A survival guide for the executive assistant (EA) in a culture of constant interruptions

An ‘Interruption Culture’ can take various forms. By this I mean you get distracted, delayed or deployed on a regular basis, taking your main focus off the task at hand whether in a large organisation, a small office or working in a home environment. Managing the extent and breath of interruptions can prove to be counter-productive and extremely frustrating, ultimately leading to heightened levels of stress. 
Let us sort ‘interruptions’ into two genres. Firstly, there are those that occur unprovoked from an external source and then there are interruptions that are internally driven or self-generated.

Firstly, let’s consider externally provoked distractions:
· Your manager 

· Answering to several managers 

· Phone(s) – theirs, his, hers, yours, those around you

· Email(s) – theirs, his, hers, yours, levels of urgency, spam, etc.
· People with needs ranging from urgent requests to irrelevant chatter

· Technology issues

· Crises and on-the-job emergencies

· People’s priorities 
· Meetings
Secondly, your own personal arsenal of interruptions includes:
· Facebook, Twitter, personal emails

· Personal phone calls

· Frequent breaks 

· Home issues, intensified during school holidays

· Ineffectual time management
· Inability to say ‘no’

With the advent of social media, the genre of interruptions is only going to get more pervasive and invasive. It may be timely to spring clean old habits and develop new ones. 
1. Audit your role – stop, revive, survive!
For the most part, it can be argued that being the ‘gatekeeper’ for your manager would incur an amount of disruption as you protect your manager’s scheduled activities and their personal space. 

It seems that a certain ‘level’ of interruption is expected in the role of an EA as part of supporting a manager. One PA within a large manufacturing company commented that ‘being able to deal with countless interruptions’ was identified in her position description when she applied for her current role and she ‘hasn’t been disappointed’.

Therefore, if it is not candidly stated, it is implicit in the fine print of the PA/EA position description, with words such as ‘flexibility’, ‘ability to multi task’, ‘manage priorities’ recognised as subtle clues to the reality that the role will be riddled with interruptions and distractions. Somehow you will need to manage them or muster constructive change.
A useful exercise is to spend two days ‘auditing’ your daily routines, noting the interruptions that occur and the time required to deal with them. 
Having performed this exercise myself, I realise my largest ‘time thief’ was the telephone. I was amazed to find that even though I wasn’t conscious of spending great amount of time on the phone, the average call lasted more than 12 minutes. In each instance, I had to stop what I was doing, take the call and then restart the task in hand by backtracking.
Another ‘epiphany’ was that most of those calls could have waited. Not one of them was urgent. Also, in not wanting to be impolite, I allowed the caller to engage in casual conversation, which ultimately was at my expense.

Currently, if I am working on something that requires my utmost concentration, I divert the phone so I don’t hear it ring, as well as keep my mobile off (not on silent). When I stop for a break, I do my phone messages all at once. This has certainly given me back some very handy hours in each day!

2. The good, the bad and the deadly
Not all interruptions are detrimental. For example, they provide respite from tedious tasks, which is essential for juggling the work/life balance, connecting and building relationships, getting priorities back on track or just offering support and guidance to others. 
The ‘line in the sand’ comes down to quantity and frequency of the interruptions and the outcomes that you subsequently have to live with. If the daily juggling of stopping and starting, flipping and flopping, turning off and on, engaging and disengaging and tuning out and in can all be mastered without a stressful outcome...congratulations! 
For most of us mere mortals, that is a tall order. Persistent and consistent interruptions in a work environment have a knack of taking ‘order’ and converting it to ‘disorder’, disarray and distress in some cases. 
For example, an EA’s manager has become embroiled in some newsworthy situation. This scenario may necessitate organising meetings for stakeholders and producing reports and supporting documentation.  Each day will no doubt be swamped with fielding phone calls and email messages, ‘sticky beaks’ and other aggravations that make getting the core business sorted out to be more problematic. In this example, it will be the interruptions that add extraneous stress to an already arduous situation leading to intensified workload. 

However, that is life in the real world. PAs and EAs are quintessentially highly effective multi-taskers, great communicators, diplomats and negotiators. For the most part, the daily juggling of priorities, the cut and thrust of the battle of managers for a PA/EA’s time and the relentless ‘you’ve got mail’ ding have been mastered effectively. Working late or on weekends, coming into work early to catch up, taking work home or just feeling the pressure are indicators that something is out of whack.

3. The quick fix!

Let’s start with an easy one! We are living with a glut of emails. Be ruthless and slash any unnecessary email senders. Unsubscribe from all non-essential sources. Make the ‘delete’ key your best friend and try not to revisit an email by doing something with it or jettison the unwanted email. 
Don’t be afraid to say ‘no’, but, offer options ... Ask about the urgency, timeframe, negotiate, explain your other pending items, suggest a time slot you could manage or just be extremely pleasant yet firm in managing the outcome.

Here are 3 top tips from an EA of a large accounting practice:
· Take notes of instructions given (particularly useful if interrupted with another instruction)

· Set a goal timeline for the day of tasks to be achieved, bearing in mind that you will always be interrupted with other jobs that take priority.  Carry forward to the next day's timeline tasks not completed

· Continually prioritise your tasks throughout the day

And more...

· Turn off ‘distracters’ for one to two hour blocks each day

· Key in names into the phone so that you can vet phone calls; it is far better to call back when you can give them your undivided attention

· Stay on task and manage technology around you

· Muster self discipline in own habits and possible ‘addictions’

· Use ‘down times’ to be proactive with mundane and administrative tasks.

4. The usual suspects.
In an ‘interruption culture’, the serial ‘office interrupt-ee’ who is oblivious to the fact they disturb everyone constantly is quite common.
“There are four EAs who work in close proximity to each to each other and when Vera (not her real name) is away, we seems to get so much more done, as she thinks nothing about thinking out loud or simply speaking so loudly on her phone calls, it becomes distracting and it’s hard to keep our concentration”.

Then there’s the office ‘nice guy who loves a chat’:
“Joyce is such a lovely person and she has so much going on in her family life. I once spent some time listening to her family issues, so now, every time she sees me it is no less an a 15 minute conversation.”
So the choices are ‘learn to live with it’, or gently ‘retrain’ people who constantly interrupt you with inappropriate intrusions to respect your parameters and be sensitive to your need for privacy and time.
A senior PA for a large Telco articulated her frustration with the ‘Interruption Code of Conduct’ (her terminology) by expressing that she had often daydreamed of creating a barb wire blockade around her workstation, complete with a fierce Doberman by her side and a water pistol in her top drawer! 
So when there is urgent work to be done, here are some helpful hints:
· Politely decline any superfluous conversation, explaining you are on a deadline and offer another time (lunch, coffee) for a decent catch-up.
· Develop a ‘do not disturb’ non-verbal demeanour, i.e. try not to make eye contact with passers-by, face your back to the general office, do not smile and remain a facial expression of intense focus and concentration. Chances are you won’t need that Doberman.

· If social media is ‘your thing’ and that little refresher helps you get through the day, for one week only, monitor how much you use it. To-ing and fro-ing back and forth with Facebook has recently been referred to anecdotally as being responsible for a significant underperformance in high school students who were regular users.

A final word from the EA at the accounting firm, “Even though I am interrupted constantly, I think I cope well with it, particularly by using the 3 top tips and I am also lucky enough to not have chit chatters around me, so it is really just down to getting on with the job.”

Managing an environment full of interruptions at work is about both priority and people management. The best person to assess how you are managing your outcomes and how you feel at the end of each working day is yourself. Getting the mix right with sound self-management principles will ensure your professional life is not robotic, or chaotic. 
