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As a proud former executive assistant, I have a deep appreciation and admiration for 
everything administrative professionals do. I also know how uniquely challenging the role 
can be.  
 
Since 2009, I’ve been coaching and training the admin community; I offer strategic 
guidance and support for improving performance, enhancing job satisfaction, and 
accelerating career advancement.  
 
In that time, I’ve discovered several common challenges. Here are the 10 I hear most 
frequently, along with some advice for how to handle them.  
 

1. My executive won’t release control of things to me.  
 

Executives are known for clinging tight to control, and many have never before been 
trained on how to properly leverage their assistants. So, it’s not surprising that they may, 
on occasion, choose to hold onto responsibilities that could (and should) be passed to 
their support staff.  
 
When you identify specific tasks you’d like to take over for your executive, be vocal and 
assertive about it. Say, “I can handle that for you,” or “Why don’t you let me take over?”  
 
If the executive is resistant, suggest the transition take place in stages. Maybe just a small 
portion of the task can be handed over. Then, once that’s successful, you can take 
another small piece.  
 
Finally, suggest a trial and review period. Say, “Why don’t you allow me to do this for 30 
days and see how you like it? If you want to take it back at that point, no problem.”  
 
Recognize too that your executive may resist handling things off because of the 
(perceived) time it takes to train you on how to do it. If that’s the concern, cite your ability 
to learn quickly and your existing skills with similar tasks. You can also ask if there’s 
someone else who knows how to do it from whom you can learn.  
 
Also, remind your executive that the investment of time up front to train you will pay 
dividends in the end. You’ll be able to handle this task for them from here on out, saving 
them many more hours in the future.  
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2. My executive makes it impossible for me to complete certain 
tasks and job responsibilities.  

 
Many executives say they want their assistants to do certain things, and then they don’t 
actually give them what they need to be successful. For example, one assistant told me 
her executive directed her to submit his time sheets each week. However, he wouldn’t 
give her the information she needed to do it until the end of the month—no matter how 
often she pestered.  
 
There are several approaches to a situation like this. First, be sure you’re doing everything 
in your power to obtain the required information. Provide reminders, set pop-ups on their 
task list or calendar, and try to even work around the executive if needed.  
 
However, if all else fails, it’s time to ask an important question: Is this really a responsibility 
you should be focusing on?  
 
Using the example mentioned earlier, it could be possible that the executive does not 
actually care about time sheets being submitted weekly. If he did, he would provide the 
necessary information. Since he hasn’t—and it hasn’t appeared to cause any major 
problems—maybe monthly submissions are just fine. In that case, the assistant shouldn’t 
even worry about it.  
 
Reconfirm your understanding of the responsibility. If it is, indeed, still a responsibility you 
should focus on, define exactly what barriers are preventing you from being successful, 
offer solutions to overcome them, and ask what YOU can to do to improve the situation. 
Often, simply by discussing the situation in broad terms can help the executive see his or 
her own pattern of disruptive behavior.  

 
3. My executive doesn’t communicate enough.  

 
Lack of executive communication is the number one complaint I hear from assistants. In 
order to be successful, admins need communication—and yet, executives are busy! 
Consequently, they often put their assistants on the backburner (which is totally 
counterproductive).  
 
All too often, the assistant ends up completely stalled because a question is left 
unanswered or a decision is left uncommunicated. Without a frequent and free exchange 
of information between executive and assistant, the admin is left in the dark on important 
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matters. This reduces the assistant’s ability to do his or her job effectively—which 
ultimately reduces the value the executive gains from having an assistant!  
 
My research shows that most executive/assistant teams excel when they communicate 
frequently and consistently—though not necessarily for an extremely long amount of time. 
So, don’t make it harder than it needs to be by thinking you need to engage in formal, sit 
down conversations all the time. Those may be necessary on occasion, but more often 
than not, you just need a few minutes each day.  
 
I recommend daily “stand up” meetings. They’re not long enough to sit down; they’re brief 
and to the point. It’s just enough time for you to gather and share important information, 
ask questions, and provide critical reminders to help keep the executive on target. 
 
As the assistant, you will have to push to make this happen. Emphasize the incredible 
payoff this small amount of time will have on your ability to deliver greater impact for your 
executive.  
 
Whether or not you are able to institute a regular daily stand-up, it’s the assistant’s 
responsibility to guide the conversation—not the other way around. YOU need to 
verbalize exactly what you need from your executive. Ask direct questions. Don’t wait for 
your executive to simply offer the appropriate information. Consolidate your requests as 
much as possible to make it easy and fast for your executive to respond.   
 
Finally, if lack of communication is having a severely detrimental impact on your ability to 
do what needs to be done, articulate the consequences. Let your executive know exactly 
what is being stalled and why. Explain the ripple effects and let him or her know that 
regular communication is the solution to overcome this issue.  
 
Most executives want their assistants to simply know what needs to be done and do it. 
That is definitely possible in many respects, but it doesn’t negate the need for regular 
communication.  
 

4. My executive is a bully.  
 
Before you define your executive as a bully, think hard about what you are really saying. 
In my opinion, this word is used far too frequently and it’s not always an apt descriptor.  
 
Try to define the behavior you are seeing in more practical terms. For example, “My 
executive criticizes my work when there’s nothing wrong with it,” or, “My executive uses 
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an aggressive tone of voice and yells at me in front of others.” These are real behaviors 
that are, indeed, not acceptable. But, when you define the situation in real terms, you can 
now address the specific behaviors and possibly resolve the situation.  
 
Remember: We teach people how to treat us by showing them what we are willing to 
accept. If you let your boss yell at you without addressing the situation, you’ve just taught 
him or her that it’s okay. Instead, wait until the heated moment has passed and say 
something non-emotional and clear cut such as, “I’m not comfortable being yelled at in 
front of everybody. Next time a situation like this comes up, can we speak in private about 
it?”  
 
The more clearly you establish your boundaries up front, the more you will wrangle a 
“bully” into place. Do not allow yourself to become a victim of anyone—be it your boss, 
your co-worker or anyone else. If you do not address the behavior that is troubling, you 
are silently accepting it.  
 
I encourage assistants to develop a thick skin. Often, executives are not really bullies. 
They are simply intense, highly-driven individuals who have high expectations for 
themselves and others. They are human, like all of us, and they have bad days. They 
may occasionally make mistakes. Stand up for yourself, but be willing to flex a bit as well.  
 
Of course, some executives are indeed the classic definition of a bully. In that case, there 
is little anyone can do to change them. If the behavior is truly unacceptable, it’s time to 
move on. There are plenty of fabulous executives in great organizations who need 
support. You don’t have to settle for being mistreated. Don’t convince yourself that you 
do.  
 

5. My executive has unrealistic expectations.  
 
Successful executives often have incredibly high standards—so high, in fact, they are 
practically impossible for anyone to meet. As an assistant, it’s your job to help them focus 
and understand what is reasonable.  
 
At the same time, you also need to be willing and able to push yourself to achieve more 
than you might otherwise think possible. You don’t want to suggest that you’re incapable 
of doing of what is asked of you. You simply want to ensure you’re able to deliver 
successfully.  
 



HOW TO OVERCOME THE 10 MOST COMMON ADMIN CHALLENGES 
By Chr issy Sciv icque 

 
©2017 Chrissy Scivicque, CCS Ventures, LLC 

All rights reserved. Do not copy without express permission from author. 

If your executive is expressing unrealistic expectations, it’s your responsibility to offer a 
more realistic alternative and explain why the adjustment is needed.  
 
For example, if your executive asks you to create a dazzling new 100-slide presentation 
by the end of the day, you know that’s not reasonable. You can perhaps suggest a shorter 
presentation or an extended deadline. If it has to be done by today, you need to let your 
executive know that the 100 slides will have very minimal graphics and other flourishes 
due to time constraints. You might also need to request assistance from another team 
member to make it happen, or ask for help delegating other items that are on your plate 
for the day. 
 
It’s always a process of negotiation, but it must be done. You can’t simply say “yes” to 
every request unconditionally. Otherwise, you’ll set yourself up to fail.  

 
6. I’m not busy enough at work.   

 
I find that most assistants either feel too busy or not busy enough. It’s rare to have that 
perfect balance. When you’re not busy though, it can trigger all kinds of concerns. What 
if they decide they don’t really need me? What if I’m not contributing enough to be 
worthwhile?  
 
To overcome this problem, prepare for it. Create a list of little pet projects that aren’t 
urgent but would nice to do at some point. For example:  
 

• Create a comprehensive procedures manual  
• Re-evaluate a process and streamline it  
• Reorganize the filing system and purge old/out-of-date documents  
• Upgrade the look and feel of presentations and documents  
• Explore a new software  
• Clean out your computer hard drive  

 
When you find yourself with downtime, grab your list, select a project and get moving. 
 
You can also ask others what little pet projects they have sitting on the back burner that 
you might be able to help with. Most executives have a few things they’d like done but 
don’t have the time to do themselves. They tend to forget about these things easily so 
don’t be afraid to ask more than once in case they spontaneously remember something.   
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7. I can’t decide if an administrative certification is worth it.  
 
I am a firm believer in the importance of lifelong learning. In most cases, I feel that 
certifications are indeed a very good thing. But it’s important to understand what you’re 
getting into and to avoid setting yourself up for disappointments with unrealistic 
expectations. The payoffs are not always immediate and they’re often difficult to 
attribute directly to any one particular certification. 
 
Many admins think of these professional certifications as a tool for financial gain. If you 
have those special letters after your name or some fancy credential on your wall, shouldn’t 
you automatically be in a better position to demand more pay? 
 
Sometimes, yes, but not necessarily. 
 
For example, a recent OfficeTeam survey of the administrative profession found that 
employers pay up to 8% more on average (in the U.S.) for employees who hold the MS 
Office Specialist certification. That’s a pretty clear and significant benefit! But it’s important 
to remember a few things when you hear that. 
 
First, MS Office is a very heavily used software suite and many organizations are deeply 
reliant on it. The MS certification is well-known and highly reputable. Possessing it 
demonstrates expert-level mastery of the skills required to leverage systems like Excel, 
Word, and PowerPoint. It makes sense that employers are willing to pay a bit more for 
administrative professionals who have already proven their advanced proficiency in these 
areas. 
 
However, what they are really paying for is not the certificate itself—it’s the value a person 
can bring to the organization when they have these skills. The certificate just helps the 
organization identify those people who can deliver greater value, but you also have to 
show evidence of that value. 
 
It’s also not realistic to expect that all certifications will have the same powerful impact. 
Not all are created equal. Some are not as well-known and some do not teach you the 
kinds of skills that result in measurable value to the organization. 
 
That’s not to say that other certifications don’t matter. Sometimes, it’s not about the 
organization at all. Some people enjoy the process of certification because it enhances 
their confidence and allows them to connect with other like-minded professionals. Some 
people like learning purely for the sake of personal growth. These things might not yield 
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a direct financial benefit, but they are indeed valuable to you and your career. Over time, 
that will pay off in more tangible ways. 
 
You have to first know what you’re looking to gain to know whether or not it’s worth it, and 
you have to be discerning in your selection of certification programs. 
 

8. I don’t know how to measure success in my job.  
 
Most people understand that a key element in professional success is being able to 
measure the results you achieve. This is especially difficult for assistants who see their 
role as more operational in nature rather than production-oriented.  
 
However, there are many ways administrative professionals can measure success! It’s 
all about the impact your work has your executive, your team and your organization. This 
impact can be measured in numbers (backed by hard data or simply estimates) or it can 
be measured in softer terms, such as with recognition or by the mere absence of 
problems.  
 
For example, imagine you planned a multi-city international trip for your executive. You’re 
very proud of your hard work, as it involved a lot of meticulous organization. When your 
executive returns, he tells you it was a smooth trip and very productive, as he was able 
to increase the organization’s visibility with its foreign clientele.  
 
YOUR result in all of that is, essentially, your executive’s result. You facilitated the trip 
that helped him achieve his goal. You gave him peace-of-mind and enabled him to use 
his time on the road productively. These things aren’t easily measured, but they’re results 
all the same. Whenever you work on a something of significance, evaluate the impact 
from your executive’s perspective.  
 
Numbers, of course, are ideal when you can capture them. For example, suppose you 
implement a new color-coding filing system for your department. Prior to this, it took days 
(or even weeks) to retrieve files because the system was so dysfunctional. Now, you can 
find a file in 10 minutes or less. That’s a big deal! You can assign a number to that by 
estimating how much time you and the team save on an average week looking for files.   
 
You may also want to identify numbers for any operational task you do exceptionally well 
or have improved upon. For example:  
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• Average turn time on certain tasks  
• Average number of meetings or events you plan/manage  
• Average number of client inquiries you handle  
• Average number of projects you are involved in  

 
These things are captured to demonstrate your efficiency and effectiveness, so focus on 
the areas in which you really excel.  
 
Clearly articulating the results of your work is especially important for performance 
reviews and compensation discussions. Further, it can be a useful tool to remind you of 
the tangible value you deliver.  

 
9. I’ve done my job for such a long time that now I’m feeling bored 

and unchallenged.     
 
The administrative field has nearly endless potential. However, when you’ve been in it for 
a while, it can be easy to get complacent. Feeling bored and unchallenged is a sure sign 
that it’s time to expand your horizons.  
 
You can do that at any time by simply seeking new opportunities (within your role) to 
stretch your skills. Consider finding ways to get involved in organizational initiatives that 
might benefit from your talents. Volunteer to lead a team. Ask for more responsibility or a 
bigger role in key projects. Look for opportunities to learn more about other areas of the 
business. Get creative and speak to your colleagues to see what they’re working on and 
how you can help.  
 
The most important thing is that YOU identify what you’d like to do and make a direct 
request for it. Don’t ask your executive to find new ways to challenge you. That’s shifting 
the responsibility to his or her plate, and they already have enough to deal with!  
 

10. I don’t have a clear path for advancement.  
 
Assistants are often neglected when it comes to career planning. As a result, they tend 
to feel limited in their abilities for advancement. However, this simply isn’t the case. You 
have an incredible number of opportunities available to you, whether you wish to stay in 
admin as your chosen career or if you choose to transition to a new career in the future.  
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As an administrative professional, most people start in the capacity of an administrative 
assistant, supporting a team or a group of lower-level leaders. (Note that titles can vary 
dramatically in admin roles so this might not match perfectly to your experience.) After 
excelling in lower-level support, an admin may progress to an executive assistant role, 
supporting a single higher-level leader/executive or small group of executives.   
 
To advance from this point, the executive assistant must focus on supporting higher-level 
executives, ultimately reaching chief executive officers, or potentially supporting leaders 
in higher profile organizations. Advancement is generally focused on building a strategic 
partnership and becoming more involved in the business (i.e. decision making, project 
leadership and so forth). Some EA’s also advance into management, overseeing an 
administrative team.  
 
Alternatively, you may choose to advance to another field altogether. As Julie Perrine, of 
AllThingsAdmin.com says, “Start here, go anywhere!” The opportunities are endless. The 
administrative skillset transfers well to a variety of roles, including but not limited to:  

• Virtual Assistant  
• Project Manager 
• Business Analyst  
• Event Planner  
• Training Coordinator  

 
The main point to consider is this: your career advancement is in your hands. Just 
because your organization might not have a perfectly laid-out career path for you, doesn’t 
mean you can’t carve your own.  
 
I encourage every administrative professional to create their own Professional 
Development Plan. This is a written document used to define and prioritize career goals 
and professional development activities. 
  
If you do not already have a PDP, it’s worth investing the time in this activity. You will gain 
clarity regarding where you want to go in your career and you’ll also develop a roadmap 
for how to get there.  
 
If you need help getting started, pick up a copy of my Build Your Professional 
Development Plan workbook here: https://www.eatyourcareer.com/build-professional-
development-plan-workbook/  
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About the Author  
 

Chrissy Scivicque has devoted her career to helping others achieve success in theirs. 
 

Chrissy Scivicque (pronounced “Civic”) is an 
award-winning writer, certified career coach 
and experienced corporate trainer. She holds 
a Bachelor’s Degree in Marketing from 
Sonoma State University and Certification in 
Copy Editing from UC San Diego. Chrissy is 
also a Certified Professional Career Manager 
(PCM) and she has completed 120+ hours of 
CTI core curriculum for life coaches.  
 
Prior to launching her own business, Chrissy 
worked for several years in the field of banking 
and finance in Northern California. 
 

 
A born entrepreneur, Chrissy launched The Executive Assistant’s Toolbox in 2007. This gave her 
a platform to promote her writing online while also sharing her passion for personal and 
professional development. In 2008, a start-up company called OfficeArrow purchased the website 
and hired her as Managing Editor, where she stayed for three years. In this role, she also acted 
as company spokesperson and community advisor. 
 
Chrissy’s writing on career-related topics is regularly featured on dozens of websites including 
Forbes, Monster, CareerBuilder, CBS News (formerly BNET), and Careerealism among others. 
She is currently a contributing writer for U.S. News & World Report (career section).  
 
Chrissy has trained teams and coached individuals in companies large and small, including 
Northrop Grumman, Capital One, TIAA-CREF, Turner Broadcasting, and W.W. Grainger.  
 
Chrissy has presented at numerous conferences including the ASAP’s Administrative 
Professionals Conference (APC), IAAP Annual Forum, Office Dynamics Conference for 
Administrative Excellence, and many more.  
 
Chrissy was also featured from 2012-2013 as Fox 31 Denver’s career expert on the Good Day 
Colorado morning show, where she answered career-related questions from viewers.  
 
To learn more about Chrissy, or to hire her for speaking, coaching and/or training engagements, 
please visit www.EatYourCareer.com.   
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About Eat Your Career 
 
Eat Your Career is your resource for professional development and career advancement 
advice.  
 
We believe work can be a delicious, nourishing life experience and we love helping professionals 
figure out what that means for them and how to achieve it. 
 
The idea for Eat Your Career came about when our founder, Chrissy Scivicque, a certified 
nutritionist and certified career coach, suddenly realized that career advice and nutrition advice 
aren’t all that different. Depending on your habits and choices, you can create a nourishing, 
satisfying experience or you can find yourself hungry and unfulfilled. 
 
Founded in 2009, Eat Your Career is a division of CCS Ventures, LLC. We offer a variety of 
services for private individuals and corporate clients, as well as a selection of on-demand 
professional development training products and signature career advancement programs.  
 
Learn more by visiting www.EatYourCareer.com. 
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