions need to be taken?

Ensure all attendees understand the purpose of the meet-
ing to achieve an effective and efficient outcome.

Budgeting and booking

Establish whether a budget is needed and, if so, what the
budget is.

If required, choose and book an event-management company
or enlist the help of colleagues.

Choose and book a suitable meeting room, venue and loca-
tion. You can use referrals, search yourself on the internet or
use a venue-finding agency, whose services are free to you
as the hotel pays their commission. Always visit the venue
yourself.

Book any break-out room(s) required. Establish whether you
would need a registration desk and where it could be situated.
Consider the impression you want to give when booking a
venue. Do you require a day delegate rate, half-day delegate
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rate, 24-hour delegate rate? Check for any extra costs that
may be charged, for equipment or break-out rooms, water for
the delegate tables, hire of cloakroom staff/bar staff and so on.
Learn to negotiate a good price for the venue, entertainment,
speakers, transport and other elements.

Depending on the type of event/meeting you are holding, con-
sider where people are travelling from and think about car
parking availability. You may need to plan and organise travel
arrangements such as the hiring of coaches or limousines,
and book taxis, train tickets or flights to facilitate travel to
and from the venue and possibly during the event.

Venue
When choosing a venue, consider whether leisure activities
will be required like a spa, gym or golf course. Types of ven-
ues to choose from include:

your own company’s offices;

clients’ offices;

hotels;

country house estates;

convention and exhibition centres;

important attractions;

tourist attractions;

museums;

theatres;

university lecture theatres.
Consider whether overnight accommodation is required for
speakers/delegates.

Decide what the room layout should be, depending on the
event and numbers attending, for example theatre-style,
cabaret round tables with cloths on, boardroom style, cabaret
half-moon style, open square, U-shape seating or classroom
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style. Is a top table required? If this is a one-to-one meeting
for an appraisal or interview, the room should be set out so
that the two chairs are not separated by a table and are at
45° to each other. This reduces any psychological barriers and
encourages a successful meeting.

You may require the room to be dressed and themed. This
may be something the venue can sort for you or if you have
an event-management team they can do it. Alternatively you
may just want to organise flower centre-pieces for each table
or candles on mirrors in the centre of the table for a more cost-
effective way to dress the room. Ask the venue staff for their
suggestions and what they can supply within the cost. Some
venues may have their own chair covers and ribbons for the
chairs that can transform a room; otherwise these have to be
hired in.

If the location is an outside venue, negotiate the package
and discuss all requirements and expectations, including
appropriate room size for the number of attendees.

Avoid signing any contract with the venue until you really
have to in case things change. When you have to put your
signature on the dotted line then please make sure you have
permission and authority to do so from your boss. Also make
sure that you have read and re-read the contract for correct
details, numbers, timings and so on. Make sure too that
you understand and agree with the ‘minimum number of
delegates’ requirement, because it means that even if you do
not have as many delegates as your minimum number you
still have to pay for them. Also check cancellation fees and
timings, and when the latest time and date is that you can
make your final changes to the meeting. Please note that you
should not pay VAT on cancellation charges as you will not
have received any service.

Arrange for a deposit to be paid if required.

If you are having a corporate event such as disseminating
information to clients, then find out who else is using the hotel
the same day and for what reason to avoid any embarrassing
clashes.
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Entertainment/speakers

Make sure you have the correct insurance cover when using
entertainment such as bands with electronic equipment.

Ifentertainmentor aspeakerisrequired, look for recommenda-
tions and referrals from people you know and trust, or go and
see them yourself in action in order to ensure a successful
event and the satisfaction of all attendees. Send out a briefing
note to them before the event so they know what is required
of them.

Equipment

Book any equipment and/or event company for audio-
visual equipment, screens, DVD players, digital projectors,
simultaneous-translation equipment, microphones, plasma
screens and so on. Remember to order a small table to put
a laptop and digital projector on if you are taking your
own. Tables and chairs may need to be hired in. Also check
if extension leads are needed and make sure they are taped
down to the floor for health and safety.

Find out what equipment people will require you to provide
and what they will provide themselves. Assess how much
space will be needed for it. Will staging be needed? If so, is it
available at the venue or does it need to be bought in? Consider
obtaining the speaker’s presentation before the event so that
you can make sure it works on your equipment and is loaded
and ready to go when needed.

Consider whether your meeting/event will require the use of
the venue’s business centre for fax, photocopier and so on.
Will you need broadband access for laptops? Decide whether
you will need to use a message board so that delegates can
check for messages during breaks and lunch time.

Security

You may need to consider organising special security arrange-
ments. For example, I once had a power boat and a racing
car stood at the entrance to the venue as part of the charity
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auction prizes. I had to organise a security guard to be there
all night to make sure they were safe.

Reception

If you are having identity badges for delegates or need
people to register on arrival, make sure you have organised a
registration/reception desk and decide exactly where the table
should be located in the venue. It should be as close as poss-
ible to the room being used so you can capture all arrivals.

If you are to be on the reception desk, make sure you know
where the ladies and gents toilets are, and the nearest fire
exits, so that you are able to direct people as soon as you are
asked. Also ask the facilitator of the event to announce where
toilets and fire exits are, and find out whether a fire-alarm
test is to run the day you have your meeting so guests can be
informed.

Make sure a cloakroom is available and manned if necessary
(even in summer; attendees may not have winter coats but
they may have luggage and briefcases they wish to store
whilst in the meeting).

Signage

Make sure there is clear signage for your meetings so attendees
can easily find their way to the room, and that all logos, notice
boards and banners are provided. If necessary you may want
to place people in the foyer of a hotel or venue to direct people
(if the staff of the venue are not available for this).

Refreshments

Depending on the length and timing of the meeting, ensure
sufficient and appropriate refreshments/meals are ordered
and stipulate the times they are to be served. Also decide
whether any meal should be a hot or cold buffet or sit-down
meal (a la carte or set menu). Decide whether the meal should
be taken in a private dining area, as a finger buffet in the
conference room or in the venue’s dining room.
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Does the venue have its own caterers or do you have to bring
caterers in? If it is a formal dinner for a large group, then I
strongly suggest that you ask for a “taster” session of the food
so that you can make an informed choice. Chefs expect you
to do this. Ascertain any dietary requirements and send them
in written format to the venue to confirm your requirements.
Always ensure these are understood by the venue as there
are many intolerances/allergies to food as well as religious
requirements. You may have to order kosher food from an
outside company, including plates and cutlery.

Attendance

Make sure the appropriate people are attending. Attendance
should be restricted to those who are vital to the meeting,
those who have to be there for training or information and so
on, and those with essential information or expertise.

Limit or preferably eliminate those who feel they ought to be
there if they do not fit the above criteria.

Agenda

Make sure your boss (or you if it is your own meeting)
sends the agenda out to all delegates before the meeting and
asks for any comments/additions to the agenda. Make sure
participants know what is expected of them, and send out
well in advance any documents they may need to read/digest/
action before the meeting. Make amendments to the agenda if
necessary when feedback is received.

Include only thoseitemsrelevant to the purpose of the meeting.
Ideally you should indicate the time allowed for each item to
make sure the agenda is completed in the allotted time; this
also makes everyone aware of the time-keeping, which will
help the meeting to run smoothly and effectively. Prioritise
your agenda items and sort them in order of importance
(grouping related items together), in case not all items are
discussed due to unforeseen circumstances, interruptions
and possibly bad time-keeping.
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If you are organising a committee meeting then you should
send out the minutes of the last meeting as a reminder (the
minutes should also have been sent out shortly after the last
meeting).

Documentation for the meeting

The invitation, agenda and relevant documentation should
be circulated in good time before the meeting. Attendees can
be asked to print the documentation off and bring it when
they attend, or they can be told copies will be provided at the
meeting.

Collate documents and information relevant to the agenda
items. If they are lengthy, they can be summarised. Some docu-
ments may only be required by the chairperson, but others
may need photocopying for distribution to the attendees.

The invitation should ask about any dietary requirements
if food is to be included in the meeting/event. It should also
include: location, start and finish times, and any preparation
to be done by the attendees (eg reading of any material).

If the meeting is an internal one then it is possible to post
agendas and useful meeting notes on a dedicated company
intranet web page for everyone to access. This may cut down
the time needed for the meeting if the attendees review any
documentation beforehand and act on any necessary points.
Then the meeting can be used to get down to further business
immediately.

Consider whether you need to send out any flyers to advertise
the event, press releases, booking forms, invitation cards and
so on, and whether you need to provide freepost code or
prepaid envelopes for replies. Do you need any printing done
for the advertising and/or handouts/delegate packs, including
DVDs for advertising, radio or TV commercials and so on? If
you need to produce a DVD of the event, book an appropriate
specialist company to do this.

You may need to book/organise rehearsal and set-up time for
the venue and the people involved. In that case, it may be
necessary to book the venue for the morning, afternoon or
evening before the event.
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Once an invitation has been sent out, you need to collate
replies and acceptances and acknowledge receipt, stating that
more information/joining instructions will be sent out nearer
the time.

Itis important to send out, say a week or two before the event,
a ‘joining instruction’ by e-mail or letter confirming that you
are expecting the attendees, giving the time and location
(include a map for their convenience), the best place to park
and so on. If necessary, do not forget to provide and organise
a programme for the persons accompanying the participants
if spouses/partners are invited to some or all of the event. This
all acts as a reminder as well as being helpful to the attendees.
If for any reason they cannot now make it, they can let you
know so you can make alternative arrangements; for instance,
you may have a reserve list of people wanting to attend.

Prepare an evaluation sheet to give delegates at the end of
the event/meeting if appropriate, to include feedback on the
administration, the venue, the food, the location, the parking,
the content of the event/speakers/entertainment and so on.

Events team

You may need to put an events team together, so think about
the skills and technical ability they can bring: social skills for
the registration desk, IT skills for equipment and so on. Make
them aware of the objectives of the event/meeting and brief
them in advance, possibly meeting a couple of times before
the event.

Create and circulate an events schedule for all those involved
in helping you put the event together, and re-send it when
changes are made.

Training

You may need training in managing the events team when co-
ordinating and running the event if you are doing it yourself.
You can use simple Word documents to help you organise
your event/meetings, Gantt charts or sophisticated computer
programs. You may also need training in the latter.
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Flexibility

Always be prepared, for your own peace of mind, and always
be ready to accept that changes will happen the closer you get
to the event. It is inevitable that a minority of people will drop
out for reasons beyond anyone’s control. It is better to accept
this fact — take it in your stride and deal with it calmly and
efficiently — than to let yourself get agitated or upset. It is just
one aspect of organising events and meetings that will always
happen and it is quite normal to have a few ‘no-shows’.

Problems may occur when organising events butitis how you deal
with those problems that make you an exceptional assistant.

Being in control is 10 per cent what happens to you, and 90
per cent how you respond to it!

During the meeting/event

Arrive early and set up the room (for a big event this
could have been done the day before).

Debrief anyone involved in helping you organise the
event.

Have your checklist ready and make sure everything is
as you have planned, including making sure the delegate
handouts are in place.

Make sure the room is set out as planned and there are
enough chairs with a few spare.

Register people to the event/meeting and give out name
badges if appropriate.

Check the temperature of the room and regulate if
necessary.

Adhere to programme timings for start, breaks, meals
and finish.

Usher in any late arrivals and try to leave some room for
them at the back so they can “sneak’ in.
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Be on hand throughout the whole meeting/event for any
unforeseen problems and be ready to solve them.

If there are any distracting/disturbing noises (perhaps
from kitchens or building work, or attendees forgetting
to turn their phones off), then put an immediate stop to
them.

At the end of the meeting, collect any name badges and
completed evaluation sheets, and distribute goodie bags
or handouts as appropriate.

If car parking tokens are required or car parking tickets
need to be stamped for attendees to get out of the car
park, make sure they are aware they need to do this.

Thank them for coming and say goodbye.

Taking minutes
Study the title and agenda beforehand.
Introduce yourself to the meeting leader if appropriate.
Ask for copies of any handouts or PowerPoint slides.
Make sure you spell everyone’s names correctly.

Sit where you can clearly see everyone and hear what is
going on.
Actively listen and take notes and look for the main

sense.

Be selective in your note-taking and understand when
items are ‘off the record’.

Identify attendees as far as possible and ask for the
attendee list. If you are unsure of who says what and it is
important that this is noted, then ask.

Have a clear action column and put in names/initials/
dates to be done by.
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After the meeting: evaluate
Summarise the evaluation sheets and act on any outstand-
ing points. Keep the sheets as guidance for future events.

Send out any minutes and action points and make sure
they are completed.



Presentations

From the moment we are born our brains start working, and
they do not stop until we stand up to give our first presen-
tation! People have three main fears:

the fear of dying;
the fear of presenting;

the fear of dying whilst presenting!

The only way to deal with the fear of giving presentations is to
present!
Stuart Curtis-Hale

Assistants have the opportunity to give presentations on vari-
ous occasions: company secretarial/assistant team meetings,
reporting back to the company board and at conferences to
help other secretaries, among others. You may want to be em-
powered by dealing with work projects such as teaching new
managers how to interact with their assistants or teaching
ergonomics to anyone who uses a computer at a desk. There
are also opportunities to present at external secretarial net-
working meetings should you so wish; these allow you to get
out of your comfort zone and give yourself the satisfaction
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of learning a new skill that you can add to your curriculum
vitae.

This chapter will give you pointers to success. Alternatively
you can use it to help your boss put together an efficient and
effective presentation and to present correctly.

Performing in front of others can be daunting, and be in no
doubt that it is perfectly normal to feel nervous. In fact even
the best of presenters get attacks of nerves; that produces
adrenalin and helps them to give the best presentation they
can. Also be assured that there are tools and techniques to
channel your adrenalin in the right direction to help you
present to the best of your ability.

Public speaking can be fun and hugely satisfying. Once you
have enjoyed giving a presentation, or even part of one, your
self-confidence will grow and you’ll want to do it again.

Most probably you have one or two of the following symptoms
of nervousness:

fast heartbeat;

dry throat;

shaky knees;

sweaty palms;

shaky hands;

nausea.
What you do about your nerves is crucial. Physical and vocal

exercises/warm-ups before presenting are extremely effective
at alleviating stress and also help us to be more expressive.

Exercises to reduce tension

Reducing tension in neck and shoulders

Tension can easily build up in the neck and shoulders. A tech-
nique to help you s to exercise before you make a presentation.
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Concentrating on a minute or two of physical exercise will
not only get rid of discomfort but can also energise you and
help put you in a better frame of mind to give your best. Find
a quiet place where you can be alone for a minute or two.

Sit up straight and slowly move your head to your left, back
to the centre, over to the right and back to the centre. Then
move your head up and back and then slowly down to your
chest. Repeat these several times, keeping all movements
steady and slow, and the routine will help to release tension
in your neck and shoulders.

Breathing exercises

Take several deep breaths to get the oxygen circulating around
your body.

The technique of alternate nostril breathing can help to bal-
ance the nervous system. Clear your nostrils by breathing
in and out quickly several times in a row. Next, place your
hand so you can use the thumb to close one nostril and your
ring finger to close the other. Begin by inhaling through both
nostrils. Then breathe out through one nostril while blocking
the other, and switch and breathe in through the other nostril.
After three complete breaths, exhale without switching sides,
and do three more breaths.

After this you will be in a better frame of mind to give your
best and enjoy your presentation.

Vocal exercises

Vocal exercises help to open up your vocal chords to allow
you to project your voice and extend the range of pitch as well
as alleviating tension. One such exercise is to screech with a
high-pitched ‘eeeeeeek’.
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Principles for preparing your
presentation

Successful presenting consists of three elements:

Content: The presentation should be packed with practical
and easy-to-remember information. Inject enthusiasm
about the topic into your presentation through your voice
and body language. Ask the audience questions so they
have to keep awake, think and answer — delegates like to
give answers. Also try to include one or two exercises to
get them thinking and joining in. Keep your presentation
to the point and practise it to make sure that it lasts the
length of time you are allotted to speak, taking into con-
sideration question-and-answer time if appropriate.
Always remember that you may miss out something you
intended to say but the audience will never know that you
missed it out, so don’t worry about it. Tell short stories to
bring your presentation to life (these may be humorous)
but be careful about telling jokes as they can seem out of
place.

Confidence: Remember that some people get nervous in
audiences too. You can put them at their ease by showing
with your body language that you are confident of your
ability; let them realise they will enjoy the forthcoming
presentation. Knowing that you have information to
share that is valuable for others also gives you confidence
and satisfaction. (Read Chapter 3 for more on confidence
building.)

Confidence will come with practice and with performing
and being successful.

Practice: It is extremely important to write your presenta-
tion and practise, practise, practise until you can give it
with ease.

Remember that verbal and non-verbal communication work
together to convey a message. You can use non-verbal signals
and gestures to reinforce and support what you are saying,
especially when presenting. You project credibility through
your body language, voice quality, gestures, eyes and posture.
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It is a well-known fact that the audience will only remember
7 per cent of the words you say; 93 per cent of what they will
remember is your attitude, tone of voice and your physical
presentation skills.

Once you know your presentation thoroughly, you then
have to concentrate on how to give it in the most effective
and memorable way you can. Make a connection with the
audience by eye contact and drawing them into the message
you wish to give by making it alive and interesting. Then
the audience will be listening to every word and waiting to
hear what you have to say next. You can use your experiences
and anecdotes to help people remember the points you are
making. You can also use a mnemonic to link key messages
together and help retention; Figure 7.1 gives an example of a
mnemonic for active listening.

Active Listening

L  Look interested
Listen with eyes, ears and heart!

| Information
‘Seek first to understnd and then be understood’

S Silence yourself
Take a breath, relax and smile

T  Test understanding
Tell me what you think | said

E  Evaluate the message
Including body language

N  Note-taking

Figure 7.1 Mnemonic for active listening

Make sure you understand what your audience wants from
your presentation and give it to them. Sometimes this could be
achieved by sending out a questionnaire before the presenta-
tion so that you can deliver their exact requirements.
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Strategy

When writing a presentation, Stuart Curtis-Hale advocates
the ‘Tell-Show-Tell” principle:

1. Tell them what you are going to show them —the objectives
of the presentation.

2. Show them what you told them you are going to show
them — do as you said.

3. Tell them what you showed them - reiterate what they
have learned.

Handouts

You may need to prepare handouts for the presentation. These
could be copies of your PowerPoint presentation printed
off three slides to a page with a space for the delegates to
write notes next to each slide. Handouts could serve just as a
reminder after the presentation (remembering that listeners
will only remember 7 per cent of the words spoken unless
they write notes). It may sometimes be appropriate to ask
the delegates not to look at the printed handout during the
presentation if you don’t want them to know what is coming
on the next slide or to read through the material before you
can deliver it.

Before the presentation

Make sure you familiarise yourself with the room where you
will present and that everything is the way you want it to
be. Taking account of the reason for the meeting, you should
decide on how you want the room set up: theatre style,
boardroom style, horseshoe shape, cabaret style and so on.
Get a ‘feel’ for the room. If you are using a microphone or not,
practise speaking and ask someone to stand at the back and
see if they can hear you clearly, and make sure the microphone
works properly.



Presentations 161

Affirmations

Use affirmations to convince yourself that you are going to
give a brilliant presentation. Visualise yourself at the end of it
and imagine everyone clapping and smiling and telling you
what areally interesting and information-packed presentation
you gave. This is similar to the visualisation technique that
sports people use to gain their Olympic medals.

Dress

Make sure you dress appropriately. Being smart, well dressed
and well presented — taking into account your hair, shoes,
make-up (for women) and attire — will give you confidence
and an air of authority.

During the presentation

Itis preferable not to use alectern as this puts a barrier between
you and the audience. However, in order to remain looking
forward when giving a PowerPoint presentation, you could
have a laptop in front of you as well as having the presentation
projected on to the screen behind you. This means that you
can keep your face towards the delegates at all times and you
can use the slides on the laptop as prompts.

Try not to use prompt cards; you should know your material.

Have a glass of water close by in case your throat should get
slightly dry through talking, but do not use sparkling water
as this can make you belch.

Eye contact

When presenting you should try to keep eye contact with
each delegate for about five seconds, or until a message is
completed. The benefits of good eye contact are that:

You will make a connection with each person and they
will feel included and involved.
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You encourage the audience to participate.

You appear more in control, and less nervous or un-
certain.

You will establish a two-way communication and you can
watch the delegates’ body language to establish whether
they are confused, bored or needing further explanation.
However, please note that youshould not takeit personally
if you see someone falling asleep as you don’t know what
is going on in their lives — they could have been up all
night looking after a baby or something.

You should never:

hold your written notes and read from them;
look over the heads of the participants;
gaze out of windows;

stare too long in one direction or at one participant — it is
intimidating for them and you appear to be discounting
everyone else.

Voice quality

It may be necessary to have a microphone to make sure you
are heard by everyone, depending on the numbers in the
room, the acoustics and the volume of your voice. Everyone
needs to be able to hear you well so you have to project
your voice to the back of the room. Your voice should not be
monotonous as it would be boring to listen to and you will
appear unenergetic and lacking in confidence.

To help project your voice you need to ensure you breathe
normally. The audience willhear enthusiasm and commitment.
Always remember to look forward; do not keep looking
around at the screen as your voice will be directed away from
the delegates.

Be particularly careful not to drop your voice at the end of
sentences or the delegates will miss what you are saying.
However, if you speak slowly and in a low tone you will be
perceived as being credible and powerful.
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Speaking pace

Make sure you speak at a pace that is easily heard and under-
stood by everyone, taking extra care if you have people in
the audience whose mother tongue is not the same as the
language you are speaking. Use pauses to make a point, telling
your audience what is important to remember. The more
complex the point, the slower you should speak — without
being patronising!

Pitch

Your pitch is affected by your breathing. If your breathing is
shallow and nervous when you start to speak you will sound
squeaky, shaky or very low. Practise deep breathing before
you enter the room.

Speak clearly and concisely

Speaking clearly and pronouncing your words properly will
be much appreciated by the delegates as they will not have to
strain to understand you.

Visual aids
DVDs

If you are going to show a DVD or part of one you must test it
before the event to make sure it works properly, and to make
sure you have the correct disk.

Flip charts

You can use flip charts to document ideas taken from the dele-
gates, for example when brainstorming an issue. You should
use thick marker pens in dark colours so that they can be seen
clearly from the back of the room. Your handwriting should
be legible and of a size that can be seen easily by everyone. It
is best practice to use a different colour marker pen for each
bullet point written on the flip chart. If you use more than
one sheet and you need the delegates to keep referring back
to the completed flip chart, you can tear off the sheet and fix
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the paper to the walls (using a product that will allow you to
remove it later without leaving a mark, and making sure the
venue staff agree that this can be done).

You can prepare headings and diagrams on the flip chart
before the presentation starts. You can also write reminder
notes in very small writing in pencil that is not visible to the
audience but acts as a reminder to you.

When recording participants’ responses, use their actual
words rather than your own interpretation of what you
think they meant — certainly never change the meaning and
do acknowledge their thoughts and ideas. This gives them a
sense of ownership and reinforces their active participation.

If you are no longer using the flip chart and do not want the
delegates to keep looking at what has been written, remember
to turn it over to show a blank piece of paper before you move
on to the next part of the presentation.

PowerPoint presentations

The advantages of PowerPoint presentations are that:

They are an aide memoir and are particularly useful for
people who process their world visually. (See Chapter 2
for more explanation of this.)

They show off your technical expertise.
Your presentation will have a professional appearance.

You can show one bullet point at a time, use highlights
and fading, and make effective transitions.

During the presentation you should use a wireless mouse to
move your slides on so you are not required to stand by your
laptop. Locate your laptop between yourself and the audience
so that you can face the delegates and see the laptop screen
at the same time so as to use the bullet points as a prompt
for what you want to talk about. When you are not referring
to a visual, turn off the screen to ensure that the delegates’
attention is on you.
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Tips for producing PowerPoint presentations

Font size should be 44 point for headings and 28 point for
bullet points.

Limit the number of fonts (maximum two per slide).

Use your company branding for your presentation back-
grounds.

Avoid vertical lettering as it is difficult to read.

Keep it simple and have a maximum of seven bullet points
(key words only) to each slide — these are only prompts
for you to expand upon.

Practise using the equipment, making sure it all works
and it is clear on the screen (not blurred). Check for any
glare on the screen and adjust lighting/focus accordingly.

Where appropriate use cartoons, symbols, graphs and pic-
tures to illustrate a message instead of using words.

Posture, movement and space

As a general rule, stand with feet hip-width apart and some-
times with one foot slightly back, with your arms slightly
away from your body and palms facing towards the audience.
Never fold your arms, put your hands in your pockets or stand
with arms behind your back. You can move around to add
variety to the presentation but it is advised that you position
yourself in the middle of the available space at the front and
to the right of the room if possible. It has been shown that you
can influence your audience better when they have to look to
their right towards you.

Remember always to speak to the group and not turn round
to the screen or speak towards the flip chart.

Ending the presentation

Summarise the key facts of your presentation and leave
some time at the end for questions. You may take questions
throughout the presentation if you choose, but the audience
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may be asking about points that will be covered as a matter of
course as you proceed through the presentation.

Always finish on time and adhere to any agenda timings.

Evaluation

Always evaluate your presentation by gaining feedback from
the audience. Give out an evaluation sheet and at the end
of your presentation ask the delegates to complete it whilst
they are there so you can collect the sheets (you may never
receive any feedback if they say they will post/e-mail/fax it to
you). If you pay attention to their comments and revise your
presentation accordingly and appropriately, you will learn
how to give the best presentation you possibly can.

Remember: Giving presentations can be fun and tremendously
satisfying!

Once you’'ve enjoyed giving a presentation, or even part of
one, your self-confidence will grow. The more you practise
the better you will get, and the more you will enjoy and look
forward to giving presentations. Give yourself the best chance
by using the above tips.



Ergonomics: your

health and safety

Ergonomics is the science that addresses people’s performance
and well-being in relation to their job, equipment and environ-
ment.

Failure to observe ergonomic principles may have serious
repercussions, not only for individuals, who could develop
illnesses like repetitive strain injury, but for whole organisa-
tions. They can be held responsible if they do not enforce
ergonomic principles, or at the very least suffer a high level of
sickness absence.

Stress in the workplace can be caused by emotional demands
(eg job design, supervision, colleagues), physical demands
(eg muscular or visual strain) or environmental demands (eg
temperature, noise, air quality) that cause physical or mental
tension. Please see Chapter 5 for more information on dealing
with emotional stress. This chapter will deal with muscular,
visual and environmental aspects.

The work station

Your work station should be ergonomically designed so that it
is laid out in the best way to help with your time management.
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Apply work zone principles

Awork zoneis the areain which your equipment and materials
are located at your work station. Arrange your work zone to
suit the way you work and the tasks you do.

There are three zones, defined by the distance from your usual
seated or standing position: the primary zone, the secondary
zone and the reference zone.

The primary zone

The primary zone is closest to you and is for equipment and
materials used most frequently or for the longest period of
time, for example your phone, pad and pen, keyboard, mouse,
dictaphone, document holder or computer screen.

Position the keyboard and mouse so that you can keep your
elbows close to your body to stop any strain on the back of
your neck and arms.

Place your phone on the opposite side to your dominant
hand. If you are right-handed your phone should be on your
left-hand side and a pad and pen should be to your right. This
enables you to pick the handset up easily and quickly with
your left hand, leaving your right hand free to quickly find
your pen and pad to write messages without twisting your
body.

If you use a document holder, any documents that you wish
to copy from should be on the side of your dominant eye. The
documents should be at eye level, as should the screen, so
that you are not hanging your head, which could lead to neck
ache and headaches.

How to find out which is your dominant eye:

1. Hold your arms straight out in front of you and put your
right-hand fingers over the top of your left-hand fingers;
your right-hand thumb should overlap your left-hand
thumb with both thumbs pointing downwards, leaving
a circular gap between the crux of your thumbs and your
hands (just a bit bigger than a £2 coin or half dollar) that
you can look through.
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2. Hold your hands out straight in front of you and look
through the hole between them with both eyes open. Focus
on an object around six feet or more away; this could be,
for example, a light switch on the wall. You should focus
on the light switch and be able to see it clearly.

3. Keep your head and hands perfectly still, and focus with
both eyes open on the light switch. Then close your left
eye — if you can still see the object clearly, mentally note
that.

4. Still keeping your arms and head in the same place, open
both eyes and make sure you can see the object clearly
with both eyes open. Then close your right eye and see
if you can still see the object clearly, and mentally note
that.

If you can see the object through the hole made by your hands
and thumbs when you close your left eye, then you are right-
eye dominant. If you can see the object through the hole when
you close your right eye, then you are left-eye dominant.

Similarly, if you cannot see the object through the hole when
you close your left eye, then you are left-eye dominant. If you
cannot still see the object through the hole when you close
your right eye, then you are right-eye dominant.

In other words, the eye that keeps the object in the centre of
the circle is dominant.

It is quite rare but some people may be able to see the object
whether they close their right or left eyes, meaning that they
don’t have a dominant eye — but I've never met any of these
people yet.

The document holder, then, should be placed on the side of
the side of your dominant eye. It may take a few days to feel
comfortable with this but it will soon feel much better than
when you had the document holder on the wrong side. (You
may feel more comfortable immediately, or you may already
have the document on the correct side for you just because
it felt better there — due to your dominant eye.) Your brain
can coordinate better with your eyes and fingers when typing
when documents are placed on the side of your dominant eye
and I believe it actually makes you quicker.
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The secondary zone

The secondary zone is for items you need to reach or see on
a daily basis but for shorter periods of time: your calculator,
files you frequently need and so on.

The reference zone

The reference zone is the area for items you use occasionally
and usually have to move from your normal position to access:
folders used less frequently, scanner, photocopier and so on.

Position materials to minimise twisting and bending.

Position heavy manuals on shelves or surfaces that you
can reach without stretching high or far from your body.

A tidy desk leads to a tidy mind

Keep your desk tidy and be able to find files, folders and
information quickly and easily. To help clear your desk of

papers:
Put work to be dealt with today in the pending tray.
Delegate work off your desk to someone else.
Send it to archive storage.
File it away in the current filing system.
File it in the reminder system.
Dump it in the bin.

Clear out items from underneath your desk to allow adequate

room to move your legs. Make sure you don’t have any loose
wires or leads under your desk.

Your screen

Your screen should be at right angles to a window so that the
glare from the sun does not shine on it. The window should
never be behind you. Ideally the top of the screen should be
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at eye level, although if you are using a laptop this may not be
possible unless you use a separate keyboard.

Clean the screen regularly and adjust the focus, brightness
and contrast controls if appropriate.

Desk height

Your desk should be at a height where, if you hang your arms
down by your sides and bend your elbows so that your arms
are bent at right angles in front of you, your hands are level
with the desk top.

If your desk height cannot be changed, then you should lower
or raise your chair. Also move it so that you are able to reach
the keyboard with your upper arm still kept close to your
body.

Chair

If adjusting your chair height results in your feet being off the
ground then you need to use a foot stool. Your legs should
be bent at the knees and again should be at a 90° angle, with
your feet resting comfortably on the floor or stool.

Your chair backrest should be adjusted so that you have
support in the small of your back — the lumbar region (lower
back). This may mean you need to use a cushion to make sure
your back is supported properly. To find the lumbar region
that requires supporting, reach behind your back and place
your little finger at waist height, then spread and flatten your
hand upward from your waist. The area between your thumb
and little finger is the area of your lumbar curve that needs
supporting.

Principles of posture

Pay careful attention to the positioning of your head, neck and
spine, arms and wrists, pelvis and thighs, and feet. Find the
position that places the least stress on your musculoskeletal
system.
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The spine has three natural curves: one at the neck (the cervical
area) and two in the back (the thoracic and lumbar areas). The
spine is balanced when these curves are maintained.

When you lean forward, the back muscles are used to support
your head. If they are used too much in this way, they will
eventually become stiff and tight. This is why we need to sit
upright with our heads straight and not leaning forward.
Hence the need for the screen to be at eye level (when you are
sitting up straight).

Head

Your head should be comfortably aligned so that its support
comes from the spine, not from neck and shoulder muscles.
You also need to move your head frequently. If you do not
follow these guidelines your neck and shoulder muscles
remain contracted and the likelihood of headache and fatigue
is increased.

Neck/spine

Your neck and spine should be fairly straight or slightly
reclining, with the lumbar region (lower back) supported.
This region is the focal point for many back problems because
it carries the weight of the body and provides the leverage for
twisting and bending. Lower back muscles are frequent areas
of tension. Tucking in your abdomen automatically helps
support your spine and back muscles.

Arms/wrists

Your upper arm should be parallel to your body. Your lower
arm should be at approximately a 90° angle, depending on
the height of your keyboard surface. The position of your
arms should not cause unnecessary stress and fatigue on the
forearm, neck and shoulder muscles.

Wrists should be on an even line with the forearm. A bend
either up or down may increase pressure on the median
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nerve and muscles involved in keying or handling other
equipment.

I advise that you use a gel pad to rest your wrist on —especially
the wrist that uses the mouse. If you rest your wrist on a
hard surface you could eventually suffer from carpel tunnel
syndrome caused by constant pressure, and you will then
require an operation on your wrist.

Pelvis/thighs

Thighs should extend at a 90° angle and the lower legs should
be vertical as this position ensures that blood flow in your
legs is not diminished by pressure on the back of the legs
from the chair.

Feet

Feet should be placed flat on the floor with your legs positioned
as described above. If necessary use a footrest to achieve the
recommended alignment, maximum blood circulation and
muscle relaxation.

Your keyboard

Your keyboard should not be too far away from the edge of
your desk; when you have bent your arms you should still be
able to reach the keyboard while keeping your upper arms
close to your body. You should not be leaning forward with
your arms outstretched when using the keyboard. You are
most likely to end up with headaches, backache and neck
pain in this position and therefore be less effective and less
productive.

Once you have made your work area/station ergonomically
correct, you will find that you are able to deal with all problems
more efficiently and quickly. Your energy levels will increase
and physical stress will diminish.
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Ergonomic health breaks

Thereis a strong correlation between fatigue and performance.
By controlling fatigue you can prevent musculoskeletal dis-
comfort, maintain mental alertness and maximise perform-
ance.

You should take regular breaks away from your screen, which
could be from 30 seconds to three minutes every one or two
hours. This is a preventive measure to counteract physical
symptoms such as headache, visual fatigue and eye strain,
neck/shoulder/back pain and overall tiredness. When fatigue
is reduced, efficiency rises and the result is an increase in
productivity.

Visual strategies

Take your eyes off the screen regularly, either by taking breaks
or by alternating your jobs and doing some work that does
not require looking at the screen.

You should have regular eye tests every two years.

Regularly look away from the screen and into natural daylight
—a good excuse to look out of the window and daydream!

Yawn and blink intentionally occasionally. Yawning is an
automatic response that indicates and remedies a craving
for oxygen; by increasing oxygen circulation, it relaxes and
energises your body. It also lubricates your eyes, an import-
ant benefit while doing close-up work. You may yawn auto-
matically when you see someone else yawning, or can do it
intentionally by dropping your jaw line and inhaling. Blinking
also helps keep the eyes moist; blinks should be light, quick
and effortless — remind yourself to blink when doing close-up
work of any kind.

Exercises

It is good to exercise throughout the day to make sure your
body remains stress free and full of energy, and to help
prevent repetitive strain injury like carpel tunnel syndrome.
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Below are some easy desk exercises:

Neck and shoulders. Sit up straight and slowly move
your head to your left, then back to the centre, over to
the right and back to the centre. Then slowly move your
head up and back and then down to your chest. Repeat
these several times to release tension in your neck and
shoulders.

Computer crunches. Sit up straight with your feet flat on the
floor. Perform a simple pelvic tilt by pressing the lower
back into the chair as you contract the abdominal muscles
and hold for a few seconds. Relax and then repeat 10-20
times.

Bum squeezes. To tighten your buttocks, sit up straight with
your feet flat on the floor. Once again perform a simple
pelvic tilt by pressing the lower back into the chair and
concentrate on contracting the buttocks. Hold the pose
for a few seconds, relax and repeat 10-20 times.

Sitting leg extensions. To work the front of your leg, sit up
straight with your feet flat on the floor. Lift and extend
the lower right leg with the toes pointed up until the leg is
straight, then squeeze the upper leg. Hold for one second,
lower the leg and repeat with the left leg. Repeat 10-20
times with each leg.

Sitting calf extension. To tone your calf muscles, sit up
straight with your feet around 12 inches or 30 cm apart.
Place the weight of your legs on the front or balls of your
feet. Slowly lift your heels, toes still touching the floor,
squeeze the calf, hold for one second and relax. Repeat
10-20 times.

Standing leg curl. Exercise the upper rear of your leg while
reading an e-mail. Stand facing your chair. Lift the right
foot off the floor toward the buttocks and hold for one
second. Lower the leg and repeat to complete a full set.
Do the same for the left leg. Repeat with each leg 10-20
times.

Biceps curl. Keep two 500-ml bottles of water on your desk
to use instead of dumbbells. Sit up straight with your feet



176 The definitive personal assistant and secretarial handbook

flat on the floor. Hold the bottles in your palms facing
your body. Bend your arm at the elbow while turning your
wrists outward until your palms are facing the ceiling.
Lift the bottle towards the shoulder without moving your
upper arm. Stop when the bottle meets your shoulder and
hold for one second. Lower and repeat 10-20 times with
each arm.

Triceps extensions. Sit up straight with your feet flat on the
floor. With your right hand raise a bottle of water over
your head until your arm is almost straight. Slowly bend
your elbow, lowering the weight until your arm forms
a 90° angle behind your head. Then extend your elbow
until it is slightly bent at the top position. Do not allow
the bottle to touch your head or neck area. Lower and
repeat.

Forward arm circles. To work your shoulders, sit up straight
with your feet flat on the floor and arms extended out at
your side. Slowly circle your arms forward, controlling
the movements and focusing on the shoulder muscles.

Reverse arm circles. Sit up straight with your feet flat on
the floor and arms extended out at your side. Slowly
circle your arms backwards. Control the movements and
remember to focus on the shoulder muscles.

Stretch. Stretching is very important and is a great way to
de-stress. Begin with your neck, then stretch the shoulders,
arms, fingers and then finally your legs.

Ergonomic work stations will increase your health, comfort
and safety in the office and will prevent aches and pains in
the wrists, shoulders, head, legs and back, reducing stress
and thereby improving output and productivity.



Networking

What is networking?

Networking involves getting to know people and developing
relationships both inside and outside the organisation. Net-
working is about helping others and receiving help. It’s about
sharing knowledge. Internally you need to network with all
levels of staff, fellow assistants and different divisions such as
Information Technology, Procurement, Accounts and Cater-
ing. Networking is about giving without obligation, exchang-
ing business cards or telephone numbers/e-mail addresses,
working together for a mutual benefit or when there is a
reason to stay in touch, such as a mutual interest or need to
share information or resources.

To show people you care, to help build relationships, and to
establish rapport and trust, you should consider what you
have to offer to the people in your network, such as special
skills, information, experience and knowledge (known
as ‘WIIFO’ — “what’s in it for others’). You should then ask
yourself what you might need help with (known as “WIIFM’
— ‘what’s in it for me’). Networking is about listening and
sharing knowledge and helping each other to achieve your
respective goals. Little things such as sharing a useful website
link or answering a question in your area of expertise are
ways to add value to the people in your network.
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Knowledge is power - but it is more powerful when it is
shared.

It’s amazing how networking with like-minded people can be
so rewarding, not only in terms of business outcomes, saving
time and gaining valuable information, but also in personal
satisfaction and the feel-good factor that we all get when we
help others.

The benefits of networking

‘Initiate and develop relationships that can help your boss’s
profile as well as your own.’
Laurel Herman

Networking can be used to benefit you in a number of ways;
for example it can gain you access to someone in a position of
authority who can help you or offer advice. Similarly, it can
let you find help for a project you may be working on, such as
fundraising for a charity. Your network is also one of the most
powerful tools you can have when you are thinking about
changing jobs.

Networking within secretarial organisations such as European
Management Assistants (EUMA) gives the individual an
opportunity to learn new skills and to practise them in a safe
environment. This might mean organising events, taking
on committee roles such as chairperson, public relations
officer, treasurer, training and educational officer and so on.
You may never get a chance to try any of these within your
daily working environment but if you join EUMA you have
every opportunity to do so, not only in your own country but
throughout Europe.

Belonging to a network also makes it possible to share know-
ledge and information. It is particularly useful to belong to a
network like EUMA if you are a virtual assistant or a personal/
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executive assistant working on your own for one person at the
top of the company, where you may not have many secretarial
colleagues around with whom you can share information.

You can also use networking on a wider scale. When you
attend business lunches and networking meetings either on
your own or with your boss, on behalf of your company, you
are well placed to develop relationships and find out what the
needs of other organisations and companies are. Eventually
such networking helps to develop your business.

It is so much easier to communicate and work with people
when you have met them in person and started to build a
relationship with them. That is much better than just working
over the phone, hearing the voice of someone you have never
met. Assistants need to feel comfortable and confident about
working and speaking with clients, and networking will help
to develop that confidence.

It is also so much better, when you have been trying to sort
out dates for your boss’s diary by corresponding with other
assistants via e-mails, to sometimes pick up the phone and
put a voice to the written communication, which is a step
towards building relationships. One step better than that is to
actually meet them at networking events.

It is a good idea to develop secretarial networks both within
your own company and with the assistants of your clients,
which can only benefit yourselves and the companies you
work for.

Assistants are often referred to as ‘gatekeepers’ because they
have to be very guarded about whom they allow through to
speak to their boss either on the phone or face to face. When
assistants network together it helps to break that barrier down,
making the assistant network an extremely powerful one, and
one that bosses should support financially and emotionally.

Where to network

Enlightened bosses who realise the immense benefit of their
assistants belonging to a network will support them both
financially and emotionally. Some assistants and secretaries
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pay for themselves as it is so rewarding and excellent
value for money. You will find networks in the UK such as
European Management Assistants (EUMA, www.euma.
org.uk), which is also active in most European countries.
Other networks include the Australian Institute for Office
Professionals, Australian Office Professionals Association,
Association for Office Professionals of South Africa,
Association of Administrative Professionals New Zealand
Inc, Legal Secretaries International Inc, USA, the International
Association of Administrative Professionals, USA, and many
more in the UK and most countries around the world.

There are also excellent resources and social networking
facilities on the internet, including Friends Reunited, Face-
book, Twitter, Xing, Linkedin and many others. Please note
it is important to do an internet search on your own name to
make sure there is no false information about you out there.

Volunteer to attend your company’s client events and be on
the registration table where you can meet and network with
the clients — this both helps later when you are speaking to
them on the phone and can put a face to the name, and lets you
become more familiar with them, which helps relationships
between your companies.

Networking internally with your colleagues is just as import-
ant as networking with clients.

The secrets of good networking

You should actively network when you attend training ses-
sions, conferences, exhibitions, social events, work meetings,
alumni events, evening classes, the gym or even your office
restaurant/canteen — you just never know what you will learn
and where it will lead. You also never know just how many
connections we all have. It is said that we have approximately
250 contacts each, so imagine the potential when we get
chatting together! It is also said that you only have to make
an average of six connections to get to anyone in the world
you want to talk to. You don’t know who knows who... who
knows who knows who... or even who knows what... until
you get talking and networking.
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You need to feel self-confident and have self-esteem to be able
to walk into a room full of strangers and start networking
—or at least you need to be able to fake it! Look confident and
you will feel confident — take on the traits of someone who
you know is confident and eventually it will come naturally.
(See Chapter 3 to read more on confidence and self-esteem to
help you build your confidence and get rid of your negative
gremlins.) Also itis good to remember that most of the people
in the networking room will be feeling uncomfortable about
networking, so show them how to do it and put them at their
ease.

The reason why we find it hard to walk up to strangers and
start talking to them is that we have a negative gremlin
lurking in our subconscious that was put there when we were
young by our well-intentioned parents who told us ‘Don’t
talk to strangers!” Bring out your positive coach, who will tell
you that you are no longer a child nor in any danger from
strangers, and that it is good to talk to different people as you
never know what you will learn or where it will lead.

Be careful, however. Confidence is about getting the right
balance — being overly confident can come across as arrogant
and unfriendly. You must portray confidence with a friendly
and approachable attitude.

When greeting people, be friendly, approachable and warm.
As discussed in Chapter 1, shake their hands firmly but not
too hard, and be aware of cultural differences to avoid causing
offence. Say your first name slowly and clearly, pause, say
your first name again and your last name so that the other
person hears it properly. Remember the other person’s name
— repeat it to yourself in your head to fix it instead of letting
it just glide over you. It will be important to remember if you
are to introduce him or her to someone else later.

Always remember to smile as it not only brightens up
your face but increases serotonin levels and makes you feel
happier. Also, smiling is contagious — try smiling at someone
and you’ll see they will smile right back! If you want to feel
happier and dispel any first time nerves when networking,
just smile — try feeling sad with a smile on your face! But it is
important to make it a genuine smile otherwise it could look
more like a grimace.
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If people are in the full flow of conversation and you want to
join them, just stand slightly back, wait to catch their eye and
give them a smile and they will invite you in, or just say ‘Do
you mind if I join you?” Do not interrupt the conversation in
full flow as this is bad mannered and can put people off what
they were saying or — even worse — cut them off in a story just
as they are about to give the ‘punch-line’!

Once you have exhausted your conversation and you want to
continue networking, you can suggest that you introduce the
person you were speaking with to someone else, or that you
both should circulate or go and join another group, or simply
go your separate ways. Alternatively you could ask someone
else tojoin you and after a few minutes excuse yourself, saying
you have just seen someone you want to catch up with, and
leave them chatting.

Some points to remember when attending events:

If you have a name badge to wear, always wear it on
your right-hand side. When you are shaking hands with
someone the right-hand side of your body leans over
towards them and they will be able to see your badge
more easily.

Try to arrive early at an event as there will be fewer
people then and they will not have had a chance to “pair
up’. Arriving early ensures people will come over to you
when they arrive and are looking for a friendly face to
talk to if you smile at them as they walk into the room!

Look for people who are on their own and they will be
pleased you walk up to them. Similarly, when you are
talking to someone and there is a clear break in the con-
versation, if you notice someone on their own invite them
over to speak to you.

If you already know someone in the room and you're not
sure who to talk to, then have a word with your acquaint-
ance and see if they can introduce you to someone; try to
do the same for other people if you can.

Never look over the shoulder of the person you are speak-
ing to in order to see who else is in the room. That is bad
manners. Give the person your full attention.
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Use visual/auditory and kinaesthetic techniques to help
build relationships (see Chapter 2 for more on this).

Understand and use effective body language techniques.
See Chapter 1 forinformation on making a firstimpression,
matching and mirroring and building relationships.
People make their mind up about people when they first
meet them in just two seconds!

Keep eye contact 80 per cent of the time when talking to
someone; you will look more interested in them. Your
eyes will naturally look to your left when remembering
the past, and to the right when thinking about the future,
but just remember to bring your eyes back to the other
person’s. This is true for many cultures, but you must be
aware of cultural differences that need to be taken into
consideration with regard to eye contact.

Once other people have had a chance to speak about
themselves you can talk about yourself but be careful not
to bore people — watch their body language for signs and
change what you are saying if you need to.

Networking is a two-way process so help your contacts when-
ever possible and they will help you — this is the ‘Law of
Reciprocation’.

Remembering people’s names

When people introduce themselves to you and you don’t
quite catch their name, then ask them to repeat it. If it is
an unusual sounding name you might ask them to spell it
for you and comment on what a nice name it is — that will
help you to remember it. Use the name yourself as often as
possible (without overdoing it!) as that helps you remember
it — and helps build on the first impressions you make. Bear
in mind that the more often you hear and see the name, the
more likely it is to sink in. If the person has a card then make
sure you get one, and write any appropriate information that
you wish to remember on the card.
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After you have left that person’s company, repeat the name in
your mind several times, which helps to put it in your long-
term memory. You can help yourself to remember names by
associating them with images of a name or with other people
(but a word of warning: be careful with this technique as
it has been known to result in a Mr Pearce being called Mr
Spear!). If you are particularly keen to remember someone
and to remember your conversation because you are going to
follow up on something, you might decide to write the name
down and make notes.

Some general points

Whilst networking always be professional and never
gossip, especially about current or former colleagues.
Remember those who gossip to you will gossip about
you!

If you have business cards, remember to have them with
you when you go networking externally, and take a pen to
write down any notes on the card that may be appropriate
— writing down information also makes the other person
feel more important.

Your appearance should be smartand professional, includ-
ing your grooming as well as your clothes.

Remember to use active listening skills and to let the other
person talk, as you only learn about others by listening
- not by talking. Be genuinely interested in what others
have to say.

Ask appropriate questions at the right time — see Chapter 2
on questioning skills and below on ‘what to talk about’.

Always listen for chances to help someone. When it is your
turn to speak you can say something like: “You mentioned
that you are looking to join a good secretarial networking
group. Well I know of one that works for me — why don’t
you take a look at www.euma.org?’

When networking remember to stand at a 45° angle to
people so that you leave a space for someone else to join
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you. Similarly, when you are looking to join a group, look
for an ‘opening’. When people are standing face to face
do not interrupt them. If you want to talk to just one of
them then you can close any gap and face them straight
on, but do not stand in their personal space as it could be
perceived as confrontational.

After a meeting follow up on any promises/agreements
made and keep in regular contact with your network to
maintain the relationships.

What to talk about while networking

Get people to talk about themselves by asking them questions.
People love to talk about themselves and they will feel they
have built a good relationship with you even if they haven’t
found out that much about you yet.

People also feel good when they help others, so ask them to
help you. The more specific you can be, the easier it is for
them to do so. For example, start with the phrase: ‘Please can
you help me — do you know anyone who is an expert in...,
can advise me about..., knows who can..., knows about...,
or: ‘Can tell me where I can find...” or ‘If you were me how
would you...’

Bill Docherty of Persuasion teaches that when developing
presentations or when out networking, the structure of
‘past’ ‘present” and ‘future’ can be followed for topics to be
talked about. As we’ve just mentioned, the best way to build
relationships is to ask people questions and show a genuine
interest in them. If you cannot think of what to ask, then
thinking of the “past’ ‘present” and ‘future’ scenario will help
you. You could ask questions about their past, such as ‘Have
you always worked where you are now?” “Who did you
work for before and what was it like there?” Then you can
ask questions about their current role and also about their
thoughts and plans for their future.

In the UK it is common to talk about the weather. However,
if you are in a country which is hot most of the time then this
topic may not be so interesting.
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If you are at a meeting that people have had to travel to,
you could talk about the journey — ‘How did you travel here
today?’ ‘Did you find us easily?” However, a word of warning
here — always talk positively, for example: ‘I had plenty of
time to read on the way down on the train; it got delayed for
half an hour but I knew I was still going to be on time so I
enjoyed the extra reading time.” Compare this with someone
telling you that they had had a terrible journey, that they had
missed the train they were supposed to get and then when
they got on the next one there was nowhere to sit and the
train got delayed for half an hour, which they could well have
done without and so on and on. No one wants to hear a tale of
woe or listen to someone moaning — the impression you give
when meeting for the first time will stick and people like to
spend time with happy, positive people.

Also:

Talk about your job: what it is you do and what you enjoy
about it.

Talk about holidays and travel. Ask people where they
went on their holidays and where they intend to go next,
what type of holidays are their favourite and whether
they can recommend a good place to go.

Talk about sports — men in particular like talking about
sports and cars.

Talk about current affairs and what is in the news or most
topical at the moment. This is a good reason to keep up
with watching the news on the television and reading
newspapers and industry magazines.

Talk about families, although it is advisable not to ask
people if they have children as this could be a “sore” point.
If they bring the subject up of children then it is fine to
talk about it.

Conclusion

If you don’t network, you'll never know what it is like or what
you are missing — or what you can get out of it for your self-
development and how it might affect your career!
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It will increase your skill set and help raise your and your
organisation’s profile as you will be the “face’ of your organisa-
tion whilst networking externally.

You will make new friends both socially and for business, and
it could make your working life much easier when you know
the other assistants personally as well as the other influential
members of the organisation.

Networking is fun, productive, exciting, worthwhile and im-
portant for your continuous self-development.






A chapter to share with
your boss

This chapter is designed to help bosses and assistants have
the most rewarding, satisfying and successful relationships
possible. None of us are perfect (bosses or assistants) but we
can try to keep our ‘flaws’ small and to the minimum.

Bosses do get lots of training in their working lives but very
few are trained specifically on how to work with their assist-
ants. I receive requests from bosses like:

I wonder if you could let me know what makes a good
assistant. I believe my expectations of my assistant are too low
and wonder if you have any hints. Perhaps I am not managing
him/her effectively. I would be interested in your advice.

The most useful advice to bosses and assistants is to com-
municate constantly with each other so that they understand
what each expects of the other and understand each other’s
boundaries and ‘rules’. Communication, understanding and
empathy are the only way to build a mutually beneficial and
successful boss—assistant relationship.

However, many bosses and assistants find it difficult to get
the communication started, especially if there is an issue to
be cleared up. This chapter can be used as a tool to open up
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communications between you both and to point you in the
right direction to make an effective working relationship.

Communication

If you don’t know the rules you won’t succeed. The rules come
from both the bosses and their assistants.

The following are top tips given by bosses to help make the
relationship work, taken from their own experience:

To make the relationship work, the manager needs to be
open with the assistant. It cannot work if the boss has secret
appointments, secret projects and so on. The assistant
also needs to know where the boss is at all times, to know
whom s/he is dealing with and what her/his relationship
is with them so that, for example, the assistant can make
an informed decision as to whether or not to get the boss
out of a meeting for a telephone call which the caller says
is extremely important.

Bosses should view it as a partnership working together
— that involves respect and understanding each other.

The boss—assistant relationship should be like a good
marriage. There should be mutual respect, trust and
understanding, a sense of loyalty and a good sense of
humour.

Communicate — tell the assistant what you are doing,
where you are going, which are the key clients or projects
at the moment and so on.

Understand the assistant’s preferred work pattern and
use that to your advantage, for example whether their
most productive times of working are in the morning or
the afternoon.

Spend time getting to know and understand your assistant
as a person and be aware of their non-work commitments
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so that you can give flexibility when required, which will
be rewarded in the long term.

Remember that your assistant will have to have worked
with you for a long time to get a deep understanding of
your priorities and pressures — so be prepared to really
explain your motives, pressures and concerns so that s/he
can help you to get the best solutions.

Let your assistant decide how best to do the things that s/he
is skilled at — don’t over-instruct, as you'll kill your assist-
ant’s initiative and never get to see his/her potential.

When trying to get out of tricky situations with clients,
never lay the blame on assistants for something you know
they did not do as you will lose their respect, which could
cause an effective working relationship to fail.

Solicit and be open to constructive feedback from assist-
ants on how they think the relationship is working and
if there is anything they can suggest to help make the
relationship even better.

Continually and regularly communicate, whether formally,
informally, daily, twice daily, weekly, by phone, in meet-
ings, by text — just keep in touch with each other and up
to date with everything that is happening.

It may take a lot of courage on the secretary’s part to
approach the boss and say what s/he thinks or feels, so
the least the boss can do is to encourage the assistant to
communicate; the boss should actively listen, empathise
and give serious consideration to what is being said - it’s
about respecting each other.

Set aside a half hour each week to sit down and explain
not just where you are going next week but also what you
are aiming to achieve and why:.

Remember assistants are not paid nearly as much as their
bosses so be appreciative of how hard they work and be
reasonable with your demands.

Encourage self-development and training needs, support
and encourage requests for continuous development in
both financial and time terms — it pays off in the end.
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What bosses should know to work
effectively with their assistants

Empowerment

‘Never be limited by your job description. On many occasions
throughout my career | have been fortunate to work on some
extremely satisfying and interesting projects simply because |
initiated an action when | saw a need, had the skill or accepted
responsibility for something. As a result | have travelled, met
some wonderful people, been responsible for some really
interesting projects and have certainly not been limited to the
traditional concept of an assistant. This has also resulted in several
promotions and been very rewarding financially.’

Liz O’Farrell

Empower your assistant with project work that can take
some work away from you and free up your time to do other
things. This would allow development; it makes the job more
interesting and satisfying and raises self-esteem and morale.

Bosses should think about what would help to relieve them
of pressure and at the same time broaden the experience and
skill set of the assistant.

To the boss: Empower your assistant — encourage his/her poten-
tial and lighten your load.

Most bosses want to give their assistants power, authority,
decision-making capabilities and control over areas of their
jobs. So assistants need to take it — ask for it, demand it and
grow with it!

Assistants should take action to obtain empowerment — em-
powerment is an attitude. If you have the attitude that you
are willing to accept empowerment then you will be given it.
That has significant effects on your self-esteem and morale as
it encourages you not only to continually develop by doing
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new and different tasks but to be given the permission to
formulate your own ideas and follow them through.

Forempowermenttohappen, anassistantrequires permission,
power and protection:

The boss has to agree and give permission to empower the
assistant, although the request can come from a proactive
assistant.

That gives you, as assistant, power to make decisions and
then you exercise the power, but you also have to know
that if something goes wrong you will be protected by
your boss as the overall accountability still lies with him/
her.

If permission, power or protection is missing, then empower-
ment cannot occur.

Auseful project that you mightbe empowered with is develop-
ing a workshop and teaching new managers how they should
interact with their assistants, explaining what is expected of
them and what they should expect of their assistants. This
would enable you to influence managers who have never had
an assistant before on the best way to develop an efficient
and effective working relationship, thereby also helping your
fellow assistants.

So all bosses and assistants should think about what projects
the assistants could be empowered with — they may be work-
related, charity-related or development-type work such as
looking after the alumni of the organisation.

As an assistant, you should seize the opportunity if and when
it arises, and volunteer to take on projects — it will enhance
your skills base and your career, you will be respected
and appreciated for doing it, you will gain experience and
knowledge that you might not have otherwise gained, and
provide new achievements that you can add to your CV.

When taking on a project you should:

Follow through to a project’s end, demonstrating tenacity
and persistence in completing the project.
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Give attention to detail. Detail is hugely important, espe-
cially if you are organising an event of any kind.

Take responsibility for the quality of the finished product.

The law of expectations: communicate
your expectations clearly

Astheboss, itisimportant to clearly communicate your expect-
ations to your assistant. When communicating expectations,
you should be as specific as possible since ambiguity may
cause misunderstanding, mistakes and failure.

Your expectations of people and their expectations of them-
selves are the key factors in how well people perform at
work:

Bosses have expectations of the assistants who work for
them and communicate these expectations consciously
and subconsciously.

Assistants consciously and subconsciously pick up on
their bosses’ expectations.

Assistants perform in ways that are consistent with the
expectations of the boss. When the boss has high expecta-
tions, that helps individuals improve their self-confidence
and therefore their self-esteem. People believe they can
succeed and their performance rises to the level of their
own expectations and their bosses’.

‘Self-fulfilling prophecy’ means that individuals’ opinions
about their ability and their own expectations about their
performance largely determine that performance. People
who think they can do something well will probably
succeed if they have faith in themselves and are willing to
work hard for it. Consequently, any actions the boss can
take that increase the employee’s feelings of positive self-
worth will improve the employee’s performance.
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How to motivate your assistant

Have daily (or whatever works for you both) communication
meetings so that you can catch up with each other’s activities.
Treat these meetings as you would a client meeting — stick
to the time and date, make sure that the door is shut so no
one pops in to see you in the middle of your communication
meeting, and put the telephone through to someone else to
take calls. This shows that you take the meetings seriously
and you will be able to get through the tasks much more
quickly. Besides, it is demotivating to be in your boss’s office
to have a catch-up meeting if the phone goes and you sit there
waiting for the call to finish and feel that your precious time
is being wasted.

As the boss, show you value your assistant by actively listen-
ing and asking appropriate questions.

Don’t lay blame where it does not belong unless you have
permission. (One assistant observes that: ‘In the past I have
allowed my boss(es) to use me as a scapegoat when they had
forgotten to do something, send something, phone someone;
that’s okay if I know about it and agree it — in fact in some
cases it was my idea.”) If you have made a mistake then accept
responsibility, own up to it and apologise.

Take five minutes in the morning to ask how your assistant
is and be genuinely interested. That will mean you will get
to know them better and be able to understand if they are
not on top form that day for whatever reason, or indeed are
‘hyper’ because of something exciting in their home life. It’s
about building relationships, getting to know each other and
communicating.

Encourage your assistant to join a network of like-minded
colleagues such as European Management Assistants (EUMA,
www.euma.org), and offer to pay the subscription and allow
time for monthly meetings. You could even offer to speak at
one of the events if appropriate. It is good for you and the
organisation for your assistant to network with counterparts
from other companies, which could possibly develop busi-
ness for you. These meetings are also a cost-effective way of
providing training and self-development. Assistants will have
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the opportunity to practise in a safe environment skills that
they may bring into the office once learned, such as chairing
meetings, giving presentations or managing events.

Ask your assistant out to lunch sometimes for a catch-up,
thank-you and get-to-know-one-another exercise — it works
wonders!

Conduct appraisals every six months, and talk about your
goals and objectives so your assistant can align his/her goals
with you and the organisation. Work on and agree some of
your assistant’s goals together. Give timely and constructive
feedback; don't wait for the appraisals to give good or bad
messages — do it at the time. If your assistant has organised an
event really well say so and congratulate him or her. Similarly
if something has not gone quite to plan, help people learn
from the mistake.

Ask what motivates them and what career objectives they
might have and what they are aiming to achieve.

As an assistant, you will be aware of how important it is in
a relationship for the boss to show appreciation for the work
you do. Ways of showing this could range from just saying
‘thank you’ to nominating you for an award. When you feel
appreciated it motivates you to work even harder and “go the
extra mile’.

To win a secretarial award such as the Times Creme PA of
the Year award you first of all “have to be in it to win it"! In
other words, you have to enter. Your boss can nominate you
or you can nominate yourself. Second, you have to exceed
the expectations of your boss and your customers/clients by
being proactive, taking on projects, continually learning and
developing yourself and ‘going the extra mile’. The very fact
that you are reading this book says you are on your way to
being a top assistant.

I asked Julie Daniels, who is the Times Creme Editor of the
secretarial section in the Times On Line and one of the judges
for the Times Creme PA of the Year competition: “what is it
that the judges look for to decide who has a chance of winning
a prestigious executive assistant award such as The Times
Creme PA of the Year Award?” She replied as follows:



A chapter to share with your boss 197

Candidates entering the PA of the Year award should always
make sure that they supply the right information. If a CV is
requested, then it’s important that one is sent in. If a 500-word
submission is asked for, then it’s a little frustrating to receive
one of 1,000 words. These are the first indicators of whether
the entrant has read the instructions properly and wants to
get the application right; it’s also a sign of how that person
will behave in a work situation. The next thing I look for is the
quality of the submission. Has the entrant written an interesting
description of the job and given compelling reasons why he or
she should win the award? How much value has the entrant
given to his or her organisation? Candidates who have been
involved in projects such as building websites, marketing
campaigns, company charity functions or organising events
will attract the attention of the judges more than someone who
describes the more mundane aspects of a PA’s role, such as
keeping a diary or taking minutes at meetings. At the final
stage of the competition, the judges will speak to the short-
listed candidates to find out how well they conduct themselves
at interview, and see who has the extra spark that sets them
apart from the rest.

The PA of the Year award is always a difficult call. There
are many outstanding applications, so it is hard to single out
one particular candidate over another. At the interview, the
candidate’s personality comes through and so adds the final
ingredient to the mix.

So now you know how you can enter the competitions and
gain recognition for the job you do, but first read the book
and make sure you build excellent working relationships and
exceed your boss’s, your colleagues’, your customers’ and
even your own expectations!

Focus on the development of
your assistant

Encourage your assistant to continually self-develop and learn
new and challenging skills. Perhaps they could add even more
value to the project work you have empowered them with. A
training budget should be set aside with a yearly allowance to
pay for attendance at secretarial conferences and exhibitions,
in-house training, external training, one-to-one coaching. Maybe
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e-learning is already set up or could be set up, and if so time
for studying in work hours should be allowed — these courses
usually take no more than an hour. I have created a ‘Personal
strengths assessment form’, shown in Appendix 1, which
can be downloaded from www.koganpage.com. Encourage
your assistant to complete this and then devise a personal
development plan to strengthen any weaknesses.

Read the tips below which have been taken from the question-
naire that I sent around the world.

In the questionnaire I asked: What would you do differently
or change if you were the boss for the day? The following
are some answers for bosses to mull over and think about.
Alternatively they could be ideas that secretaries could take
to their bosses to help them understand what the secretaries
want and need to improve relationships, their careers and
work ethics.

‘Don’t forget to greet your secretary on arrival in the
office. Take a minute or two to ask how their evening or
weekend went.’

‘Have a five-minute chat now and again to find out about
your secretary and take an interest in them. It all helps to
build effective working relationships and to make them
feel valued - as long as the interest is genuine and not
forced. Also you will get to know their personality even
better and even perhaps be able to “read” them better and
understand if there is a problem.”

Author’s note: This is an important part of building rela-
tionships and seeing each other as human beings and not
just “work horses’.

‘Although the secretaries who work for our management
team play an integral role in the running of the managers’
diaries and days, we aren’t seen as part of “the team”. I
would recognise the work that the secretaries do as being
a contributing factor in the running of the business.”

‘If I was the boss for the day I would forbid myself to
use the e-mail to communicate but pick up the phone and
speak to people.’
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‘I would not give false deadlines as these often end up
being the biggest time-wasters.’

‘Bosses should praise the work that is done well and
mention exactly what it was that impressed them.’

‘Saying please now and again also helps —just being polite
and having old-fashioned good manners with each other
is appreciated by everyone.’

‘Encourage continual learning, and attendance at training
days/seminars/workshops. Not only will the secretary/PA
feel appreciated but you will have a much better educated
and motivated assistant.”

‘I would change my diary and keep some “planning
time” free to really see what’s urgent and what’s not, and
work accordingly to move key things forward. I would
also take appointments out of my diary that really don’t
add any value (time wasters).’

‘I would allow my secretary to go out networking at busi-
ness meetings, training events, and PA and secretarial net-
working groups such as European Management Assist-
ants. I would make sure they got away on time for the
monthly meetings and offer to pay their subscription as I
would understand the benefit to the company.’

‘I would involve the secretary in planning the day (first,
I would plan the day), and keep him/her informed about
the cases we are working on.’

‘I would have “e-mail down time” — I would ensure that
everyone turns off their e-mail for one hour in the morning
and one in the afternoon. I would also discourage the
“them and us” hierarchical mentality.’

“The first thing I would do as boss for the day is initiate
excellence programmes to ensure all employees are
maximising their potential and contribution (this might
include job rotation, for example). The second thing
would be performance measures for everyone, with a
direct influence on their income.”

‘Make the very most of my assistant at all times.”
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‘Ensure staff morale is kept at maximum by rewarding
with either a good word/e-mail or a lunch out.’

‘Iwould sit down with my assistant at least once a week to
discuss the schedule of the week and the near future and
decide what each of us should do and why to support the
company and each other to achieve the goals.’

‘Ask the staff what their workload is like before insisting
they do more work. Explain things in plain English, and
confirm the person understands what the requirements

4

are.

‘Make appointments to speak to colleagues, rather than
just have an open office door. Otherwise when you are in
the office people are constantly wanting to speak to you,
and you are being distracted from work’

‘I would cc my assistant in every mail I send out (as I do
as an assistant) to ensure transparency.’

‘I would institute fortnightly staff meetings, purely for
social purposes, where I would get everyone a cup of
coffee and maybe a few mulffins to engender team spirit
within the company.’

‘I like to get feedback from my manager, whether I have
done a good job or abad one. That way I can make changes
if needed for next time. I have a monthly one-to-one with
my manager, and she always asks me about my personal
life. I like this as it means she is showing an interest in me,
and I am not just a service to her.’

‘I would swap roles for half a day to increase under-
standing.’

‘I think new people/temps feel a bit abandoned when
they join. It is a case of: here is your desk, there is your
computer, get on with it. Nobody really talks to you and
I found that, because of where the secretaries are situated
in the office, you tend to ask the same people for help all
of the time and they are often too busy to keep answering
all your questions and helping you out. Anybody in a
new job needs an induction and a “buddy” to save them
from feeling alienated from the rest of the office. Show
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them around at lunch time, help them join in with any
interaction with the others, help take that nervousness
away and so on.’

‘I would encourage my staff to take their full annual leave
allowance each year and advise that they should not feel
guilty about it. Working in a very busy legal department
we have a culture of working long hours to get the job
done — at all levels. Holidays are occasionally cancelled
and although we are all entitled to our holidays, there is
that little bit of guilt to asking for time off and a sense that
you have to justify it. This should not be the case, given
that we all work for a company that promotes flexible
working practices and a good work-life balance.

‘Communicate openly. Inform employees of both suc-
cesses and failures. Clearly state targets/budgets and pro-
vide facts and figures, so the employees know if they and
their department are on the right track.’

‘Provide enough staff so that excessive workloads and
stress do not make employees ill."

‘Encourage and provide opportunities for your secretary
to grow in their role. For example, invite them to partici-
pate in some of your meetings whether internal or ex-
ternal — possibly to take minutes, or perhaps to get their
contribution. If your secretary attends management
meetings with you and gets to understand the business
better and how it is run and why it is run in a certain way,
s/he will be able to be more proactive and will become an
even more valuable asset for you.’

‘I would eliminate any “them and us” practices that may
exist, in ways ranging from ensuring that the admin team
are suitably incentivised (pay/bonus) to ensuring there is
adequate funding for training and development.

‘Iwould supportmy assistant with subscriptions forindus-
try magazines and membership/event fees for assistant
networking organisations, and would recognise how
powerful these networking organisations are. I would
also make sure that they could leave on time (so long as
I was forewarned) to attend networking events. After all,



202 The definitive personal assistant and secretarial handbook

this could benefit the boss and the organisation when you
consider that the assistants are seen as the “gatekeepers”
to the CEOs and directors, and this is an excellent way
to meet and build relationships with assistants from
other companies. It is also an excellent forum for sharing
knowledge and learning from each other.’

The key to a successful working relationship, is communi-
cation, empathy, communication, empowerment, communi-
cation, motivation and of course communication. Once
you get talking to each other and open up the channels of
communication there will be no stopping your powerful
partnership exceeding all expectations. Once you trust and
respect each other, your assistant will be loyal, hard working
and motivated. You will both enjoy going to work more, have
more fun, feel more exhilarated and satisfied that your efficient
and effective working relationship will help you deliver your
objectives and so help you exceed your clients” expectations,
which in the end improves the bottom line!

... and on that note — a note to the boss: thank you for reading
this chapter, whether it is on your own or together with your
assistant. Please take action today and I wish you both a
successful and mutually beneficial career.



Conclusion

Bosses are looking for a super-efficient, effective and powerful
partnership where you support each other and have fun
working towards a common vision. It’s the joining together of
two people in a close partnership to combine complementary
skills, knowledge and behaviours that creates the right
chemistry to ensure success in working together towards
joint objectives and goals in the most appropriate and efficient
way.

‘For our own success to be real, it must contribute to the
success of others.”
Eleanor Roosevelt

Communication

In a new role it takes time to find your feet. It doesn’t happen
overnight but you can help it along by being honest, earning
trust and respect by being enthusiastic, well mannered, polite
and with a ‘can do/will do” proactive attitude, exceeding
your own and your boss’s expectations. All this will help you
develop an effective working relationship with your boss. This
starts at the interview, where you need to display excellent
communication skills and body language, and thereafter
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develops by constant communication, using face-to-face
meetings, the telephone, e-mail, voice messages and even text
messages to keep each other informed and up to date.

It is vital to communicate constantly what is expected of each
other and to set boundaries and rules; if either of you don't
know the rules you won't succeed! Don't allow your boss to
‘psychic manage’ — you can’t mind-read! Instead, you need
to listen actively; don’t be afraid to ask questions, and repeat
instructions back so as to make clear what you think the other
person means, especially if you are unsure. This will ensure
that you both know what is expected of you.

Smile a lot, use humour and have fun. This goes a long way
to help build relationships and makes other people want to be
around you, as well as it making you feel good. People will
feel you are approachable and friendly. Choose to be happy
when you wake up - life is too short for anything else.

Keeping up to date

A good assistant has to be proficient in all technical areas
and computer packages, and to be keen to learn about new
technology. Similarly, you should make sure your boss is
abreast of technical development, new gadgets and electronic
equipment. You also need to keep up to date and informed
about the business world you work in. Read your business’s
industry magazines/articles, local business news and national
papers like the Financial Times, as well as books and secretarial
magazines and newsletters.

Learning is the essence of life and makes us what we are.
Decide on areas (perhaps ones you have read about in this
book) that you would like to explore/improve/work on. Trans-
fer these into SMARTER goals using the proforma goal-setting
form, and take ownership and responsibility for your own
learning and personal development. You can make use of the
‘Personal development plan’ (Appendix 2) to structure this.

Whenever there is change, embrace it. The only thing that is
permanent is change.
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Organising for success

Be assertive and focus on solutions; be flexible and prepared
to compromise. At the same time, take ownership and don’t
lay blame or make excuses.

Forward planning and organisational skills are key. You need
to be prepared, so think in detail and think about things as if
you were the person receiving your efforts and arrangements
- put yourself in the other person’s shoes. Pre-empt any poss-
ible problems and solve them with the minimum of fuss.

Don't let problems get out of hand and fester. The ‘Problem-
solving master’ (Appendix 5) can help you be focused,
systemic, objective and creative in finding the most effective
solution, acting on it and evaluating it.

You have to use time efficiently if you are to meet all dead-
lines. The time management tools and techniques in this
book include the “Task prioritisation matrix guide” (Figure
5.1), which you can use as your daily to-do list. Keeping time
management under control will keep you stress free, healthy,
organised and extremely efficient.

Yourself and others

Nourish yourself, and embrace continual development and
self-development. Give and receive constructive feedback.
Don’t be defensive.

Beself-aware, recognising yourownstrengths and weaknesses.
It is useful to complete the ‘Personal strengths assessment’
form (Appendix 1), which helps you identify your weaknesses
so that you can work on them and make them into strengths.
Build on your self-confidence and get rid of any negative
gremlins by using your positive coach. Use the power of the
subconscious mind and use affirmations personal to you to
constantly increase your belief in yourself!

You should always come to work well dressed and groomed.
That gives you a feeling of power and of being in control. It
also means that others will perceive you as smart, organised
and professional. If you look the part you will feel the part.
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Learn to influence difficult people effectively. If you have a
conflict, use the ‘Assertiveness, problem solving and conflict
management’ form (Figure 4.1) to guide you through the pro-
cess so as to achieve the most mutually beneficial win-win
outcome. Remember it’s about having respect for yourself
and each other.

Networking and career development

One of the most useful things you can dois to actively network
and build relationships within and outside your organisation.
Join secretarial networking organisations like European
Management Assistants (EUMA, www.euma.org), which
lets you share knowledge with like-minded individuals and
offers opportunities to learn new skills and practise them in a
safe environment. These include activities such as organising
events, being a committee member and chairing meetings.
EUMA also gives the opportunity to travel and mix with
different cultures.

Make your role into whatever it is you want it to be. Look
for new challenges, increase your skill set and take on as
much responsibility as you want. Make suggestions if you
can see things can be improved, whether directly or indi-
rectly connected to your role. Think — how can you make a
difference?

Be accountable for your actions and take responsibility for
your decisions.

The future of the personal assistant/
executive assistant/secretary

The advance of technology is changing the role of the assist-
ant, but it is still as important as ever. There will always be a
need for assistants, either in the more traditional role of diary
management and PA-type duties or as office managers, project
managers, event managers and so on. Today’s assistants are
expected to multi-task as well as being multi-skilled. They
often have university degrees and are able to speak more
than one language. They usually have the most important
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problem-solving skills and are the first to know exactly what
is going on in the company, whether because they work for
the top people and have access to confidential information
or because they ‘keep their ears to the ground” and know
what’s going on in the organisation as a whole — through the
‘grapevine’.

In many cases assistants are as skilled as the bosses they work
for, and the relationship can become more like a partnership.
Their thoughts, ideas and suggestions are valued by bosses.
Assistants are the lynchpin of many businesses as they know
the organisations and their bosses inside out.

The position of assistants is finally getting the recognition it
deserves. They were originally called secretaries because they
were the holders of secrets; they still fulfil that role but also
do much more. They are the boss’s right hand and are highly
qualified, whether in examinations passed or experience
gained or both. The titles they are given differ but, whatever
title you have, it’s the job that you do and the role that you
play and how well you do it that really matters.

Good assistants are full of common sense and good ideas, are
able to multi-task and to adapt and change with the environ-
ment, and are technology minded and they grow with the
job. They are now doing less administration but much more
project work, networking and organising of events. The assist-
ant is the company’s holder of knowledge, and it is more of a
partnership than ever before.

The following quotes are the thoughts of fellow assistants
from around the world, taken from the questionnaire replies:

‘A modern PA will need to be able to adapt to this change
in role and move with it. Very interesting and exciting
times lie ahead for those PAs who are up to this.” (Derek
Knowles)

‘Jobs have changed so much —secretaries are more admini-
strators, I more or less work on my own now, no longer
doing letters or tapes for staff. They do their own — I am
too busy running the workplace and dealing with space
and finance and many other different things.” (Anne
Ormston)
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‘Many years ago I remember hearing a manager advising
his new trainee that his most important piece of office
equipment was his secretary. “If you take care of her she
will take care of you for many years — outlasting current
technology, the font of all knowledge, upgrading auto-
matically and being the best damn thing to happen to you
in your working life.” While I was slightly offended at
being compared to an inanimate object, this is something
that I have always remembered and have managed to
point out to various managers during my career.

The role of the PA and Secretary will continue to be an
ever-changing one, adapting to the boss, environment,
challenges and technology.” (Carol Gourlay)

The future of the assistant is in your own hands — if you
continually learn, make and achieve goals, embrace and
adapt to change, you can be whoever you want to be and do
whatever you want to do. One thing is for sure, it’s up to you
to take responsibility for your own destiny.

Apply your heart, soul and minds to develop, believe in and
value yourself and have the confidence to achieve your goals
whilst remembering to have fun and laughter on life’s exciting
journey.

Best wishes for your future.
Sue France, FCIPD



Personal strengths
assessment form*

You can access these forms online at www.koganpage.com/
resources/PASH (password: TD8734)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Does Applies Applies Applies Applies
not to me to me to me to me
apply some- 50% of very

to me what the time much

Be honest. Respond with your first impression. Do NOT spend
a lot of time thinking about each statement

* Copyright Sue France, Persuasion, 2009.
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1. | People tend to come to me with problems 123456789
2. | I am precise and need all the details 123456789
3. | I can problem-solve easily 123456789
4. | I continually develop myself 123456789
5. | I can clearly express my feelings and opinions 123456789
6. | I take control and delegate effectively 123456789
7. | I am aware of my values and goals 123456789
8. | I have lots of confidence and rarely have negative 123456789
feelings
9. | I actively listen to others, reading between the linesand | 123456789
their body language
10. | I successfully negotiate for win—win outcomes 123456789
11. | I plan and organise my time so I can achieve my goals 123456789
and deadlines
12. | I handle conflicts well 123456789
13. | I work well with others and share tasks 123456789
14. | I do not gossip; I can be trusted to keep confidentialities | 123456789
(Be honest!)
15. | I consider options in the decisions I am facing and make | 123456789
decisions confidently
16. | I am flexible when handling change 123456789
17. | I empathise with others 123456789
18. | People can depend on me as I deliver when I say I will 123456789
19. | I visualise and think through problems 123456789
20. | I carry a plan of action through to completion, evenifI |123456789
have several tasks on the go at once
21. | I am friendly and mix well with others 123456789
22. | I am creative, curious and interested 123456789
23. | I value myself 123456789
24. | I accept responsibility for myself and my actions 123456789
25. | I ask questions effectively to get all the answers I need 123456789
26. | L know where everything is in my office; I have 123456789
everything in folders, labelled or filed and in its place
and organised; I am always prepared
27. | Iinfluence others 123456789
28. | I do not allow things to get to me —I deal with them 123456789

calmly
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Scoring grid

Transfer your scores to the appropriate section below and
total the scores in each section.

A People interaction B Essentials and desirables
1. Approachable 2. Pay attention to detail

5. Express feelings and 6. Leadership skills

opinions

9. Listening skills 10. Negotiating

13. Team player 20. Multi-tasking

17. Empathetic 18. Trustworthy/dependable/reliable
21. Sociable/friendly 22. Creative

25. Questioning skills 26. Organiser

Total Total
C Critical thinking skills D Personal traits

3. Problem solving 23. Self-esteem

7. Value/goal awareness 8. Self-confidence

11. Time management/ 12. Conflict handling

prioritising/planning

15. Decision making 16. Flexibility

19. Thinking skills 14. Confidentiality

4. Learning skills 24. Accountability

27. Influencing skills 28. Discipline and self-belief
Total Total

Transfer the totals to the grid below by placing an X in its
appropriate place. For example, if you received a total of 32 in
‘People interaction’ you would place your X like this:

10 20 | 30 |40 |50

A | People interaction

10 20 |30 |40 |50

People interaction

Essentials and desirables

Critical thinking skills

g|0|(F| >

Personal traits
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From the self-analysis ‘Personal strengths assessment form’
above, select several areas you wish to improve on. List these
areas and create goals and objectives.



Personal development
plan (PDP)*

Name:

Purpose of PDP

To help you understand yourself and commit to and focus
on your personal development/learning and training re-
quirements. It will help you to assess gaps in your skills and
experience as well as to focus on learning outcomes, to identify
your strengths and to boost your self-confidence. You can use
this personal development plan in your appraisal meetings
and to help you in career management.

Table of contents

Section 1: Strengths and areas for development
Section 2: Opportunities and threats

Section 3: Reflecting back

Section 4: Your action plan

Section 5: Values and any other thoughts

Section 6: Goal-setting and commitment statement/signature

* Copyright Sue France, Persuasion, 2009.
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Section 1: Strengths and
areas for development

You could complete and attach the ‘Personal strengths assess-
ment form” (Appendix 1), which identifies your strengths and
outlines any areas that you need to develop. Alternatively you
can think about and list below your strengths and areas that
you know you need to develop. Include here any training/
knowledge and skills acquired over the last 12 months

Note: You can read your list of strengths to boost your self-
confidence.

Your strengths

For example: Communication, negotiation, problem solving,
decision making, time management, assertiveness, building
relationships, leadership, questioning skills, listening skills,
self-awareness and confidence, influencing skills, creative
skills.

Areas you need to work on

For example: Communication, negotiation, problem solving,
decision making, time management, assertiveness, building
relationships, leadership, questioning skills, listening skills,
self-awareness and confidence, influencing skills, creative
skills.
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Section 2: Opportunities and threats

Opportunities

Write here any opportunities that you come across or think
of that may aid you in your quest for continual development
and help you reach your goals.

Threats

Write here any threats that may hinder your development
or achievement of your goals. Think and write creatively
about how you can turn these into opportunities or eliminate

them.
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Section 3: Reflecting back

Complete this section to reflect on your learning.
Understand what you need to do differently.

It will also help you realise the value you add to your
organisation.

Q1 What do you consider were the three most
important things (planned or unplanned) that you
learned last year? Please also briefly describe how
they were learned?
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Q2 Please write down what you will do differently
as a result of your learning outcomes.

Q3 What have been the tangible outcomes of your
professional development over the last 12 months?

Q4 Who else has gained from your professional
development and how?

Q5 Please summarise the value you've added to
your organisation/clients/customers over the last 12
months through your professional development.
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Section 4: Your action plan

Complete this section to plan your way forward.

Commit to goal setting and achieving.

Q1 When and how do you identify your learning
and professional development needs?

Q2 What are the three main areas or topics you
wish to develop in the next 12 months and how will
you achieve these? What training and development
do you need? What experience do you need? How
will you get the training and experience? This
might be, for example, through reading, surfing
the internet, on-the-job training, voluntary work,
workshops, training courses, teaching others, online
courses, mentors or coaches, joining a network for
assistants.
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Q3 What are the key differences that you plan to
make to your role/organisation/clients/customers
in the next 12 months?
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Section 5: Values and
any other thoughts

Write your values here and any other thoughts
that you feel could help you with your personal
development plan.
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Section 6: Goal setting

You can attach your completed goal-setting pro-
forma form (Appendix 4), which can be down-
loaded at www.koganpage.com/resources/PASH
and contains all the information you need to
help set your goals, or you can briefly write your
‘SMARTER’ goals here.

Remember: goals should be Specificc Measurable,
Achievable, Realistic, Timed, Evaluated and Revised.

You can share your goals with your boss. You should
align some of your goals with your boss and your
organisation. For life goals, think about how it will be
when you are sitting in your rocking chair at 90 years
old: what would you wish you had done, seen, learned?

Commitment

Please sign below. This will make your subcon-
scious mind commit to this personal development
plan.

Youmightlike to write here a personal mission statement/
personal motto/quote/affirmation.

Signature: ...
Date: ...







Preferred thought-
processing style*

Indicate your preferred answer or answers by sharing a total of
five points between A, B and C for each of the 20 questions.

You can allocate all five points to just one answer. For
example:

* Copyright Sue France, Persuasion, 2009.
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A B C
5 0 0

Or you may want to share the five points between two or all
three answers, for example:

A B C
2 2 1

1. Ajob description covering the duties | A | B | C
of a PA/EA/secretary should:
a) Tell me what I have to do
b) Show me the right way to do

things
c¢) Make me feel that I know what
todo
2. Itis important to have a good A|B|C

relationship with all the people you

work with because:

a) A business works more
smoothly that way

b) It reflects the promise of good
service

c¢) Harmonious relationships
mean happy colleagues/
customers/clients

3. Inreality, you could probably find A|B|C
at least 10 things wrong with the
business you work for. Then again,
you could probably:

a) DPicture five things that are right

b) Describe five things that are
right

c) Feel five things that are right
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4. When shopping generally I tend to: Al B | C
a) Try on, handle it, feel what’s
right for me
b) Discuss with shop staff and ask
for opinions of others
c¢) Look and decide
5. When understanding what my A|B|C
boss/'customers” want, I like to:
a) Asklots of questions about
their needs and wants
b) Get a good feel for what they
want
c¢) Geta full picture of their
requirements
6. When operating new equipmentfor | A | B | C
the first time I prefer to:
a) Listen to or ask for an
explanation
b) Read the instructions
c) Have a go and learn by ‘trial
and error’
7. When teaching someone to do A| B |C
something I prefer to:
a) Demonstrate and let them have
ago
b) Explain verbally
c)  Write the instructions down
8. When learning a new skill I preferto: | A | B | C
a) Watch what the teacher is doing
b) Talk through with the teacher
exactly what I am supposed to
do
c) Giveita try and work it out as I
go along by doing it
9. [Ifirst notice how people: Al B |C
a) Look and dress
b) Stand and move
¢) Sound and speak
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10. When choosing from a menu, I:

a) Imagine what the food will taste

like

b) Imagine what the food will
look like

c) Talk through the options in my
head

11. Iremember things best by:

a) Writing notes or keeping
printed details

b) Saying them aloud or repeating
words and key points in my
head

¢) Doing and practising the
activity, or imagining it being
done

12.  When concentrating I:

a) Move around a lot, fiddle with
pens and pencils and touch
unrelated things

b)  Focus on the words or pictures
in front of me

c) Discuss the problem and
possible solutions in my head

13. IfIam angry, I:

a) Stomp about, slam doors and
throw things

b) Shout lots and tell people how I
feel

c¢) Keep replaying in my mind
what it is that has upset me

14. Most PAs/EAs/secretaries would

be far more interested in doing

something if they:

a) Could see the benefit to them
personally

b) Felt that they would get a
benefit

c)  Were told of the personal
benefits
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15. When anxious I: A|B|C
a) Talk over in my head what
worries me most
b) Visualise the worst-case
scenarios
¢) Can'tsit still, fiddle and move
around constantly
16. 1find it easier to remember: Al B |C
a) Faces
b) Names
c¢) ThingsIhave done
17.  When it comes to finding out about A|B|C
something, I:
a) Would understand much better
if I could see it
b) Want to try it before I can fully
understand it
c¢)  Would prefer to have someone
explain it to me
18.  When it comes to finding my way A| B |C
somewhere:
a) It'sno problem if I have a map
b) Ineed someone to tell me the
way and I ask people
c) Ijust know if I have got it right
and I “follow my nose’
19.  When I have a problem to solve, I: Al B |C
a) Often talk it over with myself
b) Can visualise the answer
c)  Think it through until I can feel
the right answer
20. Contented bosses/customers/clients A| B |C

are:

a) What we all want to see at the
end of the day

b) What everybody wants to hear
about

c¢) The way to a smooth future
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Your ranking of senses?

To find out your own preferred method of processing your
world, simply fill in the scores that you allocated to each of
the three alternative answers to the 20 questions, then add up
the scores to identify your own preference.

Visual Auditory Kinaesthetic
1.B A C
2.B C A
3.A B C
4.C B A
5.C A B
6.B A C
7.C B A
8. A B C
9.A C B
10.B C A
11. A B C
12.B C A
13.C B A
14. A C B
15.B A C
16. A B C
17. A C B
18. A B C
19.B A C
20. A B C
Totals

It is most likely that you have scored many of the points in
the same column. The largest of your three totals indicates
the sense that you prefer to use to communicate and to input
information into your brain.
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Your learning style also reflects the type of person you are,
how you perceive things and how you relate to the world and

to other people.

Visual

Seeing and reading

Visual learning style involves the use
of seen or observed things, including
pictures, diagrams, demonstrations,
displays, handouts, films, flip chart etc

Auditory
Listening and speaking

Auditory learning style involves the

transfer of information through listening:

to the spoken word, of self or others, of
sounds and noises

Kinaesthetic
Touching and doing
Kinaesthetic learning involves physical

experience — touching, feeling, holding,
doing, practical hands-on experiences







Proforma for goal
setting*

Goal setting is an important method of:
deciding what is important for you to achieve in your
working life;

separating what is important for you from what is irrele-
vant;

motivating yourself to achievement;

building your self-confidence through measured achieve-
ment of goals.

Guidelines for setting goals

Write them down in the present tense and positively.
Define them precisely.

Prioritise multiple goals.

Split larger goals into smaller achievable chunks.

Keep them manageable: not too hard, but not too easy.

* Copyright Sue France, Persuasion, 2008.
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Write down why you want to achieve your goals. What
will achieving each goal do for you emotionally, financially
and spiritually?

Think about who can support you.

You can share your goals with your boss. You should
align some of your goals with your boss’s and your
organisation’s.

Visualise your goals. To trigger your imagination and
creativity, write out a clear description of your ideal
end result; be clear about the goal but flexible about the
process. Visualise achieving it over and over.

Imagine yourself 90 years old and sitting in your rocking
chair. Think about what you would wish you had done,
seen, learned. What would you have regretted not
doing?

When setting goals the following should be taken into
consideration so as to set 'SMARTER'’ goals:

Specific/stretching

The goal should be specific, as this makes it easier to recognise
and achieve. For example:

Check the stationery cupboard every day just before going
back to my desk after lunch; make sure it’s tidy and order
anything that we are running short of in good time.

Just writing ‘ensure stationery supplies are available’ is not
sufficient.

‘S’ can also stand for a ‘stretched” goal to “stretch” your capa-
bilities. Thus you can add to this example a decision to look
at the stationery suppliers and check you are getting value for
money, and possibly to change suppliers or negotiate to buy
different brands. When we stretch ourselves we rise to the
challenge and increase our motivation, which in turn gives us
confidence in our abilities when we succeed. Success breeds
success and we feel exhilarated when we achieve more than
we realised we could.
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Measurable /meaningful/motivating

A goal has to be measured to know that you have achieved
it. What are you measuring your goal against? How will you
know when you have reached it? It has to be meaningful and
motivating in order to satisfy the need to know why it should
be done. What motivation do you need?

In the example above, it would be that everyone finds the
stationery area tidy at all times and that there are always
plenty of supplies of whatever is needed at any time. Also
there would be no need to worry about the state of the area
if anyone coming in for a meeting has to walk past it to get to
the board room.

Achievable/acceptable/agreed/accountable

If you are to take responsibility for pursuit of a goal, the goal
has to be acceptable to you and must be achievable. What do
youneed in order to achieve it? You may need to have it agreed
by your boss, depending on what it affects and whether there
is a budget involved. You should take responsibility and be
held accountable for setting and reaching the goal by the set
deadline, or at least be involved in setting the target. You may
need to change or work around your other commitments or
modify other goals to achieve it.

Break your goal down into smaller steps if it is too big. Some-
times confidence is knocked because goals are too big or
there are too many of them. You need to believe that they are
achievable. Decide how many goals it is realistic for you to be
working on at any one time.

Realistic/relevant/results-oriented /responsible

Even if you do accept responsibility for something specificand
measurable, it won’t be useful to anyone if, for example, the
goal is to ‘complete a 30-page report in the next five minutes’.
It has to be realistic and relevant to your role and to your aims
and objectives. The aim is to achieve results. In the goal we
have set above, this would mean the stationery cupboard will
always have sufficient supplies to meet demand and do so in
the most cost-effective way.
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Time-frame

You need to specify the time-frame for a goal, such as when
you will check the area and how often: would it (realistically)
be every day or every other day? Would it be first thing in the
morning, after lunch or at the end of the day?

For some goals you will need a specific time and date. Do
not just put a rough date; you must have an actual project
deadline such as 5.30 pm on Friday 29 May 2009.

Set a realistic timescale, establishing short-term targets with
stated dates by which they are to be accomplished. Perhaps
set a three-year goal and work backwards until you get to
daily tasks that can be checked upon frequently. This will
give you a sense both of urgency and of achievement, as well
as a clear idea of how you will get to the end result.

Evaluate/extend

All goals should be monitored and evaluated on an ongoing
basis, but you should also set yourself a specific time to re-
evaluate your objectives and goals. Be flexible because life is
always changing — if you are too rigid about your goals you
can end up missing out on opportunities.

Revise/rewarding

After evaluating the goal you may find that you need to revise
and change it (if it is appropriate to move the goalposts) as
things around us change all the time and the only thing that is
permanent is change.

Once the goal has been achieved, meeting all criteria and
within the time-frame, then you should be rewarded, whether
by just a “pat on the back’, a piece of chocolate that you might
not otherwise allow yourself, lunch out in a nice restaurant,
treating yourself to a new outfit for work or whatever it is that
you prefer as a reward.
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Tips on setting goals

List your tasks.

Which of the tasks do you think could be improved
upon?

How could you make this improvement happen?

Using the guidelines, follow the action
plan below for each goal:

What is your 'SMARTER’ goal?

What is the purpose of the goal and what are the benefits of achieving
it? What will achieving your goal do for you emotionally, financially
and spiritually?

What skills, competencies, abilities, beliefs, knowledge etc do you
need to achieve the goal?

What immediate action can you take?

What steps are necessary to achieve this goal and what is the time-
frame?
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Who will hold you accountable for this goal (it could be yourself)?

Skill competencies

List some of the skill competencies that you wish to improve upon at
the start of your goal setting.

List some of the skill competencies that you have improved upon at
completion of the goal.

Signed at start of goal process by:

Date goal completed:




Problem-solving
master®

The following problem-solving technique can help you be
objective and systematic when dealing with difficult people
and any kind of problem you want to solve.

Describe the perceived problem as briefly as possible:

Disengage your emotions from the problem and give objective,
relevant facts. Give specific examples if possible:

List all possible reasons and causes of the problem you can
think of:

* Copyright Sue France, Persuasion, 2009.
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Objective: describe positively and concisely what you want
the end outcome to be:

Be creative and ‘mind storm’ as many solutions as possible in
the box below. Include all points of view (some you may not
agree with or like but you still have to consider them).

Write down all risks and benefits associated with each
solution:

Possible solutions Risks Benefits

Choose the most appropriate solution, taking into considera-
tion the risks and benefits, and write it below:

Action plan

Identify who does what by when, where and how it is to be
done, and action it!

Who What When Where How

Evaluate how it went, learn from mistakes and revise the
action plan if necessary.
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