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Introduction

We all need a trusted adviser, an experienced colleague to 
guide us through the frustrations in today’s workplace: 

competing demands, perplexing bosses, obnoxious co-workers, 
ever-changing technology—all while we strive to succeed in  
our careers.

Through The Admin Pro Forum, thousands of administrative professionals 
have tapped into their collective wisdom and experience to provide real-world 
solutions to questions posed by their peers about today’s toughest challenges.

In this special report you’ll find dozens of ideas from admins across the 
United States and Canada. We bring you their best advice, tips and strategies 
on some of the most vexing challenges you’ve faced, whether it be how to:

•	 Organize	your	boss	tactfully.

•	 Advance	in	your	career.

•	 Complete	daily	tasks	more 
efficiently. 

•	 Improve	relations	with	your	
co-workers.

And we invite you to join in the continuing dialogue among admin pros 
by visiting www.businessmanagementdaily.com, the website for The Admin 
Pro Forum.

1

As you read, you’ll come across 
boxes like this one containing 
quick wisdom compiled by 
the editors of Administrative 
Professional Today.
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Chapter 1

Become Your Boss’s Best Ally

Q. How can I ease the transition to a new boss?
“I’ve been an assistant to a senior vice president who has retired. His suc-
cessor was hired from outside the company, and the two of them are as 
different from each other as possible. Any tips on how I can make a smooth 
transition to my new boss?” 

— B. Graham, Ohio

Admins’ advice
“The day my new boss started, I went to his office, closed the door and 
we laid the cards on the table. He told me what he expected from me 

as his assistant, and I told him what I expected from him as my boss. We 
talked a little about ourselves and became very good friends. I find that being 
upfront with whomever you work with is the best policy; that way, no one is 
surprised.”

— L. D., Albany, N.Y.

“Sit down with the new vice president and ask him what he expects from 
you. If he isn’t sure, explain how you’re now doing things. Make sure he 

realizes that you understand you’re now his assistant and you want to under-
stand his needs and wishes on how things should be run. Be willing to adapt 
and change, and that will take care of most of the problems.”

  — C. O’Connor, Holland, Mich.

“List the responsibilities you handled for your retired boss, as well as 
additional responsibilities you’d like to take on, and meet with your new 

boss to go over them. Don’t fall back into: ‘Why do I have to do that now? I 
didn’t do that before’ or ‘I’ve always done it this way. Why does he want to 
change it now?’ Remember that your job is to provide assistance to the cus-
tomer ... your new boss.”

— Sandy Homa, Seattle
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Q. How can I build a relationship with a reserved boss?
“I recently became the executive assistant to a vice president who is a very 
serious person. I’m very outgoing and bubbly. Aside from my skills and 
experience meeting the job requirements, I was hired mainly because of 
my personality.

“I know that my boss likes me because another vice president for whom 
I used to work told me that my new boss is really happy with me and thinks 
that I’m a pleasure to be around. I just wish I felt some of this satisfaction 
directly from her.

“The problem is my new boss just isn’t very open and friendly to me. She 
doesn’t chat with me and hasn’t initiated any small talk. I’ve tried to break 
the ice in various situations, but I’m not having much success.”

— D.B., Florida

Admins’ advice
“I’m in the exact same situation, 
and what I’m finding helpful 

is scheduling a weekly one-on-one 
meeting with my boss to discuss his 
calendar, my calendar and other 
items. I’m using this as an oppor-
tunity to have open communication 
with him, to ask open-ended ques-
tions prepared in advance in order 
to get a feel for where he’s coming 
from and what he’s looking for as well 
as informing him of my challenges or successes. I’m beginning to feel more 
comfortable now, though we still have a way to go. Give it time and ask ques-
tions.”

— Anonymous

“When I first started working with my boss, he would stop before going 
into his office, say good morning to me and then wouldn’t say another 

thing to me until he needed something, and sometimes not even then (thanks 
to email).

“Start scheduling monthly meetings with your manager to address any 
issues. This is also a way for your manager to stay abreast of what’s going 
on with you. If you are unsure how your boss feels about your performance, 

A new year means 12 months 
of “Oops!” So when the calendar 
turns again, give yourself a three-
blunder allowance for the year in 
advance. When you know three 
noticeable blunders are inevita-
ble, they’ll roll more easily off your 
back when they do happen.
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address this with her. Create an 
agenda before the meeting that allows 
her to provide feedback on projects 
you worked on during the previous 
month. Holding regular meetings 
with your boss may make it easier for 
you to develop a relationship.

“Also, remember that not every 
manager is comfortable developing 
a relationship with staff members. I 
worked with my boss for almost a year 
before he knew I had a son. He isn’t 
personable, but we’ve come a long 
way from the stop-and-greet relation-
ship we had before.”

— Anonymous

“Some people who are very reserved and quiet really like friendly, talkative, 
outgoing peo    ple not only because it takes the social burden off them, but 

also because they admire qualities they don’t possess themselves. However, 
there’s usually a threshold of tolerance that they don’t want you  to cross.

“If you know your boss likes you and is pleased with your work, and she 
doesn’t frown on your sociability, then I think you need to be content for now.

“I worked for an attorney with a similar personality who was simply too 
reserved and businesslike to ever consider giving me the kind of direct feed-
back you seem to want. You may have to be content with raises, good reviews 
and a pleasant manner.”

— Anita C., Seattle

Q. How can I work effectively with a boss  
who’s almost never in the office?

“My boss is a VP who splits his time among four different sites, so I see him 
only one day a week on average. I work well independently, so his absence 
isn’t a problem. But when he’s in the office, I usually have a pile of things to 
run by him. I don’t want to take up too much of the limited time he spends 
in our office, but I often have a lot of ground to cover with him. How can I 
better organize this weekly briefing so it takes less time?” 

— J.M., Springfield, Va.

If you’re wondering if it’s 
time to see what other jobs 
might be out there for you, 
but are hesitating, ask yourself 
this simple question: “What was 
I doing exactly one year ago?” 
The answer may either give you 
a quick shove toward the door if 
you feel no sense of progress, or 
a dose of reality that’ll keep you 
in place if you’ve actually come a 
long way.
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Admins’ advice 
“Prioritize the things you need to run by your boss. In most cases, a note 
from you attached to the items that he can take with him gives him the 

freedom to peruse it in his travels and communicate instructions to you at his 
leisure. Cellphones and email work best for us.”

— Ivy Slader, Muskogee, Okla.

“What I used to do was have [the boss] call me when he was on the road. 
We would discuss the business of the week, and this kept him in the loop. 

It also helped with setting the priority of documents to be signed when he did 
come into the office.” 

— Helena Bosscha

“When my boss and I conduct our briefings, I bring in:

•	 A list of things to discuss, prioritized by importance. 

•	 A notebook and pen. 

•	 Prioritized folders. 

“The folders are labeled ‘Imme -
diate Attention,’ ‘Sig  na  tures,’ ‘Events 
and Con  fer  ences’ and ‘Periodicals,’ 
in that order. When mail, email, faxes 
and phone messages come in, I sort 
them into these folders, and then I 
prioritize the contents of each folder. 
Any  thing needing discussion, feed-
back and further action from me goes 
at the front of each folder. I make sure 
we cover those items first because he 
will take calls and allow visitors to 
enter the office while he is in with me. 
So if we’re interrupted, I stand a better chance of receiving my answers and 
moving forward with my work. 

“I never just leave important things on his desk, or he will allow them to 
sit while he attends to his priorities. Then, I would run the risk of forgetting  
about them. 

“Anything with a low priority, not needing feedback or further action from 
me, I leave with him in the folder.” 

— A.C., Andover, Mass.

Tired of enduring the same old 
stories from co-workers about 
what a nightmare traffic is on 
their commute? Tell them you 
like the delays—it gives you time 
to think, listen to favorite tunes or 
a book, or catch up on the news 
on the radio. Thus ends your days 
as a sounding board for that par-
ticular gripe!
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“At a previous assignment, I had instituted an online mail list to keep 
track of mail that required responses. I listed the date received, the per-

son who sent it, the subject, and when and if a response was needed. I put a 
copy in my tickler file and called the person who was handling the reply for  
a status update before a response was due to keep everyone on track. In this 
way, we could locate each piece of mail immediately should the need arise, 
and I could keep my boss abreast of progress and delivery. 

“With my traveling boss, I impro-
vised and used it as a tool to deliver 
information to him so he could 
respond to me. I gave him a mail list, 
with the mail attached, so he could 
review it on the plane. I used three 
headings: ‘Important,’ ‘RSVP Needed’ 
and ‘FYI.’ He reviewed the list and 
the information attached and wrote 
his instructions on how to handle it 

on the list. When he returned, he gave the entire package to me so I could 
facilitate his instructions. I made copies of any pieces of mail that couldn’t be 
replaced, in case something was lost. 

“When my boss was traveling, I faxed him the mail list and he’d fax it back 
to me with his instructions. This process ran extremely well, and my boss 
was pleased not to have mounds of mail waiting for him when he returned to 
the office.” 

— Pat O’Connell, Summit, N.J.

“If I have an important message, I text my boss. If it’s just an FYI, I leave 
voice mail. I never send email messages when he is out of town due to the 

volume he receives. I also advise his staff to do the same thing.”
— Mary Crunk, Fresno, Calif.

Q. How can I tactfully organize my boss?
“My new boss is not ‘ideally’ organized, and I feel that it is partly my 
responsibility to help develop a system to move things smoothly within our 
department and organization. 

“Many of the things that he agonizes over are things that I should be 
helping him complete. He frequently misplaces information and/or forgets 
that he has received things. 

Moving your computer from 
one workstation to another? 
Use your smartphone to take a 
quick photo of the wiring hookups 
so you can very easily duplicate 
them on the other end.
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“I try to be proactive by visiting him regularly to determine pending 
items, expense reports, projects, etc. to keep him within timelines. Because 
he doesn’t know where things are on his desk, or in an attempt to cover his 
weaknesses, he graciously lets me know he will get something to me soon. I 
feel that my asking to help him sometimes makes him feel that I am ‘on his 
back.’ I don’t want to appear to be pushing him. How I can help him (help 
me) without invading or usurping his authority?”

— North Carolina

Admins’ advice 
“I have found it helpful to go in when my supervisor is out of the office 
and tidy things up for her. 

“Recently, I purchased several vertical desk organizers and labeled each 
so that she could readily identify their contents. Also, I labeled expandable 
folders (i.e., ‘Today’s Mail,’ ‘Junk Mail,’ ‘Brochures,’ etc.). I sort the mail into 
these folders, and this way, she knows what needs attention or what she can 
look at leisurely. 

“I also have color-coordinated folders labeled ‘Signature Required’ and 
‘Please Review and Return.’”

— Carolyn, Texas 

“I print out a table with all the current projects listed in one column. I 
have a column to describe the project or state its status, followed by a 

column outlining the next step, who is responsible for it and by when. 
“I request a few minutes to review the table with my boss at regular inter-

vals to keep me up to date. (My boss 
suggested two-week intervals. Now 
that she has seen what doesn’t get 
done and noticed who isn’t doing it—
ahem!—she says we need to review 
this table more often. So now we do 
it weekly.) 

“I’m careful not to blame my boss 
for anything that’s overlooked or not 
done; so with her input and instruc-
tion—and, therefore, her agreement—
I simply record the next step, who will 
do it and the deadline. I ask, ‘Will we 
be able to do this, this week?’ … even 
if ‘we’ actually means her. Therefore, 

To give yourself a little test 
of your outlook on work (and 
life), take a vow to go just one 
day without saying anything 
negative at all about any aspect 
of your job or your colleagues. If 
it sounds easy, watch out for the 
trickiest trap you’ll encounter: 
office conversations in which 
disparaging talk invariably rears 
its ugly head and draws in even 
those of good will.
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she sets the timetable. If she doesn’t complete her part, it’s her issue, and I 
have a documented account of planned activities. 

“Also, I ask, ‘Should I have any other projects on this list?’ That gives her a 
chance to be the ‘boss’ and give me information and instruction, which I need 
and want anyway.”

— Attleboro, Mass.

“To organize a boss who doesn’t have time management skills, start with 
the	basics.	Organize	a	tickler	file	for	each	day	of	the	month.	Also,	create	

monthly	 file	 folders	 to	 store	 info	 for	 upcoming	months.	 Order	 your	 boss	 a	
desk organizer, and create folders with labels for any ongoing projects he or 
she may be working on. 

“In addition, you may want to use color files for ongoing work needing 
attention. For example: 

•	 Green for financial info. 

•	 Red for priority items. 

•	 Yellow for follow-up needed. 

•	 Blue for items waiting for response. 

•	 Orange for upcoming events. 

“This system has helped my boss find things in my absence.”
— Sherry, Chicago

“I have the same problem: My bosses lose information, data, reports, 
cost quotes/bids, etc. So, I decided years ago to always make a copy of 

everything for my files before it leaves my desk. That way, I always have at my 
fingertips the information they need and have misplaced or don’t remember 
ever seeing.”

— Trudie Sandberg

Q. How can I capture my boss’s undivided attention?
“My boss tells me that we need to keep communication lines open, and we 
need to have daily 10-minute meetings so I can see what I can take off his 
plate and to answer questions that I may have on assignments. 

“When I go to his office for these meetings, he often says he doesn’t have 
the time, or when we get into a discussion, he takes phone calls or answers 
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his email, so I don’t get his full attention. Then he surprises me with assign-
ments that he has known about for months, and we’re both frustrated. 

“Can you give me some tips so I’m not here until 9 every night finishing 
my work?” 

— Nicky Seymour

Admins’ advice 
“First, when your boss answers the phone during these sessions, get up 
and leave. Do not maintain eye contact so he won’t be able to motion 

for you to stay (this is a waste of your time). If he starts answering email, ask, 
‘Shall we continue this later?’ Even if he says no, keep asking him this ques-
tion each time he diverts his attention. 

“Second, make him aware of the negative consequences that occur when 
you don’t have that time together each day. For instance, if you make a deci-
sion about scheduling that he dislikes 
or work overtime for a last-minute 
 project, you can point out (in a gen-
eral, noncritical way) that these prob-
lems might have been avoided if you 
had a clearer sense of his expectations. 
For instance, say: ‘It’s too bad I had to 
ask	you	to	OK	my	overtime	last	night.	
It’s so much more effective if I can 
work on that month-end report over 
several days and during regular hours 
so I can double-check my figures with 
accounting. Why don’t I put it on my 
calendar to ask you about this report 
on the 25th of each month? Then we 
can discuss it at our daily briefing.’” 

— Anita C., Seattle 

“My supervisor and I meet only 
once a week, on Monday, but for 

a full hour in a closed-door, phone-
sent-to-voicemail, computer-locked 
session. Her calendar is printed each 
day and posted next to her door, so 
when I send the invitation through 
Outlook	 for	 our	 meeting,	 I	 type	 ‘Do	

Think of all the times you’ve 
asked a co-worker to complete 
a task, and days went by with 
no word on its progress, and 
no reason you can think of why 
it shouldn’t have been finished 
already. It adds a small but aggra-
vating layer of worry to your daily 
struggle. (Do I have to remind this 
person? Will a reminder come 
off as bossy? Are they blowing 
me off?) We owe the people we 
work with two things: an acknowl-
edgement that we’re aware of an 
assignment, and, if we’ve had to 
bump it down the priority ladder, 
an occasional update on where it 
stands. Simply reassuring some-
one you haven’t forgotten them 
goes a long way toward allowing 
them to focus their mental energy 
in more constructive places.
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Not Disturb’ after the title. This way, others who drop by with a question or to 
visit know to come back later. 

“I go through her mail and all the piles on her desk with her, as well as look 
at her calendar to see what’s coming up during the week. We both leave that 
meeting feeling better. She loves the help with organization, and I love know-
ing that nothing major will pop up during the week (at least nothing that she 
knew about on Monday).” 

  — Jennifer S., Wisconsin 

Q. How can I receive more recognition from my boss?
“I’d like to know how to get more recognition for what I do in my 
office without bluntly pointing out to my boss everything I do. Sometimes, 
I don’t think he realizes all that I’m in charge of: administrative duties 
(booking events, helping my boss with work, taking minutes for board 
meetings), marketing duties (creating statement inserts and newslet-
ters), technical support (helping our members with online banking 
issues and staff with computer problems), keeping our website up to date, 

and more.
“I know I can simply tell him that 

I do A, B and C, but I’d like to show 
him so that he recognizes it himself. 
Is there a good way to get credit for 
my duties without barging into his 
office and telling him?”

— Anonymous

Admins’ advice
“Submit a weekly status report 
to your boss. If you like, you can 

schedule a weekly meeting with him 
to go over your status report and dis-
cuss it face to face for more impact.

“In your report, list your accom-
plishments for the week, including 
any processes you implemented, dif-
ficult situations you resolved and 

Got gaps or glitches in your 
work history? Just place those 
events in the proper context. 
If you’ve bounced from job to 
job, present yourself as having 
a wide range of experience—
and thus you now have insight 
into exactly what you want. Fill 
in gaps, meanwhile, by letting 
employers know exactly what 
you were doing during that time, 
and how it made you a better 
person. Don’t allow mysteries in 
your timeline to let them think 
there’s something amiss; fill them 
in with confidence.
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areas you’d like to improve. You may 
even want to recognize someone who 
helped you, mentored you or just 
did a great job with an assignment 
that benefited you. End with a few 
sentences about your focus for the 
following week. Keep these reports 
for your records. When review time 
comes around, you’ll find it easier 
to talk about your accomplishments 
and your areas for development. The 
reports will also come in handy for 
updating your résumé.”

— Marie, Oregon

“My previous employer made 
comments that showed he didn’t 

know how much I did. I began print-
ing my completed task list from 
Microsoft	 Outlook	 and	 leaving	 it	 on	
his desk every evening. Soon he was telling me he didn’t need ‘that report’ 
and stopped saying I didn’t do anything.

“For my current employer I create a one-page summary of the week’s 
projects. Each project shows a brief list of some activities and a color-coded 
field showing the status (Done or In Process). The report also has columns, if 
needed, for the next step to take, a question to my boss about the project and 
his comments. I don’t include many of the daily items, such as answering the 
phone, but may note an important call I made to solve an issue.

“This helps him keep up to date on projects, gives us another opportunity 
to communicate, helps me focus on the most important projects and docu-
ments some of my work.”

— D.L., Kansas

“Try mentioning things during normal communication, not as boasting 
but as casual conversation (such as, ‘When I was writing the newsletter 

for …’ or ‘If you get a chance to view the updated Web page I completed, let 
me know what you think about the ...’).”

  — C. Crim

Pens, coffee cups, notebooks, 
computer monitors—so many 
things vanish from our desks, 
either naturally or because 
co-workers get a little bit light-
fingered. Stop losing every-
thing that’s not nailed down by 
grabbing a sheet of small and 
playfully distinct stickers and 
applying them liberally to your 
possessions. The more whimsi-
cal the sticker, the more strongly 
you’re identifying something as 
your personal property (and tell-
ing people you’ve got a sense of 
humor to boot).
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Chapter 2

Advance Your Career

Q. How should I ask for the raise I deserve?
“At my annual review this month, I want to ask for—and believe I deserve—
a good raise. Normally, the company allows a 5 percent increase for those 
with good reviews, but I feel 7 percent to 8 percent is more in line with what 
I have taken on. 

“We started very small and have tripled in staff since then. I now handle 
four people in addition to my administrative duties. What is the best way to 
approach this? I know I work very hard, but I feel a bit insecure as ‘just a 
secretary’ and want to feel more empowered.”

— M. Graves, Los Angeles

Admins’ advice 
“State exactly what you stated in your question, but leave out the feeling 
insecure part. You must have confidence in yourself and your abilities 

when asking for a raise. ‘Management’ would be lost without assistants and 
secretaries! 

“Document your duties. I have an administrative manual that outlines 
all my duties in a step-by-step format. The manual lists whom I work for and 
exactly what I do for each person. 

“Submit a copy of your manual at the annual review to let your bosses see 
what you do, and state your main points. (Sometimes, our bosses are too busy 
to see what work we do for others.) 

“If your company allows only 5 percent increases, I wouldn’t push for 
more. You can always discuss the possibility of another increase later (maybe 
in three to four months).”

— Rose, St. Catherine’s, Ontario
 

“A couple of questions to address: 

•	 Do you truly believe you deserve the raise? If so, why? 

•	 What is stopping you from asking (besides a lack of empowerment 
and insecurity)? 
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“Use your answer to Question 1 
with your boss at your evaluation. 
Toot your own horn. To get past 
the insecurity, use your answer to 
Question 2 to help you overcome self-
inflicted roadblocks. If you deserve 
the raise, you must stand up for your-
self because no one else will. 

“Keep in mind the economy may 
have something to do with it. If your 
company	is	doing	well,	it’s	OK	to	ask.	
If it isn’t, I wouldn’t recommend it.”

— C. O’Connor, Holland, Mich.

“One	way	to	help	substantiate	a	raise	is	to	propose	changing	your	job	title	
to reflect the work you actually do. Find out what that new job title pays 

in your company or research other companies in your city.”
— Julie Miller, Roseburg, Ore.

Q. Should I join a professional organization?
“I’m wondering how many assistants belong to professional organizations, 
and why or why not. For those who are members, how did you find out 
about the organization, and what do you get from it?”

 — Jennifer

Admins’ advice
“I’ve joined several professional organizations (I’m still a member of all) 
for several reasons: forums for sharing information; publications; network-

ing with others in my profession and because it shows an employer that you 
are serious about your career and about self-development (looks great on your 
résumé, too!). I had one boss who even paid the dues because she saw the value 
in the organizations. Also, don’t discount the perks, such as hotel discounts, life 
insurance, etc.”

—  Eddi, Manhattan, Kan.

“I highly recommend becoming a member of the International Associa tion 
of Administrative Pro  fes  sionals (IAAP). Becoming a local chapter member 

Keep a small paperback 
 dictionary on your desk at 
all times. You’re actually much 
more likely to use it than going 
online for a definition, and when 
it’s that close, words you casu-
ally intend to look up “sometime” 
actually will be.
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increases your networking power. IAAP has established standards of excellence 
recognized by the business community, and IAAP offers training and certifica-
tion for those who achieve those standards of excellence. Learn more about the 
organization and how to become a member at www.iaap-hq.org.”

— Jacqulyn Hudgins, Fort Worth, Texas

 “I’ve been a legal secretary/
administrative assistant for 25 

years. I belong to a tri-level associa-
tion: NALS, the association for legal 
professionals, www.nals.org ; Texas 
Association of Legal Professionals 
(Texas ALP), www.texasalp.org ; 
and Houston Association of Legal 
Professionals (Houston ALP), www.
houstonalp.org.

“I learned about it through fliers 
advertising what was then the Houston Association of Legal Secretaries’ Basic 
Training for the Lawyer’s Assistant and Advanced Legal Career Enhancement. 
Houston ALP has won many awards for its study programs. Each course ends 
with a rigorous examination for basic certification (ALS) or advanced (PLS).

“What do I get from this organization? Continuing legal education oppor-
tunities (recertification is required) abound at local meetings and state and 
national conferences, as well as online. Also, professional development, lead-
ership and mentoring are offered at all levels. Most important, the networking 
is fantastic.”

— Patricia Phelps, Houston

Q. How can I grow as an admin without becoming a manager? 
“My company now requires all associates to have an individual develop-
ment plan (IDP), and my boss asked me to write a first draft of my plan. My 
challenge is that I’m very happy being an administrative assistant. I don’t 
plan (nor do I want) to enter management. 

“Other than enhancing my computer skills, what can I write in my IDP to 
let my boss (and HR) know that while I don’t want to go into management, 
I still want to grow in my chosen profession?”

— Pat Philson, Florida

Prompt return calls by adding 
a teaser to your voice mail mes-
sage. Examples: “By the way, I 
may have found the solution to 
your spreadsheet problem” or 
“I’ve come across some very 
interesting information which 
should save you serious time.”
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Admins’ advice 
“At my annual review, the question ‘Where do you see yourself in five 
years?’ caused a slight panic because I, too, am happy where I am and 

have no desire to move up in the company. 
“I looked at my skill set for holes or weaknesses and focused on those. You 

might, for instance, talk about the kind of administrative training you hope 
to	complete	by	that	time.	Or	you	might	explain	that	you	see	a	slight	weakness	
and set up a hypothetical plan for how you can change it. 

“I said that I liked where I was professionally and was not interested in 
moving up the corporate ladder. I saw some weaknesses in the way my office 
runs, so I addressed those. Example: ‘I’d like my office to be as computerized 
as possible, and the Access training will enable me to …’ I also addressed ways 
the office at large runs and related it to how I do my job. Example: ‘I’d like to 
streamline such-and-such process so the engineers can pass most of the work 
on to my office, etc.’”

— Stephanie Van Gorden, Delaware, Ohio 

“I have been in a similar position. My strengths, skills and abilities make 
me a super administrative assistant, and I am very happy in that position. 

“I do have at least one yearly goal. Recently, it was to earn the Certified 
Professional Secretary and Certified Administrative Professional ratings. This 
year,	it’s	to	take	the	Microsoft	Office	User	Specialist	certification	testing,	and	
I want to go all the way to the Expert level. I constantly take advantage of any 
classes that come along in computer programs and personal development. 

“Also, I’ve used my talents and desire to help others by developing and 
teaching two courses here at work for our human resources department: ‘The 
Administrative	Professional’	and	‘Getting	Organized.’	

“You should emphasize any computer program courses, personal devel-
opment courses and certification courses you might be taking or plan on tak-
ing to strengthen your skills as a professional administrative assistant.”

— Barbara Murphy

“You can expand your responsibilities without going into management. 
In addition to my ‘secretarial’ duties, I have taken on many of the func-

tions that were previously assigned to other departments, including human 
resources. These new responsibilities help keep me interested in my job by 
providing new challenges.”

— Lisa, Tacoma, Wash.



16   BuSineSS ManageMent DailY

Q. Is office technology playing too much of your admin role?
“Not that I want to be out of work, but it seems to me that technology has 
now given my boss plenty of tools to fend for himself in a lot of areas. 
Outlook does pretty much everything I can in the scheduling department, 
and it just takes a few clicks to book a flight or rent a car these days. Is any-
one else worried that there’s less and less that we admins seem absolutely 
necessary for?” 

— Vicki, Executive Assistant

Admins’ advice
“Keep in mind that all software programs are tools. Just because you own 
a hammer doesn’t make you a carpenter, does it? Well, just because your 

boss	has	Outlook	doesn’t	mean	he	no	 longer	needs	you.	My	manager	has	 the	
same tools that I do, but compared to him I’m a master craftsman. Learn to 
make	better	use	of	the	tools	you	have.	They	say	that	80%	of	Office	users	use	10-20	
percent of the available features/functions. Be part of the 20% who use more.” 

— JoAnn P.

“Computers can’t sort out my boss’s receipts and match each one up to 
the event on his calendar. And someone has to make sure his schedule 

is up to date so that he’s where he’s supposed to be when he’s supposed to 
be there! Also, travel planning is more than just a few clicks of the mouse; 

it involves arranging appointments 
with clients, providing directions from 
point to point, looking for details such 
as dress codes for particular events, 
etc. And what about event planning? 
Do you think these busy executives 
have time to do all that themselves? 
No way.” 

— Barb

“If one works in an organiza-
tion with supervisors who aren’t 

interested in learning new technol-
ogy, or prefer to engage human capi-
tal to do what technology will do more 

One of the most subtle ways 
to undermine your own cred-
ibility is to be an interrupter. 
At a meeting or presentation, 
make sure a clarification is 
something you truly require 
in order to keep from getting 
hopelessly lost, and refrain 
from offering anecdotes to 
either support or challenge 
the speaker in mid-speech. 
Always wait until the Q & A.
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efficiently, without increased organi-
zational cost, the organization will fail 
to be sustainable ... I do agree, most of 
you have nothing to fear immediately 
because change is difficult. Most of 
the supervisors you are working to 
prop up matured under the current 
system, and will depend on subor-
dinates as much as possible, until 
forced to change. But change is inevi-
table, growth is optional. It remains to 
be seen how many dinosaurs survive 
the global economy.” 

  — Dr. Henry S.

“Since most folks are pretty self-sufficient with their own correspon-
dence, setting up meetings and arranging their own travel, I’ve had the 

chance to take on other responsibilities such as serving as our office manager, 
working with the human resources department and enjoying an expanded 
role working with our board of directors. My current boss still likes me to take 
on day-to-day tasks to free up his time for other things. I’m lucky that my job 
as an Executive Assistant suits my personality, because I love to make sure 
things are running smoothly by taking care of all of the ‘little things,’ in addi-
tion to bigger projects.” 

  — Lisa  

  

Q. Is there any way to compete with admins 
who put in extra hours at home?

“My admin team is getting overly competitive since we can now log in to 
our system after normal work hours. I know that at least two of the people 
I work with put in an extra four or five unpaid hours every week at home, 
in order to get ahead. I can’t help but feel they have an unfair advantage—
they’re getting more done than me because I don’t want work to follow me 
home, yet I can’t realistically tattle on them for the unauthorized hours. Is 
the only solution here to just let them be seen as miracle workers who are 
more efficient than I am?” 

—  Betty, Financial Services 

The next time you suffer an injus-
tice at the hands of a co-worker, 
remember that each minute you 
brood over it is another minute 
that person is stealing from you. 
Do you really want that pre-
cious time to go into a jar marked 
Voluntarily Surrendered, Lost 
Forever? Draw a hard line and 
move on with your day and your 
career. 
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Admins’ advice
“Just a few things to think about: They will have to continue to work those 
unpaid, unauthorized hours indefinitely if they want to keep up their 

‘miracle workers’ status. Along with putting the company at risk with the U.S. 
Labor Department, they are also jeopardizing their own jobs. I imagine that 
your IT department has something in place that shows when and for how long 
each user is logged into the system. This could very well catch up with them 
in the long run.

“If I were you, I’d just continue to do the best I can and not compare myself 
to the others. Try to find shortcuts or steps you could even skip, if possible, in 
some of your work processes to speed things up.”

—  Karen 

“We have a policy that if you 
are to work from home, you first 

have to apply to HR for approval. 
Once	 you	 have	 that,	 you	 then	 need	
to fill in paperwork to state that your 
workplace (home) meets a certain 
standard.

“I also mentor our admins across 
our large group, and I often counsel them that if they start taking work home 
to catch up, there will be that expectation that they are able to do all the work 
they are given, and as a result more and more work will be given to them, and 
therefore more and more work will need to go home with them.

“I also counsel that if they can’t do the required tasks in the time frame 
given because their skills are not up to standard, they should enroll in courses 
via our eLearning site and complete the courses on their own time; or, if there 
is just too much work for one person, they should bring this to the attention of 
their supervisor and ask what is to be given priority.” 

—  Jackqueline 

“It might be helpful to talk as a team about the workload. When working 
for multiple individuals, it is easy for managers to increase the work they 

hand off and not realize that others have done it too—and no one has pulled 
work back. If it has increased and important deadlines are being missed or 
everyone is just stretched to the max, you may need to work with managers to 
identify the top needs, reprioritize the work flow and ask the hard question of 

When confronted with a new 
software program, give yourself a 
day to just click every button and 
“break things” before you start hit-
ting tutorials or a manual. You’ll 
accidentally discover valuable tools 
and feel less pressure to learn.
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who picks up the slack—and that could mean managers doing a few things for 
themselves. It just might indicate a need for more staffing too. In the mean-
time, do your best to focus and prioritize your own work, stay positive and 
hold on to your goal of leaving work at work.”

—  Laura

Q. How do I build a ‘social media presence’?
“I’m starting to read that in addition to having a good résumé when you’re 
looking for a job, it’s becoming important to have a solid ‘social media pres-
ence.’ I’m sure that by now hiring managers are taking a look at whatever 
they can find out about us online—but how do I build this ‘presence’ when I 
haven’t really had one before and need to start looking for a job in January?” 

— Eva, Transcription Editor

Admins’ advice
“If you are on Facebook, Twitter, etc., be sure to keep everything private 
including your friends, photos and posts. You don’t want a potential 

employer to know anything about your private life that might sway their hir-
ing to another person. I believe the ‘social media presence’ articles that you 
are looking at refer to LinkedIn, which is a great tool to have. LinkedIn is the 
only social media presence that you should use for work.”

— Lisa

“I wouldn’t go creating a Face  book page if you don’t have one and don’t 
need one—there is nothing more 

‘suss’ than an empty Facebook page.” 
— Jackqueline

“The only time you should have a 
public Facebook page is if you are 

self-employed and using Facebook 
to market your business. That would 
also be a business page on which you 
post information related to your busi-
ness and industry.”

— Theresa

Avoid getting ensnared in a 
conversation that’s going on too 
long by stating your key point, 
then angling your body toward 
the door for the duration. Visually 
demonstrating you intend to soon 
be on your way tells people you’re 
busy and will get them to focus 
and edit themselves.
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I can tell you that my company is totally obsessed with LinkedIn and it’s 
the first place they go when they get a résumé. You need to make a good 

amount of LinkedIn connections, at least 20 or so. It’s not hard, just start con-
necting with everyone you’ve ever worked with and know well. It’s pretty much 
accepted behavior! And make sure every social media timeline you have is 
clean of negativity—don’t cry about issues in the news, don’t get into tiffs with 
other users, don’t be needy or pushy. That’s a huge turnoff to employers.”

— Tom  

Q. When goal-setting, is it better to think big or small?
“I had an idea that I would set myself a target date for becoming the manager 
of my department exactly five years from now, and work to make that goal 
happen as hard as I can. I definitely have a few promotion levels to achieve 
before I get there, so do you think it’s wise to set such an ambitious goal with 
such a specific timeline, or am I setting myself up for a possible disappoint-
ment that might be even tougher to recover from if I don’t make it?” 

— Mel, Property Processing Clerk

Admins’ advice
“I say set that goal as high as you can—but remember, it’s just like a New 
Year’s resolution. It’s something to shoot for but not expect. If you fail, 

congratulate yourself for thinking big and get yourself another big goal right 
away. Keep plowing forward and being ambitious, but treat it as a bonus when 

the best happens, and just shrug it off 
when it doesn’t.” 

— Mark

“I don’t think it’s necessarily bad 
to make a long-term goal unless 

you aren’t making the short-term 
goals that will take you to the long-
term goal ...  Anytime you set a goal 
there is a possibility that you won’t 
achieve it. You need to be able to deal 
with unsuccessful outcomes. What if 
instead of achieving this goal in five 

When training someone on a 
new task, remember to take a 
step back and explain exactly why 
it needs to be performed, every-
thing it accomplishes and every-
thing it affects. This will go a long 
way in helping memory retention 
and embedding the importance 
of the skill in the trainee’s con-
sciousness.



Supercharge Your career   21

years, it takes six? What if three years 
in you realize that you are no lon-
ger interested in being a department 
manager and that what you really 
want to do is advocate for better edu-
cation? ... The bigger question you 
need to ask yourself: Can you live 
with the regret that you didn’t try to 
achieve a goal because you might not 
achieve it?”

— Theresa

“There is nothing wrong with 
setting goals for yourself, even 

ambitious goals ... But realize that no 
matter how hard you try, there are 
many things outside of your control. 
Don’t allow the fear of failure to keep 
you from trying. Speak your goal out loud. Write it down. That increases your 
chance of achieving your goal ... The only real failure is in not trying for what 
you want. Persist. Persevere. Go for it.” 

— DeeCee

Q. How can a failing memory be helped?
“I’ve been at the same job for more than 25 years, and now my memory 
seems to be failing more and more. Lately it’s gotten very noticeable by 
others. I’m still several years from retirement, and I’d like to know what 
others have tried to either improve their memory or create ways to make 
the natural loss of it less of a problem.”

— Gloria, Records Supervisor

Admins’ advice
“As soon as someone comes up to talk to me I’ve learned to grab a sticky 
note and my pen and write down exactly what they say to me. If I don’t 

write things down right away, I find that when the person walks away I think 
to myself, ‘Now what did they just say to me?’ ... Another thing that helps me 

During your first week or so at 
a new job, you’ll probably find 
some employees are much more 
friendly, helpful and similar to you 
than others. It’s tempting to take 
their cue on everything so you 
don’t feel so adrift and alone as a 
newbie, but keep a little distance 
to make sure their advice is sound 
and these are the people you 
want as long-term office allies—
backing away from one later on if 
you find out that particular friend-
ship isn’t so wise can lead to 
awkwardness and resentment.
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is	 using	 the	 task	 bar	 on	my	Outlook	 email,	 as	well	 as	 scheduling	 recurring	
reminders	for	daily	activities	in	my	calendar	on	Outlook.	That	way	when	I	am	
overwhelmed with other projects I don’t forget about my regular daily tasks.”

— Rachel
    

“Regular exercise is supposed to really help with memory function; there 
are herbs and supplements you can try also. Brain games such as puzzles 

are supposed to help train your brain in such areas as memory and retention, 
and those games are available in a lot of different fun formats such as books, 
video games and even apps on smartphones. Studying with these games 
everyday is really supposed to be the best training for your brain.”

— Sibu 

“There is a site called Luminosity.com that challenges memory with 
scientific but fun brain games. I would suggest trying out this site, and 

crossword puzzles also help.“
— Dawn

“Vitamins D & B help brain function. Your doctor can check your D level 
and recommend a proper dosage. The B complex works best without 

knowing which B to take; i.e, B6 or B12. My go-to website is StopAgingNow.
com. I am speaking from experience and yes, I have maintained my focus as 
an official senior due to age, not mental decline.”

— Cyndi



Chapter 3

Achieve Maximum Results

Q. How can I ensure no assignments slip through the cracks?
“I’m an executive assistant for three department heads, I provide clerical 
support for three other staff people, I’m the backup for the other assistant 
in the office and I coordinate two ‘areas’ that don’t directly align with my 
other work. I’m struggling to keep it all organized and stay on top of dead-
lines, projects and notices. 

“I have a planner that I use for appointments, but I haven’t figured out 
how to add project plans to it. I have an accordion file with tabs for each 
boss and area, a section for priority items and an event section for quarterly 
events/functions I handle. 

“The problem is, some things are still slipping through the cracks. 
Usually, they are minor, but they still make me look bad, and it was reflected 
in my last review (‘difficulty prioritizing’). I need some ideas for staying on 
top of everything and not going insane.” 

— Carolyn O’Connor,  Holland, Mich.

Admins’ advice
“I use a calendar system on the computer through GroupWise. I would be 
completely lost without it! 

“Every year (either the end of December or the first week of January), I 
input everything that I know is going to happen into my calendar Task List.  
I find it very helpful for things like board meeting preparation and large-event 
planning because you can break everything down into daily tasks. It can keep 
things from sneaking up on you, since you are putting it all in there ahead of 
time. 

“Even if you don’t know exact dates, you can add reminders at the begin-
ning of the month to ask for the information you need. 

“For instance, I have to send reminder letters at least three weeks before 
each	quarterly	board	meeting.	I	set	up	a	task	titled	‘Print	Off	Board	Meeting	
Checklist’ at the beginning of January and Auto Date it so that it shows up 
exactly three weeks and one day before each of the board meetings,  prompting 

23
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me to start the process. Then I add 
in each day what I think needs to  
be done. 

“For daily tasks that pop up unex-
pectedly, I type them into my Task List 
as soon as I receive them and assign a 
priority level (A1 = immediately, A2 = 
by afternoon, A3 = by end of day, B1 = 
by next morning ... C3 = when I get to 
it or use as filler work). 

“Another bonus: If you have to 
be out of the office, anyone you give 

access to can check your Task List to see what you had planned for the day 
and can take care of any critical items in your absence.” 

— Anonymous

“Outlook	has	a	nice	function	for	Tasks,	tracking	by	due	dates	and	allow-
ing a sender to describe the task. Tasks can be stored, viewed and tracked 

in one place. You can mark a task completed, and a response is sent to the 
originator. 

“We	also	use	a	Clerical	Job	Order	Form,	which	is	sent	to	the	administrative	
assistant/secretary with requested work attached. The form includes a due 
date and a variety of choices for number of copies, paper color, etc. needed 
to complete the job. 

“Order	 forms	 are	 placed	 in	 order	 by	 due	 dates.	 The	 completed	 work	 is	
attached and sent back to the originator.” 

(See sample Clerical Job Order Form and Copy Center Job Order Form, 
pages 26-27.)

— Anonymous

“I recently attended a FranklinCovey focus workshop, and it helped me 
tremendously. I learned to write down absolutely everything, prioritize 

tasks and say no if I’m simply too busy. (Yes, you can get by with it now and 
then.) Usually, it’s not a good idea to actually say no to your direct supervisor. 
Instead, ask him or her what task carries the highest priority, and what you 
can put off. 

“If you can’t attend a workshop, you might try Microsoft Project or a simi-
lar program. It allows you to input projects along with what must be done step 
by step and deadlines for those steps.” 

— Lisa, Colorado

Make punctuality your friend 
and you’ll soon notice how much 
of our stress comes from simply 
taking too long to get ready to go 
somewhere and leaving late, creat-
ing a lifetime of frustrating beat-the-
clock episodes that can easily be 
avoided. Make a goal to be early 
and watch your tension level drop.
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 Timesaving Tips, Anyone?
Beyond having a well-prioritized to-do list, what is the most effective way 
you’ve discovered to shave time in completing tasks or better use those 
 limited hours?

— Editor

 Admins’ advice 

1. “I work a different schedule, starting an hour earlier than the rest of the 
staff. It’s amazing how much you can accomplish in one quiet hour.”

— Carol Chance

2. “I spend small amounts of time every day on routine tasks (five minutes 
filing, two minutes cleaning, other blocks of time for posting bills, etc.). It’s 
easier to maintain duties than to tackle them after they’ve become mountains.”

— Debra, Wellington, Kan.

3. “A few times a year, review your work with a critical eye to: 
•	 Automate repetitive or frequent tasks. 
•	 Eliminate or replace unproductive tasks, procedures or equipment. 
•	 Revamp your workspace with timesaving improvements. (I moved the four 

checkbooks from which I print checks into an inexpensive rolling stack of 
drawers that fits under my desk, right at my fingertips. It’s one of my biggest 
time savers, and I gained a file drawer where they were previously stored.)”

— Nicole Michaud, Old Lyme, Conn.

4. “When an important assignment is due and office activity prevents me from 
focusing solely on that deadline, I ask my supervisor if I may go behind closed 
doors for a half hour or so to complete the task. I forward telephone calls to 
a co-worker and place a note on my door that the office is closed for 30 min-
utes. When I need to complete a large task, I close down my office for a few 
hours, place an explanatory note on the door (e.g., ‘Office closed for purging 
files’) but continue to take telephone calls. Colleagues don’t mind if the office 
is closed for a few hours to meet a deadline as long as you can direct them to 
a ‘live’ person to help them if needed.”
 — Charlotte, Wisconsin
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CLERICAL JOB ORDER FORM

TO:_______________________________ TODAY’S DATE:______________________
FROM:____________________________ DEPT. CODE:________________________ 
EXT:______________________________ TASK CODE:_________________________
 JOB NAME:____________________________________________________

DATE DUE:_____________________________________________________
TIME DUE:______________________A.M.________________________P.M.

 
Number of copies needed of each page:________  

 1-sided     2-sided     like original

Copy Distribution:           original to:_______________     copies to:________________
If sending original to Copy Center, please complete the reverse side of this form.

 
Paper color:        white       color       letterhead       custom flyer
Paper size:        8 1/2 x 11        8 1/2 x 14        11 x 17        postcard

 
Finish Work:         none        collate/staple        fold in half___/in 3rds___        
   3-hole drill        Cut to size 
Envelopes needed:        business size        6 x 9        9 x 12        6 3/4
                                                                                                 (return envelope)

 
Mail:         none        first class     
      mailing labels attached:  yes________   no________   
 
Special instructions:

Completed job:

TO:_______________________________ FROM:_____________________________

Date received:______________________ Time received:_______________________ 
 
Date completed:_____________________ Time completed:______________________
 
Comments:  (Please send any comments on the handling of your job to the office services manager.)
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COPY CENTER JOB ORDER FORM

TO:_______________________________ TODAY’S DATE:______________________
FROM:____________________________ DEPT. CODE:________________________ 
EXT:______________________________ TASK CODE:_________________________
 JOB NAME:____________________________________________________

DATE DUE:_____________________________________________________
TIME DUE:______________________A.M.________________________P.M.

 
Number of copies needed of each page:________      # of originals:________  

 Xerox copying       Offset printing on AB Dick press

 1-sided       2-sided       like original       ink color(s)___________

 
Paper color/type:     white       color_______       letterhead       custom flyer
                    cardstock       special paper needed (contact Copy Center)    
Paper size:        8 1/2 x 11       8 1/2 x 14        11 x 17       postcard

 
Finish Work:        none        collate/staple        fold in half___/in 3rds___        
   3-hole drill        Cut to size        Stuff into envelope 
Envelopes needed:        business size        6 x 9        9 x 12        6 3/4
                                                                                                 (return envelope)

 
Mail:         none        first class     
      mailing labels attached:  yes________   no________   
 
Special instructions:

Copy distribution:
Original pages go to________________________  Date completed:______________
 
Copies go to ______________  (If sending to front desk, attach front desk pickup slip.)

Copies go to     (Name) for distribution to:__________________________________

Comments:  (Please send any comments on the handling of your job to the office services manager.)
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Q. How can I schedule meetings for scattered board members?
“I have recently been charged with scheduling and arranging board 
meetings. Many of the attendees are located throughout the country and 
have extremely busy schedules. Any ideas for how to handle meeting 
 scheduling?”

— Anonymous

Admins’ advice
“One	organization	I	worked	for	had	a	set	board	meeting	date	(the	third	
Monday of each month). By having it at the same time each month, the 

board members could place it on their 
calendars for the entire year and then 
make certain not to schedule over it.

“Another idea is to send an email 
to all the board members with two 
or three possible meeting dates, one 
to two months ahead of time. Ask 
them to email you back with their 
first and second choices, and then 
schedule the meeting on the date 
when the most members are able to 
attend.”

—Tiffany, Illinois

“If setting the same meeting day 
each month would be too much 

‘structure’ for all the board members, 
send them a calendar for the entire 
year and ask them to note any days in 
which they would have conflicts.

“After you receive the completed 
calendars, begin selecting days on a 

master calendar and return it to all members as soon as possible so they can 
note	the	dates	in	their	planners.	Once	everyone	has	committed	to	particular	
days, only an emergency should alter the schedule.”

— L.M.S.

What’s the one place in the 
office where you have a per-
fect opportunity to connect 
with higher-ups and talk to 
them about anything from football 
to the future of the company? 
The kitchen. It never hurts to oh-
so-innocently time a visit there 
to the appearance of someone 
you want to impress or otherwise 
engage. The informality of the 
setting allows you a conversa-
tional “in” you won’t otherwise 
get, and you’re able to feel more 
like yourself rather than a timid 
underling standing in someone 
else’s office.
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Q. How can I keep filed documents from disappearing? 
“It’s my responsibility to keep the company’s archives complete. I’ve tried 
several document sign-out programs, but materials still disappear and 
never find their way back to the file. What’s the best system to use?” 

— Lora Plisskin, Santa Rosa, Calif.

Admins’ advice 
“Document sign-out systems 
hardly work in our office either. 

Here’s how we handle the ‘case of the 
missing documents’: 

“All important document origi-
nals (contracts, legal, etc.) are filed 
in one place, and only two people—
another executive assistant and I—
have access. We are the only two 
people allowed to remove originals 
and may do so only to make copies 
for others or ourselves. It’s more work 
on our end, but it’s worth the extra 
time when it comes to protecting very 
important files for which we are ulti-
mately responsible. 

“For less important files accessed 
by just a few people, you could cut a 
piece of cardboard to letter (or legal) 
size and cover it with brightly colored paper—one color for each employee 
who accesses the files—and write the employees’ names on the colored 
paper. Then place these colored boards near or inside the file cabinet. 

“When employees remove a file, they insert their ‘color board’ where the 
file was removed. That way, if anyone else looks for that file, he or she knows 
exactly whom to ask.” 

— Angie West, Dallas

“I created a policy that stated no one could go into the files but me. Any 
person wanting a file filled out a request form that I created, and I pulled 

the file myself. 

The list of reasons that people—
even good people—subcon-
sciously distort the truth for their 
own ends is a long one, and 
the only policy you should have 
toward gossip is one of complete 
and immediate dismissal, no 
matter the source. If it can’t be 
proven, always assume the story 
didn’t really happen the way it’s 
described. It’s the only way to 
get an accurate picture of your 
co-workers and the events that 
shape the office; chances are 
good you alone will possess one.
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“The policy outlined how much 
time I generally needed to fill a 
request, bearing in mind that there 
are always those ‘rush’ requests. Yes, 
it was labor-intensive for me, but it 
was worth it to keep track of ‘my’ 
files.” 

— Paula Crandall , San Diego, Calif.

 “We recently instituted The 
Paper Tiger Filing System (www.

thepapertiger.com), and I can tell 
you it works. You would have the 
database installed on your computer, 
and that gives you access to all the 

files. If someone needs a file, it is then entered into the system as ‘In Use,’ and 
once it is returned, it is entered again. 

“It’s a big job entering and numbering all the files. But once it is up and 
running, it works very well. 

“No more missing files!”
— Iris Strong

Q. What’s the easiest way to route magazines through the office?
“We receive a large number of magazines each month that are routed to the 
management team. Not all the members wish to read each magazine. What 
would be the easiest way to handle this?”

— Christa

Admins’ advice
“First, you need to determine the specific publications each individual 
wants to read. An email questionnaire could easily accomplish this. 

Afterward, prepare address labels with the name of the publication and the 
initials of the individuals interested in having that publication routed to them. 

“You can use Word to prepare an entire sheet of labels for each publica-
tion and keep them on file. Then apply the applicable label to each magazine 
and begin routing.”

— Melinda, Houston

Sure, you’ve got a hot idea, but 
only by creating a prototype of 
it, no matter how crude, can you 
both convey it in a more exciting, 
tangible way and let people know 
you’re serious enough about it to 
go the extra mile. Even drawing 
a sketch on a piece of paper will 
make any concept much more 
vivid and direct minds exactly 
where you want them to go.
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“Create a spreadsheet. (We use 
Excel.) List the names of the mag-

azines vertically and the team mem-
bers horizontally. Then put a check 
mark in the corresponding cells. 
Ideally, whoever distributes the mail 
maintains the spreadsheet. 

“We attach routing slips with 
instructions to forward to the next per-
son on the list, return to the reception-
ist for filing or discard after everyone 
on the list has seen the periodical.”

— Susan

“I have a stamp that has empty boxes on it where I write the initials of the 
people who need to see the document. I put my initials at the bottom so it’s 

returned to me. I also record the date received so I can check if it isn’t returned 
in a week or two (just in case you have a manager who likes to hoard items).”

— Shannon, Indianapolis

Q. How can I stop co-workers from  
calling out to me from their work areas? 

“My work area has a lot of background noise from printers, speakers, a 
common walk-through area and a door. The people who work in the sur-
rounding offices often call out my name or just start talking to me instead 
of coming to my work area. When I can’t hear what they’re saying because 
of the background noises, I have to stop what I’m doing and go to them. I’m 
more than willing to help any of these folks, but I find it very annoying when 
they try to talk to me in this manner. How can I change this?”

— Denise

Admins’ advice
“I ended this by picking up the phone and calling my co-worker’s exten-
sion each time he called out my name. I honestly explained that I heard 

him call for me yet couldn’t make out what he was saying because of the 
background noise. Now, rather than shouting across the hall, we call each 
other. This has prevented us from contributing to the background noise in our 

The next time you’re making 
a list of life goals, ask your-
self this: How many of the ones 
I’ve written down are simply 
holdovers from years ago, when 
I was a different person, and 
which I might actually be happier 
letting go of? Redefining success 
and happiness as you get older 
is natural—and usually the prag-
matic thing to do.
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office. It also keeps both of us close to our desks, where we can make notes or 
access information easily.”

— California

“I had a similar circumstance when I started my current position. I sent 
an email that said:

I want to assist you in any way I can, and in my effort to do 
this, I have a request. Because of the noise volume in my work 
area and the fact that some of you are around the corner from 
my desk, I am unable to hear your verbal requests. This makes 
it difficult to comply and often requires me to leave my desk 
to find you and see what it is you want. It would be helpful if 
you would email me your request in detail, approach me at my 
desk or complete a Job Request form. I assure you that I will do 
all that I can to complete your request in a timely fashion.

“This worked well for me. I can’t recall the last time someone called out to 
me to do something.”

— Genevieve, Pittsburgh

“The next time one of them yells your name, politely approach your co-
worker and say something like, ‘You know, this office is very busy and very 

noisy and it’s so hard sometimes for me to concentrate on what I’m doing. 
Could you do me a big favor? The next time you need me, could you either call 
me on the phone or come to my office?’ You don’t want to offend them, but you 
must drive the point home so they honor your request.”

— Pam Wilson

Q. How can I ensure we don’t 
run out of toner?

“I’m the administrative assistant for 
three managers, and I order all office 
supplies. Employees wait until the 
last minute to tell me that they need 
toner for their fax or printer (when 
the machine is saying that it’s low). 
Then they assume it will arrive the 
day I order it, which is never the case.

Remember that when you’re 
not at work, people really care 
about only one thing: when 
they’re going to hear back from 
you about something they need. In 
addition to telling emailers you’re 
gone, reassure them in your out-
of-office message with a general 
estimate of when you’ll respond to 
what they just sent.
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“When I started this job, I began ordering two at a time and telling the 
employees to let me know when they get to the last one. That way, they 
would be using their last one as we would be receiving a new one. They still 
cannot manage to let me know that they’re on the last one. What can I do to 
keep this from happening?”

— R.N.

Admins’ advice
“I also order two boxes of toner at a time for each employee, but I give 
the employee only one box. When they tell me that they need a box 

of toner, I already have one for them, and it lets me know to order two 
more boxes.”

— Jennifer Morehead

“We instituted a kanban system 
for toner in our office, based on 

a Japanese system in which cards 
are used on assembly lines to signal 
when parts are needed. Each printer 
has a backup toner located nearby. 
On	 the	 toner	 box	 is	 a	 kanban card 
that states the card is to be turned in 
when the backup toner is installed 
and that if the card is not turned in, a 
replacement toner won’t be available. 
The card also includes the toner type, 
order number and printer location so 
I have the info I need to obtain a replacement.

“When we instituted this system, a memo was sent to all employees  
letting them know how the system would work and emphasizing that not 
turning in the kanban card for toner reorder could result in toner being 
unavailable. 

“I had only one instance after that where a printer was without toner. The 
team that had not turned in its kanban card for a replacement quickly learned 
how to milk the maximum amount of print out of a toner until a replacement 
arrived. The resulting inconvenience was a hard lesson but one that hasn’t 
been forgotten. The incident also resulted in our creating a training session 
for all printer users on how to get the maximum usage out of a toner cartridge 
and how to clean and maintain the equipment.”

— D.B., Michigan

If you have a smartphone, 
you’ve also got a very efficient 
little voice recorder. End the 
week by pressing the record but-
ton and describing the week in 
detail without any preparation, 
then listen to the playback. Within 
a month or so, you’ll have picked 
up on several speech patterns 
you never knew you had.
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“I’m in charge of getting toner for 
a very busy health care office. I 

keep a calendar for toner by my desk. 
I write down the color, machine and 
date when I change a toner cartridge. 
Within two months, I had a good idea 
of how fast the toner needed to be 
replaced.

“I also scheduled regular inven-
tories using each printer’s Printing 
Supplies Page function (ask your IT 
staff about how to use this), which 
prints out a report telling you exactly 
how many pages are left for each 
color. This helps keep me on track as 
to when to order it without having to 
rely on my busy co-workers taking the 
time to tell me.

“If your printer doesn’t have this 
function, you could create a sticker system. Keep the toner in one location 
if possible, and every time someone wants to open a new box of toner, he or 
she has to break a sticker I put over the box seal, get the new toner out and 
put the used toner back into the box. Check the boxes periodically, and the 
broken seals will show when they’re on the last one. Taking the extra minutes 
every few days or once a week to check this will also give you an idea how fast 
it gets used.”

— K.C., Rochester, N.Y.

“I	put	a	reminder	in	my	Outlook	calendar	to	 inventory	and	order	toner	
the	last	day	of	every	month.	On	that	day,	I	send	an	email	to	everyone:

We will be placing a toner cartridge order tomorrow. Check 
your toner supply and email [names] to let us know what you 
will need by tomorrow, Tuesday, May 4, at noon. Toner is 
ordered once a month. Therefore, make sure you have enough 
toner to last you until the next order in June. If we do not hear 
from you, we will assume that your toner supply is okay and 
will not order toner for your printer. Thank you.

“I’m very firm about ordering only once a month. It saves me a lot of time 
and ensures everyone has the supplies they need.”

— Anonymous

Always try rebooting your 
computer when encountering a 
tech problem that’s stopped you 
cold—even if it doesn’t seem like 
such a simple fix could possibly 
cure what’s ailing your system. 
(“Come on, how can turning this 
thing off and on again magically 
make the fonts in this PDF appear 
correctly?”) Chances are good 
that a reboot is the first thing IT 
will recommend anyway; never 
underestimate the mysterious 
power of a reset to miraculously 
unjam the works.
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 How Do You Prepare the Office for Your Vacation?
What strategies do you use to keep the office running smoothly while you’re 
taking time off?

— Editor

 Admins’ advice 

1. “About one or two weeks prior to my vacation, I take note of my daily rou-
tine (keeping in mind those once- or twice-a-month projects). As I perform 
them, I list what someone must do in my absence and prepare anything that 
I know must and can be done ahead of time. 

“I have a notebook (created at the suggestion of Administrative Professional 
Today) that states all my duties and how to perform them. I flip through this 
as well to make sure I don’t leave out something important. I can also refer 
whoever will take up my slack to this notebook and the page of instructions 
for the task. 

“I change my voice-message greeting ahead of time, using my alternate 
greeting option, but I do not change to this option until I leave the office on 
the last day.”

— Peggy Petitfils, Redondo Beach, Calif.

2. “First, create a list of ‘personal’ resources: those who can be contacted dur-
ing your absence for specific tasks or functions of your position. Be sure to 
include this list in your ‘out of the office’ email message and a briefing in your 
voice mail message. It may be good to give a copy of the list to your manager. 

“Second, create a ‘material’ resource. This can involve a manual of your job 
functions, a resource sheet that shows where certain things can be found 
and/or a section of your desk that has items readily available for use.”

— Margaret, N.C. 

3. “Our staff members, known as the Magnificent Seven, each maintain an 
updated procedural manual specific to their positions. This is especially 
handy in case of an emergency absence. 

“We keep a server folder that is shared within our clerical team to keep logs 
and reference documents. 
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Q. Any tips on how to prepare for office relocation?
“I’m the assistant to about 10 staff members. Our staff will increase to 20 
people when the office moves to a new location in a couple of months. In 
preparation for the move, I’ve thought of things such as notifying utilities and  
vendors of the address change, and I’ve been cleaning and shredding to get 
rid of junk. There must be many things I haven’t thought of yet to ease this 
move, and I would welcome any tips.”

— Anonymous

Admins’ advice
“Start with the end in mind. Think of everything a person would need 
to continue (or start) doing his or her job in the new location. Just 

look around your current work area, see everything that’s in use and make 
a list.

“Next, determine how long it’s going to take to set up those things in the new 
location and build a timeline, working backward from the move-in date. Share 

“Each clerical person has a primary backup. Before leaving on vacation, the 
primary backup receives last-minute updates and any necessary passwords 
and/or instructions, phones are forwarded, and an ‘out of the office’ message is 
posted for incoming email so outsiders know when our team member will return 
from vacation and whom to contact if they require immediate assistance.”

— Marcia Griswold, Oroville, Calif.

4. “First, I will make every attempt not to schedule my vacation on a day pay-
roll needs to be done, or any other day that a major task needs to be done. 
Also, I will accomplish early, if necessary, certain tasks that would come up 
when I’m on vacation. 

“For tasks that need to be done while I’m gone, I will prepare a procedure list 
and go over it with the person who will perform the task in my absence. 

“I will check all office supplies before I leave and leave phone numbers for 
supply vendors with another person in the office, just in case.”

— Cindy Vines, Newport Beach, Calif.
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this list and timeline with everyone 
to ensure that you haven’t left some-
thing off. Then you can track progress 
toward completing all the necessary 
steps.

“Around here, the most impor-
tant tools are the phone and the 
computer. You’ll have a challenge 
going from 10 to 20 phone lines and 
testing to ensure that all the num-
bers and voice mail functions work. 
Similarly, installing and network-
ing 20 computers in the new loca-
tion when there used to be only  
10 users on the network can be quite 
daunting. Each person should be able 
to walk in and see that his or her 
phone and computer are up and running. And don’t forget the fax machines 
and printers.

“Have a staff of IT experts on hand to troubleshoot the last-minute prob-
lems of reconnecting. Also, require everyone to back up his or her files from 
the hard drive before uninstalling the computers.

“Coordinating the relocation of everyone’s ‘stuff’ can be tricky. In past 
moves, we have assigned everyone a ‘location code’ in the new building. Each 
person packs his or her boxes and labels them with the code and uses stickers 
with the code on everything else. Make sure that your colleagues know that 
they should hand-carry their most prized breakables.

“To avoid lost time, have a crew assigned to set up other conveniences that 
you routinely use, such as coffee stations and supply rooms. Be sure that there 
are extra power strips around because there’s always a shortage of electrical 
outlets. (Be careful not to violate the fire codes.)

“Your new location will probably have a different security system. Be ready 
with the entry badges or keys that everyone will need. If you have individual 
offices, you’ll need keys ready for them, too. And, if any other tenant used this 
office space before you, change all the locks.

“Finally, put something that conveys a welcome message on everyone’s 
desk. This small touch will help ease the stress and inevitable griping about 
the inconveniences of moving.”

— Bernie, San Diego

While it’s great to do some 
serious dusting once in a 
while, there’s one area of your 
office that probably needs a 
cleaning more than any other: 
your computer network. It doesn’t 
take long for it to become a clut-
tered maze of superfluous and 
forgotten folders, subfolders and 
useless files. Set aside a day for 
everyone on the team to go on 
a junk hunt and delete every-
thing which is cluttering up your 
intranet.
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“When my office relocated a few 
years ago, we advised everyone to 

mark his or her boxes, chairs, phones, 
file cabinets, PCs, etc. with his or her 
name and new desk location. Each 
box was marked by number and total 
(example: 1 of 5); that way, we knew 
if everyone received all of his or her 
boxes. This system also made it easier 
for the moving company.

“My desktop/LAN/telecommuni-
cations departments were on hand to 
hook up equipment as soon as it was 
put on desks. These departments also 
were responsible for ensuring we had 
enough wiring there, installed and 
available.

“As one of the move coordinators, I was at the old location to make sure 
that everything was boxed, labeled and ready to go when the movers came to 
load up the office. I then went to the new location with a floor plan and had 
signs up to show the numbers of the workstations.”

— Judy, St. Louis

“If your company is hiring a professional moving firm, it will have tons 
of information about what to do. It also will provide colored labels (dif-

ferent colors for each area), boxes and checklists. The person in charge of 
arranging the move should have a contact name and phone number at the 
moving company; call and ask for help.

“If your company is not hiring professionals, walk around your office with 
a pad of paper and look at everything. As you do this, you’ll think of things 
that	 need	 to	 be	handled.	 (‘Oh,	 look,	 the	 coffeepot.	 I’ll	 need	 to	 call	 the	 cof-
fee service and change our delivery address.’) Write them down and make 
a checklist. Also, look through your accounts payable records. The vendors 
you write checks to will have to be notified of the move, and it will also make  
you think of things that need to be done.”

— Janet Shannon

“We moved a medical facility of 60 employees last April, and we closed 
only Friday through Sunday.

Try this if you want to sharpen 
your editing skills, think out-
side the box, and maybe have 
a little fun: Take a news story 
off the Internet and go through 
it with a red pen until you’ve 
deleted every single word that 
isn’t absolutely necessary to 
express that information. Being 
as unforgiving as possible with 
the text is a good way to teach 
yourself how to slim down your 
own writing.
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“The most helpful thing was that our inventory supply manager gave each 
department what it would need to last about a week, including forms and 
pens. Then they packed these items and labeled the box with their depart-
ment’s name on it. We marked what was high-priority on the labels.

“On	 Friday	 everyone	 packed,	 and	 Saturday	 they	 unpacked	 high-priority	
boxes first and had their current work and enough supplies to get them 
through the few days of unpacking.”

— Jocelyn, Massachusetts

Q. How can I track travelers’ preferences?
“I’m looking for a form that would provide employees’ travel ‘profiles,’ 
such as whether they need smoking or nonsmoking rooms, prefer aisle 
or window seating on airplanes, which airport they prefer flying out 
of, any special  eating requests, etc. I would like to keep this information 
on file so I don’t need to ask the same questions every time someone 
 travels.”

— Anonymous

Admins’ advice
Luann Poch, Hasbrouck Heights, 
N.J., sent a travel profile that her 

organization gives to its travel agent. 
“The Excel form is generic enough 
to allow users to replace information 
with whatever they need to keep on 
hand,” she said. (See sample Travel 
Profile, page 41.)

“I keep a file folder for each indi-
vidual with a Travel Preferences 

form. Because the form lists credit card 
numbers and other confidential infor-
mation about the individual, I keep the 
folders in a file drawer out of sight of the general staff and public. This helps 
keep travelers’ information safe and secure.”

— J. Meyer, Moscow, Idaho

You’ve landed a sit-down with 
the company you’re interested 
in—now don’t create the impres-
sion that you need help figuring 
things out by asking for direc-
tions to the building. That’s why 
we have the Internet. Assure 
your interviewer that you’ll be 
able to find the site with no prob-
lem and leave it at that.
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Sandy Smithers, Sacramento, Calif., sent a Travel Confirmation Form. 
“After all the arrangements have been made, the form is completed with 

con  firmation numbers and the itinerary, and then handed to the employee,” 
she	said.	“Our	travelers	prefer	this	form	over	any	other	copies	or	confirmation 
sheets because everything is on one page.” (See sample Travel Con firmation 
Form, page 42.)

Q. How do I keep the holiday party 
from stumbling out of the gate?

“Every year our boss wants our admin team to host some sort of game 
at our holiday party before it really gets going, and every year people 
 suffer through it for 20 minutes when all they really want to do is eat and 
chat. You can sense their boredom; these are just not ‘activity’ folks. Can 
anyone help with a suggestion for something that might actually intrigue 
people?” 

— Susanne, Customer Care Representative

Admins’ advice
“We had to do the same for our holiday parties. The games that were a 
hit were 1) puzzle teams, where small groups had to be the first to solve 

a tabletop puzzle (the puzzles that change pictures are more challenging), 2) 
Wii games, 3) putting a golf ball into a designated hole, and 4) guessing games 
(ours was about company history—founders’ names, incorporation date, 
who’s who). We usually have prizes for the winning teams such as lottery tick-
ets, gift cards in small denominations and small wrapped gifts.” 

— Anita

“It takes a bit of planning ahead, but we did a bingo game one year with 
personal facts about different people: someone who has parachuted, 

climbed a mountain, plays a guitar, has more than three grandchildren, etc. 
It really got people talking to each other. Lots of fun and a great way to get to 
know each other.”

— Susie 

“One	year,	I	made	up	a	huge	(and	I	mean	HUGE!)	Jeopardy	game	board	
and tacked it to the wall. I went online to find actual Jeopardy categories 
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TRAVEL CONFIRMATION FORM
Flight, Hotel, and/or Automobile Reservations

GENERAL INFORMATION
Name Travel Contact
Date
Charge To
Profile On File       Yes No   Credit Card On File Yes   No

Special Comments:

AIRLINE
 Date Day Depart From To Arrive    Flight
   Time   Time    Number

 Confirmation #:

 Date Day Depart From To Arrive    Flight
   Time   Time    Number

Special Comments:

AUTOMOBILE
Dates Needed      Pick-Up                      Return Compact Full Size   
               Rental Company         Model
Confirmation #:   
Special Comments:

HOTEL
Check-In Check-Out                     Late               Yes             No  
   Date Date Check-In/Out?

Hotel   Name 
  Address 
  Phone
Confirmation # Room and Tax         Room & Tax Paid 
  Already Paid         by Employee & Expensed

Special Comments:

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION
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and answers and typed and printed 
each on 8.5” x 11” paper (so they 
could be easily seen and read ... my 
printing stinks!). I taped the dollar 
amounts on separate sheets to cover 
the questions. Everyone divided into 
teams, and the team with the most 
money at the end of the game won a 
prize. It was a lot of work to create but 
everyone really enjoyed it. I think they 
also liked the fact that it was hand-
made especially for them, and the size 
of the board was hilarious!”

—  Trisha

“I think it would be much bet-
ter to do a more low-key ‘eat 

and chat’ event that everyone enjoys, 
rather than some forced holiday 
merriment. We started doing mini- 
surveys several years ago, asking our 
staff what types of activities they were interested in for employee events. We 
found out what they didn’t like (the formal, dress-up dinners with lots of bor-
ing speeches) and got lots of great suggestions about what they would like to 
do (like group outings to a baseball game)! We discontinued the unpopular 
events and started doing things that most people seem to enjoy. So why not 
ask your employees for ideas? But realize that if an overwhelming majority 
say they don’t want an activity at the party, you probably want to honor their 
feedback.” 

— Lisa

Q. What should I stock in a reserve of inexpensive rewards?
“My boss had the good idea to start a drawer filled with doodads that he 
can pass out to employees whenever he wants to reward them with a little 
something. These people are generally admins, both male and female. I’m 
looking for suggestions as to what sort of $5-$10 items I can buy that will 
give pretty much anyone a lift.” 

— Ray, Customer Response Specialist 

Sending an electronic thank-
you note is never quite as 
classy as a paper note or 
card, but there’s one way to 
make your gratitude stand out: 
Create a memorable subject line 
that’ll pop up impressively in their 
inbox. Instead of just “Thank you 
for your gift” or “We appreciate 
you going the extra mile,” which 
sound computer-generated, try 
something like “Wow, did we 
dream that project or did you 
actually make it happen?” or 
“Help, we can’t stop telling our 
friends about what was in that 
box!”



44   BuSineSS ManageMent DailY

Admins’ advice
“Employees or managers can recommend that someone receive a hand-
written note card signed by each of the managers (a note—not just their 

name), and we write in the card why they are being recognized. There’s also 
a small slip of paper in the card that lists available $5 gift cards. It’s their pick. 
Some people love Dairy Queen while others are coffee drinkers and want that 
Starbucks card. Then again, diet-watchers may prefer WalMart, etc. Why not 
give them something they really want and can use?”

— Claudia

“I’ve found that people enjoy the little solar-powered dancing flowers, 
turkeys, hula girls, etc. It just brings a little smile to faces to see them 

dancing in the windows or on desks. Fluorescent light activates them as well. 
You typically find them at dollar stores.” 

— Kathy

“We’ve adopted a program where employees can award one another 
points for anything they witness that is ‘above and beyond’ the norm. 

These points can be used to purchase 
items from a gift catalog. They can be 
banked if employees have their eye on 
something that takes more points to 
purchase. We now also award points 
on anniversaries, etc. That way each 
person can get what they want, when 
they want it as long as they have 
points in their account. We’ve gotten 
great feedback on this.”

— Cindy

“If you are unable to purchase 
gift cards/gift certificates like we 

are, as they are considered a mon-
etary gift and not allowable (weird, I 

know), you could get some neat sticky notes or sticky note holders, bags of 
coffee or boxes of tea with a fun coffee/tea cup, colorful notebooks and pens, 
a bag/box of cookies or other snacks (maybe nuts for the health-conscious, or 
dried fruit). For most people it’s the thought more than the actual gift.”

— Lynn

It’s amazing just how often 
you wind up needing a good 
old-fashioned wooden ruler 
to measure little things here and 
there. No tech wizardry has yet 
replaced it, and it’s as cheap as 
can be. Make sure you have sev-
eral on hand for the staff. It’s the 
type of item nobody thinks they 
need until they find themselves 
wandering down the hallway 
pleading for one.
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“The company I work for formed a committee to make employees aware 
of and to promote our vision and mission. The committee created a rec-

ognition packet complete with our logo, instructions and examples of how 
to recognize an employee. It may seem a little formal, but it makes it easy for 
the managers and supervisors and 
we found that most employees are 
pleased to receive a personal touch. 
So the packet includes a blank ‘Thank 
You’ card that can be used to give 
the employee a handwritten message, 
thanking them for going above and 
beyond, and pointing out one or sev-
eral of our core values that they exem-
plified. The employee is directed to 
contact the committee to be given 
a trinket of their choice. The trin-
kets include small items like cups, 
water bottles, lanyards, rally towels, 
key rings, etc. If an employee is rec-
ognized often and has received all 
of the smaller items we offer, then 
they are given a t-shirt with the com-
mittee logo/mascot for being a ‘fre-
quent flyer.’ It’s kind of a status thing! 
The local sandwich shops give us dis-
counts on quantities of gift cards and we’ve also used gas cards, WalMart/
Lowe’s/Home Depot gift cards, and sometimes sporting goods gift cards. It’s 
always nice to be able to save up for a larger purchase. Be sure to watch for 
expiration dates though.” 

— Julie

Q. How I make sure my emails are reflecting the real me?
“For the last chapter of our company’s style guide, I was asked to compile 
tips on how to write emails that stay true to your personality. My boss 
wanted these in there because he said he was amazed at how rude, hostile, 
impatient or uneducated so many otherwise smart people seemed in emails 
without realizing they were coming off so poorly. I’d love to hear some fixes 
for those who accidentally become totally different when writing them.” 

— Nan, Admin Team Lead

What’s one thing many people 
do without knowing it, yet 
causes people to immediately 
lose a little confidence in 
them? Sighing. More specifi-
cally, those heavy “Oh man, here 
we go again” or “I can’t believe 
this is happening to me” sighs 
that really say, “I consider myself 
halfway to defeat.” Try to catch 
yourself in one before it comes 
out, and remind yourself that your 
visceral reaction to a bad moment 
or tough challenge reveals a lot 
to people about how well you’re 
emotionally equipped to face it.
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Admins’ advice
“Keep the tone friendly by writ-
ing the way that you speak. If you 

wouldn’t say it, don’t write it. Avoid 
overuse of all caps. It comes across as 
 shouting.“

— Karen

“My only tip is to wait before 
sending an email. I will admit 

I have typed emails that originally 
could be read as being rude, hos-
tile and/or impatient. Now what I do 
when I realize I am angry about the 
situation is to leave the email in the 
drafts folder, and go back a few hours 
later and adjust it. By then I have 

calmed down, and the email sticks to the point rather than going into lecture 
mode on how I think the situation should/could be.“

— Mark

“1. Put a brief subject in the subject line.

2. In the body of the email, stick to the point. Don’t ramble.

3. Use punctuation.

4. Don’t use all caps. It looks like you’re shouting.

5. Say ‘Thank you’ when replying to someone who has helped you.

6. Use spell check. Words that aren’t spelled correctly make it appear 
like you don’t care what type of impression you’re making.

7. Read the email back to yourself before sending. Make sure it makes 
sense.“

— Melissa S.  

    
“I’ve read some great articles on email tips. Here are my favorites.
   “Sub  ject: Put what the request or action is in the subject line, i.e. Request 

to schedule a meeting, Response needed on strategy meeting, or information 
only—‘Update on data mobilization project.’  

Did you just spill soda or cof-
fee on your keyboard? Running 
a paper towel frantically over 
the keys right away makes it feel 
like you’re doing something con-
structive, but the best maneu-
ver is to quickly flip it over and 
just let the liquid drain. If that 
keyboard is part of your laptop, 
there’s something you need to do 
even before that: Unplug it and 
get the battery out of there, fol-
lowed by whatever peripherals 
are plugged in.
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   “The A-B-C Email Quality Tool™—Make sure your email subject line is 
brief and specific, write a brief, warm greeting and use the A-B-C method to 
split the email body into three sections—Action (summarizing the purpose), 
Background (presenting the key points), and Close (clarifying the next steps).“ 

— Melodie

“Since everyone is busy, it is good practice to write in clear, concise 
sentences so that the message is clear. Using bullet points is also a good 

way to clarify an email. I tend to be too ‘wordy’ and will reread my email and 
delete the unnecessary portions.“ 

— Kim

“It seems strange, but when you write a short sentence in reply to an 
email and don’t end it with a period or question mark, it comes off as 

rude somehow, as if your time is so precious you can’t even be bothered to 
finish your thought. The other thing to be careful about is writing that you 
don’t know the answer to a question, and then not following it up with ‘I’ll 
find out’ or at least ‘I’m not sure who to ask about that.’ Just saying you don’t 
know in an email and ending the conversation tells me that you’ve given up 
and don’t want any more to do with it.“ 

— Tom

Q. How do I run an effective office charity drive?
“The last few times that our company Fun Club has tried to help a charity 
through a canned food drive or toy collection, the response rate from our 
co-workers has been embarrassingly low. What’s the best way to get the 
office interested in making these count?” 

— Kate, Receptionist

Admins’ advice
“One	company	I	worked	for	assigned	different	can	sculptures	like	boats,	
R2D2, palm trees and other designs. We collected the cans, created the 

sculptures, and each design was judged. The winning teams were featured 
in the company newsletter and got jeans days or special prizes. All volun-
teers got special t-shirts that stated they were a volunteer for the company. 
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Volunteering in any capacity was highly encouraged; you were not penal-
ized for taking time off to volunteer (they actually gave a couple of days to 
use exclusively for volunteering) and at the end of the year great prizes were 
awarded to the top volunteers. There was even a website available to log all 
your time and track which groups you’d helped over the year.”

— Karen

“We had a contest among the departments for our local food drive. Various 
foods had certain point values (depending on the needs in the commu-

nity). You could also put ‘sabotage’ 
foods in other departments’ boxes 
to subtract points from their totals. 
Everyone was very secretive about 
what they brought and often waited 
until the last few minutes of each day 
to make their donations. With this 
particular format, we far exceeded 
any dreams we had for our annual 
food drive. The winning department 
got bragging rights—that’s all the 
incentive they needed. We did post 
department totals daily—and even 
had some departments in the nega-
tive due to the sabotage items. It was 
great!” 

— Treva

“A company I worked for previously was able to reach charity goals by 
having one of the execs promise to do something funny if we reached X 

number	of	cans	or	X	amount	of	money.	One	year	 the	president	of	 the	com-
pany shaved his head for reaching our charity goal.” 

— Rachel

Faced with an unpleasant task 
at work tomorrow? Try this: 
Show up at the office just early 
enough to knock it out before the 
workday officially begins, when 
all is quiet and pressure is at its 
lowest. Getting past an oner-
ous duty by the time you’re even 
officially responsible for starting 
your shift is a fine feeling and 
makes the entire day seem like a 
breeze.



Chapter 4

Tap Technology to Lighten Your Load

Q. How can I better manage high-volume email for executives?
“Please share some ideas on managing inboxes with high volumes of email 
for executives who are out of the office frequently. I have some ideas in place, 
but I don’t want to create extra paper by printing messages to read, follow  
up, etc.

“Most of the email is informative but also needs responses. I want to 
acknowledge email quickly for the senders, but at the same time I need  
to read, review and sort them for the VP until his return.”

— D. Miller

Admins’ advice
“Create a folder in the inbox for each VIP. Under those, create subfolders 
labeled ‘FYI’ (you can just brief them on contents, or they can choose to 

read the messages), ‘Action Needed’ (they must read and react) and ‘Action 
Taken’ (drag email you’ve answered for them here).”

— E. Llorens, Puerto Rico

“I created several mail folders. As messages arrive, I file them under the 
correct	 folder.	One	mail	 folder	 is	 ‘Urgent,’	 and	 the	 executive	 knows	 to	

answer those right away. 
“I also have folders such as ‘Infor  mation on Payroll,’ ‘Infor  ma  tion on 

Corporation Changes’ and ‘Infor  ma  tion on Personnel Changes.’ I labeled 
other folders ‘Presi  dent,’ ‘Budget,’ ‘Sales,’ etc. The executive can refer to the 
informational folders when he or she needs answers and can browse through 
the others as time permits.”

— Linda S., Clearwater, Fla.

“My manager has used the ‘rules’ in our email program to move mes-
sages into appropriate folders. However, he has many messages and not 

enough rules. I act as another rule maker, constantly checking his inbox and 
moving email to folders.

49
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“My manager also travels frequently and even when he’s on site has no 
time to keep up with email. I accept meeting invitations, only bringing prob-
lems to his attention. When an email requires action and/or is urgent, I print 
it and place it in a red folder on his desk—or even on his chair to catch his 
attention. He can take these with him to another meeting, jot down actions 
and leave them with me to reply.”

— S. Hogan

“I’m the secretary for the chairwoman of a university department. In her 
email inbox I created five folders:

•	 1.1 Urgent (email that must be addressed that day).

•	 1.2 Follow Up (email that requires action but not immediately).

•	 1.3 FYI (email that contains internal university information that she 
should be aware of but doesn’t have to act on or respond to).

•	 1.4 Readings (email containing articles or information relevant to 
her expertise).

•	 1.5 Stuff (email I could consider ‘junk’: e.g., travel deals, jokes from 
friends, etc. that she may be interested in).

“I number the folders this way because it puts them at the top of her fold-
ers list and I don’t have to scroll through numerous folders to find where to 
place an email.

“When she’s out of town, she can see that her mail has been sorted, as the 
inbox is empty, and handle it accord-
ingly. If there’s an email I can answer, 
I do so and make sure the recipient 
knows I’m answering on my boss’s 
behalf. I then ‘cc’ my boss on that 
email, and when it shows up in her 
inbox, I file it accordingly.”

— Nancy, Kennesaw, Ga.

“If	 you’re	 using	 Outlook,	 assign	
a different color for each sender 

and sort accordingly. If informa-
tive email typically comes from one 
source, you don’t need to respond. 
For email that requires acknowledg-
ment, create a pat response such as, 

If you don’t know too many 
people at work but would like 
to, here’s a way to make them 
come to you: Festoon your desk 
and cubicle walls with evidence 
of your hobbies and personal 
interests. The more specific your 
displays, the more likely some-
one will stop by in passing to 
chat you up about them. People 
respond quickly and enthusiasti-
cally to signs that others share 
their passions.
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‘Your message has been received and 
will be reviewed and addressed upon 
the return of the VP.’ 

“That should free time for you to 
read, follow up and address items that 
require immediate attention.”

— Nyree Amedee, Denver

“My boss is frequently out of town 
for meetings, so he set ‘permis-

sions’	 in	 his	Outlook	 so	 I	 can	 access	
his email. We talked about what I 
could delete right away (unimportant 
messages and junk mail, for exam-
ple). I move any action items into an ‘Action’ folder. I handle some action 
items (general information to his staff) for him. Since we keep in contact 
when he is out of town, I alert him to urgent messages or those that need to be  
routed. Mail marked ‘Personal and Confidential’ goes into a special folder I 
can’t read.”

— Mary Crunk, Fresno, Calif.

“Here are some ways I manage email:

•	 When I see a chain of related email, I make sure the last one has the 
entire chain and then delete the rest. The last one is the only one that 
really counts. 

•	 I delete email when the sender has chosen ‘Reply to All’ to say some-
thing like ‘Thanks’ or ‘I’m free at 11 on Tuesday.’ My exec doesn’t 
need to be bothered with email that usually applies only to the origi-
nator of the message. 

•	 If I reply to an email from his inbox, I include the history so he can 
see what I’ve replied to, copy him and delete the original so he won’t 
reply to it a second time. 

•	 I created a folder for daily bulletins and newsletters that aren’t critical. 
When he’s away, I dump them all there for him to read at his leisure. 

•	 When he calls me while traveling, I scan his email for important 
messages. Sometimes he dictates a reply on the phone or gives me 
other direction for a response.”

— Pat Sackett

We’ve all gotten that email: 
“Does anyone happen to 
have a spare phone charger 
handy?” Get ready to see it a 
lot more often in the coming era. 
Think about ordering a few char-
gers for the office and keeping 
them on hand for the most popu-
lar cellphone (and perhaps tablet 
computer) types.
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Q. How can I keep track of multiple versions of a document?
“I often type up handwritten reports for my boss. Frequently, he doesn’t 
indicate what the title is, but I usually do a good job of gleaning what it 
should be from the content and my knowledge of the project.

“After typing, the document goes back and forth between us (and some-
times others) for revisions. The problem arises when three, six or nine 
months later he asks for a copy of the document. I often have problems 
locating the very last version. I usually name each successive revision 
v1, v2, v3, etc., but often, before the final version is distributed, the name 
is revised slightly or changed. Frequently, I’m unsure when the revised 
report I send him will be the last version. Sometimes, after I send it to him 
electronically, he makes additional changes before sending it out (usually 
without changing the file name).

“My boss always remembers the subtle differences among versions, and 
this one area has repeatedly caused both of us frustration. Often the dif-
ferences are very minor, just a word changed or added or a comma added 
deep in a five- or six-page report. Sometimes, one of the numbers in a table 
or spreadsheet inserted into the document has been changed. These are 
nearly impossible for me to detect, especially months later.

“Does anyone have any suggestions for how I might monitor/track/ orga-
nize documents through the endless revisions (including name changes) so 
that I can quickly retrieve the most recently revised version?”

— San Diego

Admins’ advice
“The real problem here is with the file name change. What if you indicated 
to all those working on the document that you would rather not change 

the file name until the final copy is ready? Another good practice would be to 
always ask the document creator what he or she would like it to be named.”

— Patty Buckner, North Bay, Ontario

“I always use a date system for keeping track of various versions (Albany 
NSI Roster-20040426.doc). By keeping the date in this format (20040426), 

it’s easy to locate my latest version.
“Another way is to open Windows Explorer, and from the menu bar, select 

Views, then Details. This will give you a list of documents alphabetically, then 
by date/time.”

— Rhonda Parker, Albany, N.Y.
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“Since our office deals with legal 
property agreements, we have 

many versions of each document. I 
manage multiple versions with dates 
and actions. Instead of relying on 
remembering that version four was 
the one I sent to the lawyer, I keep 
the root of the title the same: ‘XYZ 
soft soil SRW agreement 2004-01-14 
to lawyer.’ When the lawyer sends me 
his or her changes, I name it ‘XYZ soft 
soil SRW agreement 2004-01-15 law-
yer changes.’

“Also, let your boss know that it’s 
important for you to receive all ver-
sions. Present your request in such 
a way that the boss realizes it will 
save him or her time and frustration. 
A manager is much more likely to 
change habits when he or she sees 
personal benefits.

“We now have an electronic rec -
ords management system, which  
tracks all versions and lets us include 
comments on those versions and retain them indefinitely. It also makes docu-
ment sharing much easier. You and your boss would work off the same docu-
ment so all changes (including your boss’s) would be reflected in the original 
document.”

— Karen, Vancouver, British Columbia

“Assuming that you’re using Microsoft Word, I would do a few things:

“A. Save versions. Go to File, Versions. You can save multiple versions of 
one document under the same name, allowing you to go to a previous version 
as well as track who saved the last one.

“Be sure to check the box ‘Automatically save a version on close’ so it won’t 
matter that the boss doesn’t rename the document. You can add notes about 
the changes to that version so when he asks ‘months later,’ it’ll be right at 
your fingertips. If your boss is open to the idea, you can show him how to add 
his own comments to the version because you won’t be able to change them 
later. I know it might seem like a long shot. (If he won’t change the name of 

Didn’t get that dream job you 
were hoping for? Sure, spend 
an hour or so moping, but then 
remind yourself that you really 
only had a sliver of the whole 
picture of what you might have 
been getting into. No one told 
you at the interview about how 
the people really work together 
there, what the boss is truly like, 
whether there’s a morale prob-
lem, an office politics mess, the 
company’s in trouble, or the job 
isn’t quite as they described it. If 
you’re a happy person and good 
worker, you’ll bring happiness 
and opportunity with you wher-
ever you wind up next; the mold 
doesn’t have to be perfect when 
you arrive.
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a document, why would he add com-
ments to one?) You may be surprised. 
Showing the boss your system may 
make him understand the need for his 
assistance or at least his understand-
ing when he doesn’t follow the rules.

“B. Avoid sending documents via 
email. Instead, save them to a com-
mon drive on your network. Tell the 
boss where he can retrieve the docu-
ment. You could put a shortcut to the 
folder on his desktop. If he chooses to 
make changes to the document and 
sends it out, you’ll have the changes 
that he made.

“C. Track changes. Go to Tools, then Track Changes. Click on Highlight 
Changes. Click on Track Changes While Editing. If you want the changes to 
appear on the screen or the printed document, click Highlight Changes on 
Screen or Highlight Changes in Printed Document. Word will track the changes 
even if these options are turned off, and it’ll continue to track the changes until 
they’re accepted or rejected. If you don’t want to see the changes while they’re 
being made, simply turn off the Highlight Changes on Screen.

“You can review the changes by going to Tools, Track Changes, Accept or 
Reject Changes. This will take you through all the changes that have been made 
to the document. Regardless of whether you accept the changes or not, as long 
as the Highlight Changes in Printed Document is off, your document will print 
just like a normal document.”

— Tonya Oliver, Miami

“If only the final version of the document is necessary, the simplest solu-
tion would be to destroy or delete each version as it’s revised.

“If, however, you must keep this chain of revisions intact, create a folder 
with the document name, and save each version inside this folder. To differ-
entiate the various versions, either include the date in the document name or 
insert the revision date in a footer.

“If you’re doing this in Word, under the View menu, select Header and 
Footer. Toggle your position to the document footer, and simply enter the 
date. If you’re saving the documents as paper copies only, you can select  
the option to insert the date and time the document was printed, giving you 

Are you someone who’s 
always asking, “Hey, can you 
use this; I hate to throw it 
out”? The effort of finding homes 
for barely useful items just cre-
ates more steps on our to-do lists 
and more junk that others will 
soon be weighed down by as well. 
If no one’s actively pursuing an 
item you don’t want, buy yourself 
some time and freedom by dispos-
ing of it fast and not looking back.
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an accurate way of tracking your versions. (You can also check the final edit 
date of a document by right-clicking on the unopened document and looking 
at the date in the document properties.)”

— Andrea Paxson

Q. How can I resign as the unofficial computer expert?
“I don’t want to be the office computer expert for the nonprofit organiza-
tion where I work. I’m tired of helping people who don’t have computer 
skills. This is a small office, and none of the people asking for help is in my 
department or in any way associated with what I do.

“Most of the time the questions aren’t related to work. They want me 
to show them how to download pictures of their grandchild from an email 
or how to rotate an image. They also want me to show them the advanced 
features of Word, such as mail merge.

“I’ve paid my own money to take computer classes. I also obtained 
an office automation certificate while I was unemployed. I buy books on  
computer topics and read several magazines. These people don’t do any of 
these things.

“Since I won’t share my computer skills, they’ve tried a slowdown. If I 
need something, they delay or try to ignore my request. What should I do?”

— Anonymous

Admins’ advice
“I have a degree in computer science and have run into the same type 
of situation. People even call me at work asking questions not related to 

their jobs.
“When my co-workers started slowing down on the tasks assigned to them 

and it was impeding my work, I asked management to address my co-work-
ers’ progress. In the weekly meeting, management simply stated: ‘We have 
noticed work productivity on [such-and-such project] was slower than usual. 
Did anything hinder the project in any way?’ They did this in three meetings. 
The co-workers began to work back at their usual pace because they felt they 
were angering management.

“One	day	at	the	lunch	counter,	I	also	made	a	joke	that	if	somebody	would	
buy me lunch, I would show them a few basic computer skills on the next 
lunch break. It helped me because I felt I was getting paid for my knowledge 
and if they were serious, they bought me a sandwich or something.”

— Tennessee
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“Instead of taking offense, be glad that they look to you for help. Why not 
offer to help but with the condition that they make notes so that they can 

help themselves the next time? You also might set aside a certain time during 
the week to help those people.

“The fact that you’re noticing a ‘slowdown’ indicates that you’ve hurt their 
feelings. If you really don’t want to help, be upfront with the people and let 
them know what you told us. As always, communication is a key to success.”

— Jodi. Langhorne, Pa.

“Most of us who have extensive computer training or knowledge have the 
same problem. Explain to your co-workers that it’s not that you’re unwill-

ing to assist them, but you’re on the job and being paid by your employer to 
work during work hours. Hence, you just don’t have time to assist them with 
items not related to work.

“Politely direct their attention to a website with possible information, sug-
gest they use the Help button for the program they’re working in or let them 
know you have written information you would be glad to share that may help 
them figure out how to accomplish their tasks.”

— Anonymous

“I’m surprised that someone who 
has learned a great deal about 

computer programs isn’t willing to 
share that knowledge with others. 
Many people need to know only part 
of a program, such as mail merge, 
and it takes only a few moments to 
demonstrate this feature. I find myself 
doing this all the time with no regrets.

“If you’re receiving many of the 
same requests, suggest to your super-
visor that you lead a class for co-work-
ers. Many companies offer incentives 
to peer education leaders.

“I believe it is a privilege and an 
obligation to share knowledge with 
others—even occasional requests 
unrelated to work. You may find that 

Laughter and good humor are 
terrific for morale, but there 
are ways to make people laugh 
at work that aren’t helpful. Cyni -
cism never gives others any kind 
of boost; instead it gradually 
dampens spirits and makes peo-
ple less likely to confide in you. 
The next time you make a cut-
ting remark—even a pretty darn 
funny one—make sure it doesn’t 
come out sounding like you sim-
ply don’t understand something 
fully, so you’ve just decided to be 
bitter about it.
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you, too, can learn a lot by sharing your skills; especially rewarding are leader-
ship, service to others and  personal growth. I hope you find the rewards that 
come with being willing to share your knowledge in helping  others.”

— Englewood, Colo.

“Most companies have policies about the use of computers for non-busi-
ness issues. Your employer owns the hardware and the software and can 

specify how it’s to be used. You shouldn’t be helping anybody with nonbusi-
ness use, and if your problem persists, you should talk to your boss or to your 
personnel department.

“You shouldn’t allow co-workers to engage in a ‘slowdown’ or ignore your 
requests; this could affect your chances for a generous raise or promotion. As 
a compromise, you could direct your co-workers to books or websites where 
they could learn how to download photos, etc. and tell them that your own 
job	comes	first.	Or,	if	you	want	to	do	it	all	the	time,	have	your	company	create	
a position for you as computer guru with higher pay.”

— Anonymous



Chapter 5

Work Well With Everyone

Q. How can I politely remain private?
“How do you handle office gossipers who want to know everything you do 
whenever you’re not at the office? I can’t take a vacation day without my 
supervisor and another person on our team asking a ton of questions about 
what I’ll be doing. Even if I take sick leave, I get questions about whether 
I’m OK, etc. What’s a polite way to say, ‘It’s none of your business,’ without 
being labeled a ‘private person’?” 

— Anonymous

Admins’ advice
“When asked about my personal business, I simply ask the person why he 
or she wants to know. When and if they state their reason, I tell them it’s 

of a personal nature and I’d rather not discuss it with them.” 
— Anonymous

“Personally, I don’t see anything wrong with being labeled a ‘private per-
son.’	One	response	could	be,	‘Oh,	those	things	we	all	do	when	we	have	a	

break from the office,’ and then move the topic back to the questioner: ‘What 
happened at the office while I was gone?’ As for being off on sick time, how 
about something like: ‘Thanks for your concern. It’s nothing worth talking 
about. What happened here while I was gone?’ My theory is, if you deflect the 
question back to the gossiper, he or she will gossip about the office and forget 
about your absence.” 

— Linda Stroh, Albany, Ohio

“Unfortunately, there’s always someone who feels it’s his or her duty or 
right	to	know	what	everyone	is	doing	every	minute	of	the	day.	Once	you	

divulge information, people then feel it’s your duty to tell them all the time. 
“I’ve found that if I smile and say (in a joking manner), ‘I’m sorry, 

that information is strictly on a need-to-know basis,’ most of the time 
they’ll laugh and go about their own business. If you do this often enough,  
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they’ll eventually get the implied mes-
sage. 

“With the ones who won’t give up, 
I’ve kindly let them know that I don’t 
wish to discuss my personal business. 
Yes, the people may feel slighted, but 
if you don’t tell them the details of 
your private time, they’ll decide to 
find a new target. 

“You have to decide what you want: 
your private time remaining private 
and chancing that someone may get 
mad at you because you aren’t telling 
him or her what you do every minute 
of your day, or constantly feeding the 
‘need-to-know people.’”

— Tammy, New York

Q. How can I handle a nosy co-worker?
“One of my supervisors is so nosy that when someone’s in my office asking 
me questions or talking with me, she’ll respond to the question or discus-
sion from her office, which is next door. When I end a phone conversation 
concerning business issues, she’ll ask questions or give her opinion on the  
discussion.

“Since she hears everything, I don’t receive personal calls or I whisper 
into the phone so she can’t hear.

“She involves herself in other people’s projects. She reads and goes 
through things on my desk, our boss’s desk and the desks of her other sub-
ordinates. 

“She supervises a section whose work area is very open but very busy, 
and she’s constantly in there doing their jobs or those of other staffers.

“On many occasions, I’ll be talking with our big boss (whose office is on 
the opposite side of me), and when he asks me a question, she’ll respond 
from her office, come out and continue the conversation. At that point, I 
just turn around to my PC and work. She does this to everyone.

“Even if I’m in the hall talking with another co-worker, she’ll walk by 
and include herself in the conversation. When she goes to the printer, she 
reads everyone else’s documents. 

Email storage capacity in 
Gmail, Hotmail and most other 
free services nowadays is 
virtually unlimited, so emailing 
files to yourself is a very quick 
and easy safeguard against 
something disappearing. No cloud 
service, unfamiliar server or USB 
drive is required and your emails 
holding those valuable attach-
ments will most likely be acces-
sible for quite some time.
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“She also announces everything she does. (‘I’m walking to the drugstore 
for lunch.’ ‘I was at the printer and saw these documents. Are these yours?’) 
Everyone’s very frustrated, but no one will say anything because she’s very 
nice and they don’t want to hurt her feelings. 

“What should we do?”
— Anonymous

Admins’ advice
“If you’re close to this supervisor (or maybe you could find someone 
who is), approach her in a positive way and explain how she’s being  

perceived.
“When I join in conversations, announce activities, etc., it’s with the best 

intentions because I see myself as part of the group and want to be included 
in it. I would want to know if I was coming across as a ‘know-it-all’ so I could 
moderate my behavior. My intention is to be as helpful as possible. I would 
want someone to tell me kindly and with understanding that I should change 
my behavior.”

— Connie Lutz

“If she’s nice, it’s hard to come 
down hard on her, and if she 

supervises some of you, your options 
are limited. 

“If you can figure out why she acts 
this way, it might be easier to address 
the problem. Maybe she doesn’t have 
enough to do, she feels insecure about 
her position or she feels she has to 
show off her superior knowledge in 
front of her supervisor.

“If you feel comfortable doing it, 
you can use some of the more tradi-
tional ways to handle a nosy person: 
interrupting when she interrupts you; 

firmly and pleasantly continuing what you were saying; breaking off a phone  
conversation and asking her, ‘Can I help you?’ or ‘Will you excuse me?’ and 
then staring her straight in the eye until she walks away before resuming your 
phone call; and covering or turning over papers if she comes within reading 
distance and tries to see them.

Take a tip from Procter & 
Gamble, where leaders once 
announced that paper or elec-
tronic documents—even multi-
million dollar proposals—could 
not exceed a single page. This 
rule will make you more focused 
and creative with your presenta-
tion and make it more of a grab-
ber. You can always explain that 
support material is available upon 
request.
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“Looking through everyone’s desk is outrageous, and I would address 
that directly. Say, ‘Why are you looking through my desk? If you need to find 
something, let me know and I’ll be happy to get it for you, but I have per-
sonal papers in my desk, too. I’d prefer that you ask me instead of looking  
yourself.’”

— Anita C., Seattle

Q. How should I handle another executive’s  
questions about my boss’s activities? 

“Several times a day, an executive who reports to my boss asks me ques-
tions: ‘Who’s he talking to?’ ‘Where is he?’ ‘Who’s in his office?’ ‘What’s his 
meeting about?’ I feel it’s a betrayal to my boss, not to mention the people with 
whom he’s meeting, talking to, etc. to answer those questions. If the executive  
really needed that information, I’d feel better about giving it to him, but he 
doesn’t.

“I mentioned it to my boss, and he suggested that I go to this executive’s 
office, close the door and tell him I’m uncomfortable with being grilled on 
my boss’s activities. I’m chicken! I hate that kind of confrontation and know 
it would be embarrassing to both of us. Is there any other way to stop this 
behavior? I thought about just constantly saying, ‘I don’t know,’ but he knows 
better than that since I keep the calendar and make the appointments for  
my boss.”

— Anonymous

Admins’ advice
“I	support	the	CEO/president	of	a	very	large	health	care	system.	I’m	con-
stantly interrupted and being asked where she is, whom she’s meeting 

with, when she will be back, etc. If I feel that the person asking doesn’t have a 
legitimate ‘need to know’ and he or she continues to ask, I often reply, ‘Why 
do you ask?’ It works for me.”

— Anonymous

“Build up your nerve. The next time the executive asks one of those ques-
tions, tell him that he’s putting you in an uncomfortable position. Tell 

him that if he had a need to know, he’d have been invited to the meeting. 
Better yet, why not ask him why he needs to know? Something isn’t right here, 
and you have the power to stay out of it. I would exercise it.”

— Alice, Andover, Mass.
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“Don’t say, ‘I don’t know,’ but 
be vague. Then find a way to put 

the ball in his court. For example, 
when asked, ‘Who’s he talking to?’ or 
‘Who’s in his office,’ say, ‘He’s speak-
ing to one of the managers. Do you 
want me to let him know you want to 
speak with him when he’s done?’ or 
‘Why? What’s up? Do you need help 
with anything when he’s done?’

“To ‘Where is he?’ say something 
like:	 ‘Oh,	 he	 just	 stepped	 out	 for	 a	
little bit. I’ll tell him you stopped by 
when he gets back.’

“Be polite and professional but firm. Change the wording to match your 
style, but find a way to give a nonspecific response and end with a question. 
That way you prevent the executive from asking further questions—he ends 
up answering yours.”

— Yanee, Philadelphia

“Look him straight in the eye and if he asks:

•	 ‘Who’s he talking to?’ say, ‘Do you need to talk to him right away?’ 

•	 ‘Where is he?’ say, ‘Do you need me to find him for you?’ 

•	 ‘Who’s in his office?’ say, ‘Who are you looking for?’ 

•	 ‘What’s his meeting about?’ say, ‘Do you want me to have him call 
you when he’s finished?’ 

“Continue to smile and look directly into his eyes until he goes away.”
— Anita, Seattle

“Since there are two executives involved—your boss and the ‘nosy’ 
exec—I suspect there may be more going on between these two than 

what you’ve indicated. You don’t want to get in the middle of a potential 
power struggle, so I would recommend against having a conversation behind 
closed doors with the offending party for such a minor annoyance. You don’t 
want to play a part in escalating the problem.

“Instead, try to engage your boss in a conversation that will elicit more 
direction from him. Ask your boss if he has any objections to posting his daily 
calendar to cut down on interruptions and general inquiries. If he agrees, 

When you’re coming up with 
ideas for stress-relieving 
 leisure activities for the team, 
remember that asking them to 
head off somewhere after work-
ing hours cuts into the time they 
value most in life. Try bringing 
the laughter and games to them 
instead of requiring a slog when 
they’re most in the mood to just 
be home.



Supercharge Your career   63

you can just refer those who inquire to the posted daily calendar. If you keep 
an	Outlook	calendar,	print	the	daily	view,	which	provides	the	basic	informa-
tion. If the person isn’t satisfied with the posted information, it will be much 
easier for you to state simply that your boss has authorized the posting of his 
calendar for general inquiries. If he presses for more information, you can 
then offer to schedule a one-on-one with your manager and the nosy exec. 
Chances are, he’ll take the hint.

“If your boss doesn’t permit you to post his calendar, you may have been 
given a clue about what could be driving the inquiries. Wait until the nosy 
exec stops by and asks again. When he does, simply state that you’ve talked 
with your boss about making his calendar public, and he prefers not to do so 
for business reasons. Again, if he needs more information, you can then offer 
to schedule a one-on-one with him and your boss.”

— Anonymous

Q. How can I stop a co-worker from 
interfering in my conversations?

“I work with a woman who seems 
to think she needs to answer the 
questions that are addressed to 
me. We share an office space with a 
wall divider. When people come in 
and address me with questions, she 
answers them as if they’re address-
ing her. She comes out from behind 
the wall sometimes and joins my 
conversations. When the boss asks 
me questions, she doesn’t give me 
an opportunity to answer him; she 
immediately responds. This has 
been going on for four years. She 
also boasts about herself and is very 
critical of others. So far, my only 
outlet is to just stay focused on what 
I’m doing and ignore her. Any sug-
gestions?”

  — Toni, Statesville, N.C.

Living the office life means 
you’re going to sign a lot of 
special occasion cards for fel-
low employees. You don’t have 
to be a standup comic or drive-
by philosopher when the card is 
passed your way, but be aware 
that only signing “Best wishes” 
again and again does make it 
seem like you care not at all about 
your colleagues’ big days or 
accomplishments. Try some very 
brief expression of unique enthu-
siasm once in a while—or even 
fall back on the tried-and-true 
triple exclamation points to make 
it seem like you’re happy they’re 
happy.
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Admins’ advice
“Politely interrupt her when she starts to answer questions directed to you 
by saying, ‘Excuse me, but I believe [insert name] was talking to me.’ Then 

you need to answer the person’s question while making full eye contact. 
“Your officemate has developed a rude habit, but if you’re persistent, you may 

be able to help her overcome it. Stick to this behavior even if it feels awkward at 
first. Eventually, she’ll get the idea. If you have a good relationship with your boss, 
he will probably notice you’re being more assertive and that you can stand on 
your own instead of always being ‘helped’ by your co-worker.”

— Jalane, Colorado

“Simply ask the co-worker (in a nice manner) to please stop the interrup-
tions. This person may not be aware that this bothers you. ‘Say what you 

mean, but don’t be mean when you say it.’”
— J. Willi, Shreveport, La.

Q. How do we keep a new admin 
who’s under the gun from the start?

“In the space of six weeks, our admin team lost two consecutive new hires—
they left very quickly. Here’s what I think the problem was: They were 
totally overwhelmed. We have a million things going on, we’re understaffed, 
and we can’t take the time to bring people along slowly. A new person has to 
face a ton of work from day one and there’s no way around it. So how do we 
somehow hold onto the next admin who gets hired?” 

— Nadia, San Antonio

Admins’ advice
“I’ve had this problem with a pre-
vious employer, and no, that’s 

not why I left. It was extremely dif-
ficult to find someone that would 
stay. What finally worked was tell-
ing the applicant during the inter-
view process exactly how busy we 
were, and how backlogged things 
had become, but we also assured her 
that once we were caught up and she 

One good way to really wake 
up your reader, no matter how 
dry the topic of your document, 
is to very occasionally drop a 
paragraph consisting of a single 
sentence between two larger 
bodies of text. It can provide a 
dramatic jolt and create a quick, 
laser-like focus on the topic of 
that  sentence.



Supercharge Your career   65

was well-trained and able to process 
tasks quickly, things would smooth 
out. After a rough couple of months, 
things did improve greatly.”

— Claudia

“The company should have 
an HR person whose job is to 

streamline employee structures and 
processes and make sure new hires 
are onboarded in the right way and 
properly trained for the position ... 
This type of chaos can be prevented 
if time is taken to better organize 
the leadership, the company and the 
abundance of responsibilities being 
put on the employees ... With that 
being said, if changes are not made and that is just the culture of your organi-
zation, then it is up to the hiring staff to make sure they are only interviewing 
people who like the challenge of an overly fast-paced environment, or they 
are going to continue to lose valuable talent.” 

— Treva

“The easiest trap to fall into when you’re hiring someone new is to aban-
don them as soon as they’re in place in the rush to get back to your own 

work and make up the time you think you lost to training. People have to be 
willing to go the extra mile and build in a time ‘cushion’ so that in addition to 
knowing the job, the new person feels comfortable in it, and not like an errand 
that has to be tended to. If that cushion is too inconvenient for everyone, then 
things are just plain too busy, and that’s not healthy for morale, and it’s not 
fair to the staff to make them work like that. As soon as that second person 
quit, someone in management should have examined the situation and real-
ized there may be a problem with how the office is run!”

— Samantha

“When I was hired, the person I replaced left without so much as a 
scrap of paper with instructions on how to fulfill the job requirements. I 

was thrown into the fire without a frying pan, or even a stick with marsh-
mallows! I knew I needed to create a desk reference for the next unwitting 
employee, but how to go about it was a mystery. I finally found a great course 

If you’ve had a particularly 
agonizing setback at the office, 
try heading out a little early and 
going right to the movies. The 
immersive nature of the big-
screen theater experience, with 
its constant visual and aural input 
in the form of an interesting story 
about a situation that has noth-
ing to do with you, tends to make 
focusing on the outside world 
very difficult, giving you a couple 
of hours off from kicking yourself.
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from a reputable admin service (Julie Perrine) and now I have a desk refer-
ence for the admin who follows me.”

— Debra

“Your description is a close match for my last employer’s situation. We 
made sure we shared how busy the environment was, but went one 

step further in having them shadow me for at least 30-60 minutes during 
busy	hours	…	Once	they	finished	shadowing,	I	met	with	them	one	on	one	and	
asked them what they thought about working in this type of environment, since 
it was not going to change any time soon. I also asked how they handled stress 
in those kinds of settings and for examples of similar experience they’d had 
in terms of stress, workload or atmosphere. It worked and we hired two great 
employees, closing our staffing gap and allowing us to get back to a more rea-
sonable workload and routine.”

— Laura 

Q. How do I break down the barriers 
between departments?

“Last week a group of people our admin team has never worked with made a 
request of us, and from the reaction of a couple of my co-workers, you would 
have thought it came from space aliens. We just don’t know what some of the 
departments in our company are really about because we barely interact, so 
when we do, sadly our first thought is, ‘Who are these people to make this 
request of us?’ As the team leader, I want to start making everyone familiar 
and comfortable with every department here, but how do I do that?” 

— Hanna, Administrative Supervisor

Admins’ advice
“We have what we call ‘Department Spotlights’ in our organization. Each 
month, one department hosts a spotlight for about 45 minutes about what 

they do within the company. All employees are invited to attend. This is a great 
way to learn what other departments do and how they fit into the organization.”

— Sarah

“I created a softball match between two departments as distant as you are 
mentioning. It wasn’t a work-related match per se, but it allowed us to 

interact on a personal, casual level while still being in the comfort of our own 
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department teams. That in turn made 
it easier to simply say ‘hello’ in the 
common areas or interact with work 
when that time did come. I’m not say-
ing a softball match is the answer for 
your situation, but doing something 
where people can relax and have fun 
might be an effective way to get com-
fortable with co-workers in different 
areas of the business.”

— Terron

“In an environment with lots of 
silos, I found the simplest way of 

creating connectivity was to visit the 
people who either needed my depart-
ment’s help or the other way around. When I’d show up in their space, they 
were surprised about the time I took to come over. With some departments 
I’ve had to repeat the pattern over and over until they finally got used to me. 
Once	I	felt	comfortable	with	that,	I	began	to	share	general	information	and	a	
once-a-week fun ‘TGIF’ email with them. Now, if I don’t show up for a while 
they want to know where I am ... they’ve even started coming over to my office. 
I also started an informal forum for the Executive Assistants, and while we 
don’t get to meet all that often, this year the focus may be that we learn the ins 
and outs of their divisions—if we can get away from the work. We also started 
a Google site for the group to post anything they wanted to related to our jobs, 
and it’s growing. I have also joined another team that has begun meeting with 
various departments to learn about what they do and how it relates to con-
tracts. That’s been quite an eye opener, and it has smoothed the way to better 
conversations and fewer misunderstandings. None of this was mandated and 
no one was forced to do anything they weren’t comfortable with. Sometimes, 
it’s easier to glide in gently, and begin with just one person reaching out.”

— Lola 

Q. Is a gossip crackdown a fool’s errand?

“My company has asked me to put together an instructional packet as part 
of an anti-gossip measure. People across all departments pretty much 

A co-worker relates an anec-
dote and you’re seized with the 
urge to relate your own, since 
it seems relevant to the topic. 
But are you telling the story 
because the conversation really 
needs it, or is it just because you 
want to top what’s already been 
said or just bring your own life 
into the chatter? An ability to keep 
mum trims runaway conversations 
and makes people feel more com-
fortable involving you in office talk.
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agree it leads to a lot of negativity here, so I have to assemble policies and 
articles and even scripts into something downloadable. I’ll gladly do it, 
but I’ve accidentally started a debate within my team with my opinion that 
there’s nothing we can do about gossip—it’s natural and unstoppable and 
just has to run its course. I think this attempt to stifle it is a little silly. It’s 
like trying to control the weather! What do others think?” 

— Kim, IT traffic assistant

Admins’ advice
“I think you’re right on one hand, because this is just what people do 
and it sounds like the company is asking for something that goes against 

human nature. But I do remember that at one place I worked, a few people 
had ‘gossip jars’ on their desks, so if you wanted to gossip, you ‘had’ to put 
some change in there. It sounds funny, but just the sight of those jars made 
me think personally about how negative I could get sometimes. They didn’t 
last long of course, but it shows how the most light-hearted solutions can 
work instead of very serious handouts and training.”

— Samantha P.

“I personally work in an environment with a group of women (nurses) 
who have been recently called to meet with an employment counselor 

because of their shameless, hurtful, gossiping behavior. They’ve been given 
the ultimatum and informed that this behavior will no longer be tolerated 
and people will lose their jobs. When you make people accountable and start 
threatening their wallets, it gets the message across.”  

— Marlena

“I don’t believe that you should have a separate policy; it will have more 
weight if it is part of your Code of Conduct that every employee signs when 

they first start, and is supported/enforced by the supervisors/managers.”
— Jackqueline

“What should be taken into consideration is if the person being talked 
about is present or not. If you would feel guilty and ashamed about what 

is being said if the person was in the same room, then that’s gossip, and it can 
be worked on to be reduced or eliminated.”

— Terron  
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