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Group 1 -Define Yourself or Someone else will

How to intentionally shape, communicate & elevate our professional
identitye

Facilitator: Lucy Brazier, OBE

Summary of online discussion

The discussion explored the changing identity of the administrative profession and the
increasingly urgent need for the profession to define its own value, purpose and confribution
rather than allowing employers, HR, recruiters, occupational classifications or technology to
define it.

The conversation was framed around two core questions:

1. Where are we now, and what is getting in the way of us being seen properly?
2. What is this profession actually for?

The aim of the online session was not to find final answers, but to establish where the
profession is now and identify the issues that should be taken forward into the discussions at
the Summit in Berlin.

1. Where are we now, and what is getting in the way of us being seen properly?
There was broad agreement that a significant gap exists between the reality of the modern
administrative profession and how it confinues to be perceived and described.

The work has evolved considerably beyond fraditional administrative support. Many
professionals now manage projects, coordinate operations, exercise judgement, manage
stakeholders and relationships, contribute to governance and support or influence strategic
decision-making. However, job titles, jobb descriptions, salary structures and occupational
classifications frequently still reflect a traditional, task-based view of the profession.

Job titles and job descriptions are not keeping pace

The huge variety of titles across the profession creates confusion, while many job descriptions
continue to focus on activities such as calendar management, meetfings and expenses
rather than outcomes, judgement, influence, leadership and business contribution.

In some cases, the scope of senior administrative roles increasingly overlaps with roles such as
Chief of Staff, yet this is not necessarily recognised in title, status or remuneration.

At the same time, there was caution about assuming that changing a title or adding the
word “strategic” automatically increases professional value. The important issue is whether
the judgement, contribution and outcomes of the work demonstrate that value. The
profession does not need to label everything strategic simply fo prove its worth.

14 WA-Summit Discussion Session 1 Summary Page 1 of 6



WORLD ADMINISTRATORS

SUMMIT

Other people continue to define the profession

HR departments, executives, recruiters, governments and occupational classification bodies
often work from outdated definitions. This influences recruitment, pay, career structures and
perceptions of value. There was particular concern that Al could reinforce this problem if
outdated descriptions become the source material used to generate new job descriptions,
recruitment criteria or workforce decisions.

The group recognised that the profession therefore needs to become much clearer about
how it defines itself before outdated external definitions become even more embedded.

We describe tasks; business talks about outcomes

One of the strongest themes was the language used to describe administrative work.
Administrative professionals frequently describe what they do in ferms such as helping,
supporting, assisting and organising. Business leaders, however, are more likely to think in
terms of risk, capacity, growth, efficiency, execution and outcomes.

Highly capable professionals may therefore unintentionally undervalue their own confribution
by describing an activity rather than explaining the business result it enables. "Organising an
off-site”, for example, describes a task. *Creating the environment in which senior leaders
can agree future strategy” describes the organisational outcome.

The discussion highlighted another challenge: administrative professionals are often
excepftionally good at making difficult and complex things appear effortless. As one
participant observed:

“When we make complexity look easy, it can be mistaken for simplicity.”
The profession therefore needs stronger language around value creation, business outcomes,
influence and impact.

The profession can become invisible behind the people it supports

Administrative work is frequently built around someone else's priorities, calendar, objectives
and success. As a result, an assistant's own professional identity can disappear behind the
person or people they support. Being behind the scenes is often an important and valuable
part of the role. However, the group distinguished between working behind the scenes and
being professionally invisible. When contribution is invisible, organisations may not recognise
the judgement, expertise and value that sit behind successful outcomes. This becomes
particularly significant during restructuring, outsourcing or decisions about which work could
be transferred to technology.

The profession needs to become better at documenting and communicating its contribution
without losing the discretion and enabling role that are fundamental to much administrative
work.

Business understanding is essential

The discussion also highlighted the importance of administrative professionals understanding

the business in which they operate. Knowing the organisation, understanding the executive's
priorities and KPIs, recognising what matters to the leadership feam and understanding wider
business objectives enable an assistant to think beyond a tfraditional job description.
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Greater business literacy also enables professionals to become more cross-functional,
anficipate requirements and connect their own work more clearly to organisational
outcomes.

The profession lacks clear organisational ownership

In some organisafions, assistants sit somewhere between HR, the executive they support and
the wider business, with no clear ownership of their professional development, career
progression, pay, rofation or skills development. This can leave administrative professionals as
the organisational “orphan child”, belonging everywhere and nowhere at the same time.

Without clear ownership, questions such as who develops administrative talent, who plans
career pathways, who ensures appropriate remuneration and who advocates for the
profession can remain unanswered. The discussion strongly challenged the idea that the
profession belongs in the organisational margins. Administrative professionals need to be
recognised as part of the main organisational picture, rather than as an afterthought or
footnote.

Career pathways and professional development remain inconsistent

Administrative professionals do not always have access to the development opportunities,
professional recognition or structured career pathways available to other professions. Some
do not take advantage of training opportunities even where they exist, while others may
consider themselves senior primarily because of years of experience rather than continued
development of their skills and capabilities.

Certfification and professional frameworks are recognised in some countries and
organisations, but this recognition is far from consistent globally. There was a strong view that
administrative professionals themselves need to take greater ownership of continuous
development and see themselves as professionals whose skills must continue to evolve.

How are we contributing to the problem ourselves?

This became an important part of the discussion. Changing the profession is not only about
asking organisations and executives to see administrative professionals differently. The
profession also needs to examine its own behaviours. Participants identified a tendency
among some administrative professionals to:

¢ downplay their confribution with phrases such as “I'm just an EA” or “l only do the
admin”;

e describe themselves through tasks rather than outcomes;

e remain invisible because they believe invisibility demonstrates that they are doing
their job well;

o stay within the boundaries of an existing job description rather than explore
opportunities beyond it;

e avoid professional development;

e wait fo be invited into conversations rather than asking to participate;

e leave advocacy for the profession to others.

This requires confidence and sometimes uncomfortable conversations. The profession cannot
expect others to understand its value if administrative professionals themselves struggle to
arficulate it. As the discussion highlighted, we can be behind-the-scenes operators without
being invisible.
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2. What is this profession actually for?

Removing job titles from the equation shifted the discussion from tasks to purpose. There was
stfrong agreement that the profession should ultimately be defined by its capabilities,
judgement, impact and the organisational value it creates, rather than by a list of
administrative activities.

Perhaps we should not standardise the tasks

Administrative roles differ enormously according to organisation, sector, country, culture and
the leaders being supported. An EA working in banking may have a very different role from
one working in government, technology or a start-up. Even two EAs within the same
organisation may have very different responsibilities. This raised an important question:

Do we redlly need to standardise what administrative professionals do, or do we need a
shared professional identity and common language around the value they create?

Rather than attempting to produce one universal job description, the common ground may
lie in scope, skills, competencies, judgement, capabilities, impact and value. The Global Skills
Matrix was idenftified as a potential framework for enabling these conversations without
forcing every administrative role intfo the same definition.

Administrative professionals create capacity

A recurring idea was that administrative professionals create the capacity that allows other
people to perform effectively. By coordinating information, relationships, priorities and
processes, they enable executives to lead, specialists to focus on their areas of expertise and
teams to deliver. Their work product can therefore be seen, at least in part, as other people's
capacity to work effectively.

They connect the organisation

Administrative professionals frequently sit af the intersection of people, information, priorities
and processes. They hold institutional knowledge and relationships, connect different parts of
the organisation and ensure that information and action move between them. They are
therefore not simply completing tasks; they are helping to create the conditions in which the
organisation can function effectively.

They turn plans into action

Another strong theme was the profession's role in execution. Executives may create strategy
and teams may deliver specialist outcomes, but there is often an important layer between
intention and delivery that ensures priorities are coordinated, people are connected and
plans actually move forward. This led to the concept of administrative professionals as an
“implementation layer” within organisations, helping franslate strategy into coordinated
action.

They anticipate, exercise judgement and manage complexity

The value of administrative work also lies in the things that are difficult fo capture in a
traditional job description: judgement, anficipation, contextual understanding, relationships,
discretion and the ability fo recognise what needs to happen before others necessarily see it.
These human capabilities become particularly important as Al increasingly takes over routine
and transactional tasks.

The opportunity is therefore not simply to replace administrative work with technology, but to
use technology to elevate the work and allow administrative professionals to focus more
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strongly on the areas where human judgement and organisational understanding create
value.

Towards a shared definition of the profession

Several possible descriptions emerged during the conversation. While there was no intention
to agree a final definition aft this stage, there was considerable common ground around the
idea that administrative professionals enable leadership and organisational effectiveness by
connecting people, priorities, processes and information.

A possible synthesis of the discussion is:

Administrative professionals enable organisations and their leaders to function effectively by
connecting people, priorities, processes and information, creating capacity and turning
plans into action.

This is not proposed as a final definition, but as a useful starting point for the Berlin discussion.

The conversation also raised a deeper question which could help move beyond fitles
altogether:

What remains true about an administrative professional, regardless of their particular role?

Moving the conversation beyond the profession itself
A further important theme was that administrative professionals spend a great deal of fime
discussing the profession with one another.

Professional associations and communities are extremely valuable. They provide learning,
confidence, benchmarking, mentoring and examples of what is possible. However,
changing the wider perception of the profession requires the conversation to move beyond
the administrative community.

Executives, HR professionals, recruiters, business leaders, educators, organisations and
government bodies need to be part of the conversation.

There was also a suggestion that the profession should capture more voices from outside the
administrative community, particularly executives and organisations that can describe the
difference effective administrative professionals make to leadership, teams and business
performance. Their perspective could provide valuable external evidence of impact rather
than relying solely on the profession to describe its own value.

Ideas and suggestions to take forward in Berlin

The online discussion generated several practical possibilities for the Summit discussion to
explore further:

e Develop a shared professional identity and common language around value, rather
than trying to standardise every administrative task or role.

¢ Explore a global manifesto for the profession, focused on visibility, voice, ownership
and professional identity.

e Consider the value of a global certification aligned with the Global Skills Matrix.
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e Develop language, examples or tools that help administrative professionals tfranslate
activities info business outcomes such as capacity, efficiency, execution, risk, growth
and impact.

o Explore whether the fragmentation created by the large number of job fitles could be
reduced by identifying common capabilities beneath those titles.

¢ Equip administrative professionals to document, evidence and articulate their impact.

e Strengthen business literacy so that administrative professionals understand and can
communicate how their contribution connects to organisational priorities.

e Take the conversation beyond the administrative community and actively involve
executives, HR, business leaders, recruiters and the wider business community.

e Capfture external evidence and testimonials from leaders and organisations that
experience the value of highly effective administrative professionals firsthand.

o Explore how associations and professional communities can provide mentoring,
benchmarking, confidence-building and examples of good practice across countries
and cultures.

e Consider how individual administrative professionals can take greater ownership of
their professional identity, development and visibility, rather than waiting for
organisations fo initiate change.

¢ Use the question “What remains frue about you, regardless of your role?” to explore
what genuinely defines the profession beyond individual job fitles.

Key questions for the Berlin discussion
The online conversation provides a strong foundation for moving from exploration towards
practical outcomes in Berlin.

The next stage could therefore focus on:

o Ifjob fitles and task lists cannot adequately define the profession, what should?

¢ Whatis the shared value proposition of the administrative profession, in language that
makes sense not only to administrative professionals, but also to executives, HR, recruiters
and the wider business community?2

¢ How can we create enough consistency to speak with “one profession, one voice” while
respecting the enormous diversity of roles, organisations, cultures and countries?

¢ What can the profession itself change, rather than waiting for employers, HR or
governments to change ite

¢ What practical tools, standards, frameworks or messages would help administrative
professionals communicate and demonstrate their contribution?

And ultimately, what do we want people to say this profession is for when administrative
professionals are not in the room?

The online discussion suggests that the challenge is no longer simply “How do we want to be
seeng”, but:

How do we create a shared definition of the value of the administrative profession and
ensure that administrative professionals, executives, HR, recruiters and the wider business
community understand, recognise and use it?
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14th World Administrators Summit Online Discussion Sessions
19th September 2026

Group 2 -From Overwhelm to Ownership

How to stay clear, stay well and stay in control in today’s fast-changing
professiong

Facilitator: Rhonda Scharf, CSP, HoF, GSF

Summary of online discussion

This discussion explored a challenge that appears to be widespread across the
administrative profession: overwhelm.

The conversation began by identifying what is creating that overwhelm, before
moving into the more important question of ownership: what can administrative
professionals realistically control, influence or change when the volume of work,
expectations and pressures confinue fo increase?

An important distinction emerged early. The solution cannot simply be “set
boundaries” or “say no.” Those approaches assume that an individual has the
authority, confidence, organisational culture and relationship with their executive to
do so. That is not universally the case.

The discussion therefore explored both individual responsibility and the environment
in which administrative professionals are working.

What is causing the overwhelm?

The group identified a combination of workload, expectations, behaviours and
organisational factors rather than one single cause.

These included:
e increasing pace and volume of work;
e multiple competing priorities and deadlines;
o everything being treated as a priority;
e being asked to do more with fewer resources;
e managing multiple people, roles and responsibilities simultaneously;
e information overload and the expectation to remain constantly connected;

o difficulty maintaining work-life boundaries;
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e commitments outside work competing for the same time and energy;
o lack of effective processes for recurring work;

e lack of appropriate tools or skills to manage workload;

e unclear or overly broad job descriptions;

o difficulty asking for help;

e lack of recognition or appreciation, particularly when consistently going
above expectations;

o the expectation that administrative professionals will simply “get it done.”

The discussion highlighted an important reality: sometimes the problem is simply
volume.

Rhonda compared this to a sump pump during exceptionally heavy rain. The
problem is not necessarily that the pump is inefficient or needs to work faster. At
some point, the amount coming in simply exceeds its capacity.

This challenged the assumption that overwhelm is always an individual fime-
management problem. Sometimes there is simply more work than one person can
reasonably absorb.

Better organisation may help, but it cannot solve an unsustainable workload.
The danger of being the person who always says yes.

A significant part of the conversation focused on the tendency within the profession
fo say yes. Administrative professionals are often valued precisely because they are
capable, responsive, resourceful and willing to solve problems. However, those
strengths can create their own trap. The more someone demonstrates that they can
absorb additional work, the more likely that work is to continue coming to them.

As one chat comment captured it, this can become the very mechanism through
which people get “putin a box.”

Being good at something can lead to becoming permanently responsible for it,
even when it no longer represents the best use of that person's skills, time or career
development.

A useful principle emerged: Just because you can do something does not mean
you should do it.

This also requires administrative professionals to separate their sense of value from
how much they can personally accomplish. Being the person who fixes everything,
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accepts every request or works harder than everyone else should not become the
measure of professional worth.

Sometimes ownership means deliberately allowing someone else to take
responsibility, or, as one memorable suggestion put it, “letting someone else have
this growth opportunity.”

What does ownership actually mean?

The group did not define ownership as simply taking responsibility for more. In fact,
almost the opposite emerged. Ownership was described as being intentional about
where time, attention and energy are invested.

It means recognising: “I may not be able to do everything, but | can decide what
deserves my attention.”

Ownership therefore includes prioritising, making conscious choices, managing
expectations, communicating capacity and focusing on work that genuinely
conftributes to agreed goals. It also means moving away from constantly operating
in response mode.

Another important element was accepting “good enough.” Administrative
professionals often set extremely high standards for themselves. Excellence is
valuable, but perfection across every task becomes impossible when workload and
deadlines collide. Ownership can therefore mean consciously deciding the
appropriate standard for a particular piece of work. If something meets the required
need and allows attention to be directed towards a higher priority, that may be a
better professional decision than attempting to make everything perfect.

Ownership depends on more than the individual

One of the most important challenges raised by Rhonda was whether ownership is
actually possible without permission, power and protection.

It is relatively easy to advise someone to push back, renegotiate deadlines or say no
when they have a strong relationship with their executive and confidence that
doing so will be respected.

The reality can be very different for someone who:
e works for a micromanager;
e has little authority or autonomy;
e is viewed as “just the admin”;

o works within a hierarchical culture;
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o fearslosing their job;
e lacks psychological safety;
e supports multiple people with competing expectations.

This shifted the conversation away from treating overwhelm purely as a personal
resilience or productivity issue.

Ownership is affected by organisational culture, management behaviour and the
amount of authority an individual is actually given. The same solution will therefore
not work in every organisation or every counfry.

What can ownership look like when you cannot simply say no?

The group identified several alternatives to a direct refusal. One is to negotiate
rather than refuse: “I can do this, but this is what the tfimeline will look like.”

Another is to make competing priorities visible and return the decision to the person
responsible: “I can deliver A, B and C. If D now becomes the priority, which of the
others should move?g”

Clarifying questions were also seen as particularly powerful. Rather than immediately
accepting a task, asking what outcome is required, how urgent it genuinely is and
what success looks like can expose assumptions and create space for a different
solution.

Participants also noted that they sometimes experienced less resistance than they
had anticipated when they challenged a request or explained their limitations.

This led to an important insight: Some of the barriers to pushing back are external,
but some are created by our own assumptions about what will happen if we do.

For people working in more difficult environments, ownership may begin with
diplomacy, effective communication, careful questioning and realistic expectation-
setting rather than simply saying no.

Trust creates room for ownership.
Trust emerged as one of the strongest themes throughout the conversation.

Where an executive trusts an administrative professional's judgement and capability,
there is generally greater freedom to prioritise, challenge, make recommendations
and operate independently. For those working with micromanagers, building trust
can therefore be part of the route towards greater ownership.
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This may involve demonstrating capability consistently, understanding what the
executive needs in order to feel confident delegating, asking more questions and
building credibility gradually.

Relationships beyond the executive can also matter. Strong relationships with
colleagues, leaders and peers create a wider support network and can reinforce
professional credibility. However, the group also recognised that not every difficult
working relationship can be repaired. Sometimes, despite good communication and
professional effort, the environment remains unhealthy or incompatible. Where
circumstances allow, leaving may be a legitimate choice. Not everyone has that
option, which reinforces the need to avoid presenting “just leave” or “just say no™ as
universal solutions.

Confidence, self-worth and the pressure to overachieve

The conversation moved beyond workload management into something deeper:
why administrative professionals accept so much in the first place.

For some, professional value had become associated with being able to handle
everything. Being indispensable, solving every problem, meeting every deadline and
never needing help can become part of professional identity.

That creates a dangerous equation: My ability to do everything = my value.
The discussion strongly challenged that assumption.

Being unable to do everything is not evidence of incompetence. Nor is asking for
help a professional failure. Confidence comes partly from recognising the expertise
administrative professionals bring to their organisations. An executive may hold the
more senior title, but the administrative professional brings different knowledge, skills
and capabilities that the executive may not possess.

Ownership therefore requires recognising one's own professional value without
needing to prove that value by continually absorbing more work.

The importance of networks and peer support.

Professional networks were identified as an important source of confidence and
perspective. Administrative roles can be isolating. Professionals may not have
colleagues inside their organisation who fully understand the complexity of their work
or the relationships they manage.

External professional networks can provide:
o asafe space to discuss challenges;

e qaccess to people experiencing similar situations;
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e practical advice and alternative approaches;

e reassurance that particular challenges are not unique;
e confidence to challenge existing working practices;

o professional development and learning.

One of the strongest reflections at the end of the session was simply: We are not
alone.

The similarities between experiences across organisations and countries suggest that
overwhelm is not simply an individual failing. There are common patterns within the
profession that deserve wider attention.

When you have already overcommitted

The group also explored what happens when the problem cannot be blamed on
anyone else: you have said yes, misjudged the workload and now know that you
cannot deliver what you promised. The consensus was clear; take ownership early.

That means acknowledging the situation rather than hiding it, explaining the reality
honestly and arriving with possible solutions.

Possible responses include:
e renegotiating the deadline;
e reprioritising existing commitments;
e asking colleagues for support;
e delegating part of the work;
e changing the scope of the deliverable;
e proposing alternative ways to achieve the required outcome.

Crucially, overcommitting should be treated as information and a learning
opportunity, not automatically as personal failure. Understanding why the workload
was misjudged helps identify personal capacity and recognise the warning signs
earlier next time. Paradoxically, admitting that something cannot be delivered can
also strengthen trust. Honest conversations accompanied by solutions demonstrate
judgement, accountability and professionalism.

Asking for help is part of ownership.

A recurring theme was the difficulty administrative professionals can have asking for
help.
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The profession often rewards resourcefulness and independence, which can
unintentionally create the belief that needing assistance demonstrates weakness.

The discussion strongly challenged that assumption. Ownership does not mean
doing everything yourself. It means recognising when another person has the skills,
capacity or knowledge required and being willing to involve them. Strong
professional relationships work reciprocally: sometimes you provide support;
sometimes you need it.

When colleagues step in, recognising their contribution also matters. Giving visible
credit, expressing appreciation and acknowledging their role builds trust and
strengthens future collaboration.

Practical ways of managing a high workload.

The group shared a range of practical approaches. There was no single preferred
system, reinforcing the point that effective workload management needs to suit the
individual.

Suggestions included:
e maintaining task lists in OneNote, Excel, Asana or another preferred system;
e using one central system rather than multiple disconnected lists;
o fime-blocking important work in the calendar;
e Using a visible whiteboard to keep priorities in sight;

e carrying out a “brain dump” to move everything out of the mind and into a
frusted system;

e identifying the one next thing rather than mentally carrying the entire
workload at once;

e removing notifications and using Do Not Disturb for periods of focused work;

e creating uninterrupted working time;

e making a commitment to another person as a form of accountability;

e Using small rewards to create motivation for difficult or unattractive tasks;

o taking deliberate physical and mental breaks, even when deadlines are tight.

One particularly important point was that taking a break can itself be productive.
Continuing to work when concentration and energy are depleted may feel
responsible but can actually make completion harder.
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Ownership includes listening to physical and mental warning signs rather than
treating them as something to overcome.

From “everything's fine” to honest conversations.
Towards the end of the discussion, a further theme emerged around vulnerability.

Administrative professionals may routinely respond that everything is fine, even when
it is not. Doing so can inadvertently maintain the problem. If executives and
organisations never see the pressure, they have little opportunity, or incentive, to
address it.

Being able to say: “I'm overwhelmed right now. We need to look at what is on the
table and reprioritise.” can be an important act of professional ownership.

That honesty serves both parties. Continuing silently until quality drops, deadlines are
missed or the individual burns out serves neither the administrative professional nor
the executive.

A central tension for the profession

The discussion revealed an important contradiction. Administrative professionals
have spent many years demonstrating their relevance, professionalism and ability to
deliver. There can therefore be reluctance to admit that something is too much, for
fear that doing so undermines the progress the profession has made.

Yet a profession should not need to demonstrate its value by accepting
unsustainable workloads. Professionalism is not the ability to absorb unlimited work. It
is the ability to exercise judgement about priorities, capacity, resources, standards
and outcomes. That may be an important distinction for the wider profession to
explore.

Taking the discussion forward in Berlin

The online discussion established that overwhelm is both personal and systemic.

Individuals can improve their prioritisation, communication, confidence, boundaries
and workload-management techniques. But those tools alone cannot solve
excessive workload, unclear expectations, poor management, lack of resources or
cultures in which administrative professionals have little permission, power or
protection.

The Berlin discussion therefore has an opportunity to move beyond sharing coping
strategies and ask:

14 WA-Summit Discussion Session 2 Summary Page 8 of 10



WORLD ADMINISTRATORS

SUMMIT

What needs to change, at individual, executive and organisational level, for
administrative professionals to move genvuinely from overwhelm to ownership?

The group could focus on several areas.
1. Define what healthy ownership looks like.

Create a practical definition of ownership that makes clear that ownership does not
mean accepting everything or carrying everything personally.

What behaviours demonstrate healthy professional ownership?
2. Identify the early warning signs of overwhelm.

Rather than waiting until someone reaches breaking point, identify the indicators
that capacity is being exceeded.

What should administrative professionals, executives and organisations notice
earlier?

3. Develop a practical language for pushback and reprioritisation.

One tangible Summit outcome could be a set of phrases or conversation
frameworks that help administrative professionals:

e challenge unrealistic deadlines;

e Clarify priorities;

e negotiate workload;

e ask for help;

e reset expectations;

e explain capacity without appearing negative or uncooperative.

These need to recognise that simply saying “no” is not realistic or culturally
appropriate in every situation.

4. Explore “permission, power and protection”.

This concept could provide a useful framework for the Berlin discussion.

Permission: Am | genuinely allowed to make decisions and exercise judgement?
Power: Do | have sufficient authority, information and resources to take ownership?

Protection: Can | challenge, question or admit difficulty without fear of unreasonable
consequences?
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The group could explore what administrative professionals need from executives
and organisations in each of these areas.

5. Separate personal responsibility from organisational responsibility.

Which causes of overwhelm can reasonably be addressed by the individual, and
which require intervention from managers, HR or the organisation?

This would help prevent every workload problem being reframed as a personal
productivity issue.

6. Challenge the profession's relationship with overachievement.

Explore why being indispensable, constantly available and able to “do everything”
remains so closely connected with professional identity.

How can the profession redefine excellence so that judgement, prioritisation,
delegation and collaboration are valued as highly as personal outpute

7. Create recommendations for executives.

The final recommendations should not be aimed solely at administrative
professionals. Executives also need to understand their role in creating the conditions
for ownership, through trust, clarity, realistic expectations, appropriate autonomy
and open conversations about capacity.

The question for Berlin

The online group began with the question: How do we cope when everything
becomes too much? The discussion suggests that Berlin can now move beyond
coping. The more useful question may be:

How do we create a profession and working environment in which administrative
professionals have the confidence, skills, permission, power and protection to
manage their capacity, rather than simply being expected to absorb more?

That moves the conversation from managing overwhelm towards genuinely creating
ownership.
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14th World Administrators Summit Online Discussion Sessions
19th September 2026

Group 3 -From Invisible to Indispensable

How to make our impact visible, measureable and valued?

Facilitator: Sarah Richson

Summary of online discussion

Overall framing

Sarah Richson opened the discussion by making a clear distinction between
visibility and indispensability. An administrative professional may be highly
visible yet replaceable, or relatively quiet while being critical to the
organisation’s ability to function. The central question was therefore not simply
“"How do we become more visible?" but:

What makes administrative professionals impossible to do without, and how
can that contribution be turned into evidence rather than perception?

Participants were asked to speak not only from personal experience, but also
on behalf of their countries, colleagues and professional communities, so that
the discussion could inform the next stage of the work in Berlin.

1. When does an administrative professional’s contribution become
invisible?

Sarah asked participants to consider their respective countries and identify when
administrative professionals begin to feel unseen or when their contribution becomes
invisible. Several themes emerged.

Lack of understanding of the role. In many organisations, the profession is not
fully understood from the outset. Administrative professionals may be
recognised for individual tasks, but the broader organisational contribution
behind those tasks remains unseen.

Dependence on individual advocates. Visibility often depends on having a
supportive executive, line manager or internal advocate who understands the
profession and actively highlights its contribution. This makes recognition
dependent on individuals rather than embedded in the organisation.

Being taken for granted. When administrative professionals consistently make
things work, their contribution can become almost invisible precisely because
operations run smoofthly.

Exclusion from strategy. At more senior levels, EAs may be close to strategic
discussions and business planning but still find that their own insight is not
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invited or valued. The “door closes” when the conversation moves from
execution to strategy.

Self-perception also contributes to invisibility. Participants noted that Assistants
themselves can reinforce hierarchy when they describe themselves as “just an
assistant” or attach their professional value primarily to the seniority of the
person they support.

A related point was that administrative work is often fundamental to business
operations, but the systems, coordination and infrastructure behind outcomes
are perceived as less important than “strategy”, even though both are
necessary to achieve the result.

2. What role should HR and management play?

Sarah explored the relationship between HR and administrative professionals
and asked what HR could do differently to support the profession.

The discussion highlighted a significant knowledge gap within HR. Participants
described situations where HR still understood the Assistant role mainly through
traditional tasks — scheduling, minutes, logistics rather than strategic
confribution, judgement, confidentiality, business knowledge and
organisational coordination.

A key insight was that Assistants need to speak the language of HR and
management. One example described how an internal Assistant network
deliberately used the same presentation format used at C-suite level and
translated administrative contribution into terminology that HR and
management recognised.

However, participants stressed that responsibility should not sit with HR alone.
Management as a whole needs to understand and invest in administrative
and enabling functions.

This led to an important language shift discussed during the session:
from “support functions” to “enabler functions.”

The administrative profession enables other parts of the organisation to
perform — sales, operations, leadership, projects, communication and
decision-making. The discussion therefore suggested that positioning the
profession as an organisational enabler may better reflect its contribution.

There was also discussion about professional associations. Sarah questioned
why membership of recognised professional bodies and professional
development is routinely funded or expected in professions such as HR, while
equivalent investment is often absent for administrative professionals.
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3. Where do positive experiences of visibility and professional
recognition come from?

Sarah asked whether anyone could describe environments in which the
profession was already visible, strong and valued and what made those
environments different.

The strongest pattern was the presence of advocates and sponsors.

Supportive executives who actively ask for the Assistant’s opinion, invite them
into conversations and recognise their judgement can significantly change
both the Assistant’s confidence and how others perceive the role.

Professional networks were also identified as important. Internal Assistant
networks can create collective visibility, development opportunities and a
stronger professional voice.

However, an important distinction emerged: having one excellent executive
who values their Assistant does not necessarily mean the profession itself is
recognised.

Participants observed that C-suite leaders may understand the value of high-
level support because they experience it directly, while middle management
and the wider organisation may still have a limited understanding of the
profession.

This moved the discussion from individual advocacy to systemic recognition.

Sarah suggested examining the profession at country level through factors
such as qualifications, professional associations, titles, career structures, salary
bands, standards and representation at senior decision-making levels.

4. What makes an administrative professional genvinely indispensable?
Sarah then shifted the conversation from visibility to indispensability:

Think of an administrative professional who became genuinely indispensable.
What did they do that others did not?

The answers moved clearly beyond technical competence.

One example concerned an Assistant who invited herself into opportunities,
volunteered for projects and gradually began undertaking work comparable
to that of a business analyst. She connected scientists with IT during the
infroduction of a new system, gathered requirements and franslated
information between groups.

Sarah highlighted the importance of behaviour, noting that approximately:

50% is technical excellence and 50% behavioural excellence.
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The behavioural differentiators discussed included initiative, curiosity, courage,
self-leadership, wilingness to enter new spaces, business awareness and the
confidence to contribute beyond the formal job description.

Another strong theme was how the work is done, not simply what is done.
Participants described Assistants who understood executives as people, built
trust and provided stability during difficult periods.

This led to Sarah’s observation that: Emotional memory can outlast cognitive
memory.

The impact people remember is often not the completed task itself, but how
someone worked with them and how that person made them feel.

5. How does business knowledge contribute to indispensability?
This became one of the strongest themes in the session.

Indispensable Assistants were described as people who:

o understand how the organisation works and how it makes money;
. understand the executive's priorities and perspective;

o know enough to ask the questions the executive would ask;

o can act as a frusted proxy without overstepping decision authority;
o connect information across functions;

o understand organisational relationships and dynamics;

o anticipate what is coming next;

o detect details, gaps or risks that the executive may miss.

One participant described the relationship as working with the executive
rather than simply for the executive.

Sarah also referred to the difference between simply recording information
and actually understanding what matters, expressed through the phrase:

“Stop taking notes and start taking note.”

Administrative professionals occupy multiple organisational touchpoints and
therefore collect what Sarah described as a form of “organic data”: signals,
relationships, operational friction, moods, emerging issues and information that
may never appear in a formal report.

This ability fo connect the dots and detect what others miss was identified as a
significant source of value.

6. How can administrative impact be measured?

This was one of the most important questions of the session and was explicitly
identified as something to take forward to Berlin.
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Sarah explained that when discussing role grading and professional
positioning with HR, she repeatedly encounters the question:

“How do we measure what admins really do?”

She challenged participants to go beyond activity measures such as numbers
of calls, meetings or emails and instead ask:

If you had to prove your impact in numbers by the end of the quarter, what
would you measure?

The group identified several possible measures:

Executive time saved — including the financial value of senior executive time
released from administrative activity.

Decision acceleration — helping decisions happen more quickly by ensuring
the right information, people and follow-up are available.

Problems prevented.
Risks prevented or reduced.
Conflicts and delays avoided.

Costs saved — including negotiation with suppliers and better use of
resources.

Bottlenecks removed — whether relating to people, processes, information or
time.

Processes established or improved.
Contribution to business KPIs.
Contribution to strategic pillars, budgets and project delivery.

The group recognised that qualitative evidence already exists, but the greater
challenge is quantification.

As Sarah described the challenge she receives from HR:
“We don't want you to qualify it. We want you to quantify it.”

The conversation did not produce a complete measurement framework, but it
clearly established this as an area requiring further work.

7. What three issues should be taken forward to Berlin?

Towards the end, Sarah explicitly asked participants to nominate three
priorities, in order, that should be carried into Berlin, considering not only
themselves but also their countries and organisations.

The nominations included:
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Evidence of impact and quantifying
the role

Learning how to step up;

Behavioural and soft-power skills
alongside technical skills

Speaking the language of
management/HR

Understanding the business

A recognised skills matrix

Leadership positioning

Accreditation of the profession

Changing our own behaviour

Connecting the dofts

Bringing younger administrative
professionals into the conversation

KPIs/KPAs

Next-level behaviour

Partnering with internal advocates

Learning how to narrate impact

An enabler mindset

Sarah reacted particularly strongly to:

“Accreditation of the profession” - “Bingo! That one.”

The nominations therefore cluster around three broader areas:

A. Evidence and Measurement of Impact

Develop credible ways of demonstrating and quantifying the contribution of

administrative professionals in terms that business and HR understand.

B. Professional Recognition and Frameworks

Explore accreditation, recognised skills matrices, career structures, professional

standards, KPIs/KPAs and clearer positioning of the profession.

C. Behaviour, Business Understanding and Professional Agency

Develop the behaviours that move professionals beyond task execution:

business awareness, initiative, judgement, self-leadership, connecting the dots,
stepping info the room and understanding the impact created by their work.

Gina’s contribution: moving from task to impact

Sarah specifically invited Gina to expand on her point about the enabler
mindset. Gina highlighted that, in Greece, the profession is still strongly

associated with tasks rather than impact and value. She argued that the first

shift therefore must happen within the profession itself: administrative

professionals need to recognise that their work creates organisational impact.

Her mentoring approach was summarised as:

For everything you undertake, think one step further. Ask what impact it will
have on the person or organisation receiving the outcome, do not simply

complete the task.

This infroduced a useful shift in professional thinking:

What did | complete? —» What changed because | completed it?
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Sarah’s final takeaway

Sarah closed the session by returning to the distinction between visibility and
indispensability.

Her central conclusion was:
“Being seen is not the goal. Being needed is.”

More importantly, being needed is not based on how important professionals
believe their own work to be. It is based on evidence held by others in the
organisation of what that professional contributes, and what would break, stop
or deteriorate if that contribution disappeared.

Her final reframing was particularly significant:

Administrative professionals are not necessarily invisible; their contribution is
often unmeasured and unquantified.

That is the issue the next stage of the discussion is infended to address
What happens in Berlin
The Berlin discussion is intended to move from WHAT to HOW.

The breakout groups will use these pre-summit discussions to develop practical
outcomes.

These may include guidelines, strategies, papers, presentations, videos or
other concrete outputs. The outcomes will then be presented in plenary to the
Summit participants and delegates.

Therefore, the central challenge going into Berlin can be expressed very
simply:

How do we move from describing the value of the administrative profession to
demonstrating it, measuring it and embedding it in organisational and
professional structures?

14 WA-Summit Discussion Session 3 Summary Page 7 of 7



WORLD ADMINISTRATORS

SUMMIT

14th World Administrators Summit Online Discussion Sessions
19th September 2026

Group 4 -Al is the Tool - You Are the Talent

How fo use Al tools to work smarter without losing our human edge

Facilitator: Juanita Mort

Summary of online discussion

Al Adoption Across Countries and Companies
e Adoptionis highly varied by company, industry, and generation

o Tech companies (Meta, WEX) are further ahead; non-tech lag
significantly;

o Younger C-suite members are more likely to use Al; the generational
gap is more significant than functional gap;

o Assistants are generally more eager to adopt than the executives they
support;

e France: positive sentiment, Al seen as a useful tool; companies need to define
permitted tools;

e Suriname: Assistants are eager, but adoption depends on company
openness;

e Ghana: Alis still evolving; many are unaware of tools; there are no institutional
policies yet;

e Brazil: Has swung from fear to hype; there’s a need for maturity in tool
selection;

o Neftherlands: There is strong digital adoption among business support
professionals; the gap exists when colleagues are still paper-based or Teams-
averse;

e Philippines: Research points to lack of organizational governance and
structured training as the main obstacle.

How Assistants Are Using Al Today

e Email drafting and tone adjustment;
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e Meeting minutes, reports, and bi-yearly summaries;

e lfinerary and travel planning for executives;

e Brainstorming, event planning, and venue research;

e File and document retrieval (Copilot was especially praised);

e Invoice review, SOP generation, and weekly task lists;

o Data analytics and insight generation from staff data;

o Studying and language improvement (Greece);

e Building persistent *“memory” within tools to tfrack ongoing projects;

o Copilot Notebooks was highlighted for project management: load all relevant
files, chat against them specifically.

What Al Genuinely Improves vs. Where It Falls Short

e Redal value:

o

o

Reduces administrative burden, freeing fime for strategic and high-
visibility work;

Enables Assistants to take on A2-level responsibilities and collaborate
more closely with executives;

Speeds up research, document retrieval, and report generation
significantly;

Copilot: finding files from years ago, flagging missed emails;

e Limitations and hype:

o

o

It cannot think for you; prompt quality determines output quality;
It does not understand organizational relationships or validate data;

It can produce incorrect outputs: e.g.: Priscilla caught a data
projection error that would have misled directors;

Running the same prompt across multiple tools wastes time rather than
saving it.
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Human Skills to Protect and Strengthen

Critical thinking and professional judgment: essential for validating Al output;

Relationship-building: Al cannot replace stakeholder and organizational
relationships;

Leadership positioning: Assistants should act as strategic partners, not just
operators;

Knowing the fundamentals of tasks Al performs, so errors can be caught

Work-life balance: Al's speed creates pressure to deliver instantly; boundaries
matter;

Managers care about outcomes, not method; human value lies in judgment
and delivery.

Barriers to Effective Al Use

Lack of education and awareness: most common barrier, not fear per se;

No organizational policy or governance on permitted tools;

Confidentiality and data privacy concerns (what can be fed into Al?2);

Cost and unequal access across seniority levels;

Training not keeping pace with tool rollout;

Seasoned professionals near retrement are less motivated to adopt/adapt;
Leadership not modeling adoption; some C-suite are barely using Al licenses;

Too many tools evolving too fast: confusion over which to use for what.

Practical Resources and Prompt Libraries

Shared prompt library identified as a high-value community resource:
o Meta administrative community maintains one, updated weekly;

o Becca’s organization built pre-made prompts into their internal GPT for
common tasks (minutes, briefs, speeches);
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o Joshua uses a “Prompt Cowboy” tool to refine prompts before running
across GPT, Gemini, and Claude.

e WAA Technology Task Force exploring a shared online space for
administrative professionals to exchange prompts, skills, and best practices;

e Key consensus: learning to prompt well is the foundation for using any Al tool
effectively;

e Natalie: gap in Al education is the lack of real-world examples; conceptual
training leaves people lost;

e Recommendation: master the tool your company uses first, stay open to
others for career flexibility.

Next steps for Berlin

o Bring shared admin prompt library concept to WAA Technology Task Force
(Juanita)Joshua proposed a community sharing space for prompts and best
practices; Juanita noted it for the fech group discussion ahead of Berlin.

o Submit topic ideas and feedback to Juanita for next year's Technology Task
Force agenda Juanita shared her email in chat; input can feed into Berlin
planning or the ongoing task force workstream.
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