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Presenter
Presentation Notes
I want to talk today about how to work effectively as a team to support the president and the board.  I call this team, the executive ensemble and I’m going to use a music metaphor in this talk.  As a word of caution, I am not a musician, so those of you who are, will have to cut me a little slack.   At my college, we have a executive assistant to the president and a board secretary.  The executive assistant to the president supports the president, and some of that support means working with the board secretary to meet the needs of the board.  The board secretary at Douglas College reports to the Board Chair for matters involving board governance, but also to the president.  It is always a challenge to serve two different people, especially when their interest diverge.  
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I give you the executive ensemble!  This is when we are having fun.  This is how I like the office to feel when its just us.  
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This is our public image.  Aren’t we refined?  The ideal is to be viewed as in tune, well paced, and harmonious.  Outsiders should not experience any tension while listening.  We aren’t a high school band who is going to emit a horrible squeak or squawk at any point.  We evoke confidence in our abilities.  So what does the executive ensemble have to do to be effective?  First, like all musicians, you have to practice.  It doesn’t come together without working on it.  Each person has to know their part and fine tune their instrument.  Then you have to figure out how to work together so the individual parts are harmonized.  Let’s break it down into component parts.
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There is a pace to our work, a beat if you will.  If you have a new member of the team, they won’t know the pace.  You have to give them information, like sheet music, so they will know when the part they are playing requires multiple moves on their part—like changing notes---and when they can expect a rest.  In our office, we have constructed a detailed calendar with all of the board subcommittees and senior management team meetings depicted on it, each in a different color.  In addition, the calendar captures when agenda items are due for each of these meetings, and any other critical information to enable us all to see when we have to move quickly and when we can expect a rest.As a new president, having one monthly calendar of these important commitments to consult was very helpful in allowing me to see the work at a glance.  It helped me plan.  It helped me meet deadlines.It has taken some fine tuning to make the calendar more workable.  We’ve tried color coding things, and we’ve altered the amount of information we provide a little bit.  Looking ahead to next year, we may have to reduce some of the complexity of the calendar even more.  For me, the fuller it gets with items and reminders, the less useful it is as a document, because there is just too much information to see the critical content at a glance.  So we will work on improving our calendars.  
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This image, though not at all musical, captures another important consideration when thinking of the executive ensemble:  balance.  This isn’t intended to say that the work or the executive assistant and board secretary have to be perfectly equal to be balance.  They don’t.  The balance is more of a give and take.  When one is overloaded, the other should try to offset some of the pressure by freeing up other staff to assist with some of the tasks, and informing others that it is not a good time to pile more work onto that person.  This can be done quietly and supportively.  
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And if overtime, it becomes apparent that it is difficult to achieve balance, then we should have a discussion about rebalancing workloads among all the staff.  If workload balance is a problem, then a meeting should be scheduled to address it.  The person under pressure should take steps to schedule that meeting.  Don’t expect the president to be aware, many aren’t.  Everyone of us is incredibly busy at certain times, the president may not know how chronic a state of overwork or underwork is unless it is pointed out.  If you have that conversation, however, you have to be prepared to give up some of the work you are doing and you should give some thought to what that would look like.  Don’t go into a discussion about workload without solutions ready.  
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These sound waves illustrate harmony.  The executive ensemble is most effective when it functions harmoniously.  That means the parts that people are playing have to be coordinated.  If I am singing the melody, then the executive assistant and board secretary either have to both support me in two part harmony or three part harmony.  Whether they contribute the same way or in a complementary way, is entirely dependent on the task, but it helps to know in advance how you’re going to go or it won’t come across as harmonious, but as discord.  Have clearly defined workloads.  If there are places where they aren’t clearly defined, talk about them until the overlap is resolved.  The president should be aware that you’ve are addressing workload issues in case he or she has some clear expectations to convey.  After that, the conversations about who should do what are probably best had away from the president.  
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Discord is inevitable.  It is inevitable because no matter how well we plan, things can go in unexpected directions.  The best way to prevent discord is to communicate in advance who is going to handle particular things that could go wrong and who is going to continue to play through no matter what.  For example, if at a board meeting, there is something that the board secretary needs, the executive assistant might go get it so the board secretary can continue to play through the meeting so few would notice a change.  We shouldn’t draw attention to missed or dropped notes, but play through them and support one another.  After we can talk about how to improve the performance in the future.  Which brings up the importance of regular debriefing.  It is good to debrief after major events.  Being honest about what worked and what didn’t so that improvements can be made.  This is also helpful at the end of a cycle of events, such as a serious of meeting.  If the flow of paperwork isn’t working, then it should be adjusted.  We keep adjusting our workflow.  We created templates for agenda items.  Each senior administrator had a personalized template.  At first the templates were too detailed.  We reduced the detail.  Then we noted the options were too limited, so we informed people they could modify the options.  And on and on.  We keep tweaking how we prepare our paperwork, and how we move it from one approval body to another, with the goal of making all transitions smoother, with less duplication of effort.  It is the area we have worked on more than anything else because the volume of work is so significant and the importance of clear communication is critical.  
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It is always helpful to consider each person’s strengths when planning how to do things.  All members of the ensemble are important.  Harmony isn’t made by one sound.  It takes coordination of sounds and good timing.  Each part is important and it may be helpful to redistribute key tasks to achieve the best outcome.  As in dance, one persons strength should complement the other so when they come together, the combined effort is successful.  It is important to recognize each other’s strengths and limitations and to be honest about them.  Sometimes the combined effort means that one person will shine more than another, but the ultimate goal is the success of the organization.  That may mean taking someone off a task that they are very good at doing and enjoy, but that another person COULD do and probably should do to allow the first person to do something that needs them more.  That’s all part of teamwork.  
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I couldn’t resist this pic.  I’m sure the dog was thirsty, but the only way the cat could get a drink, is if the dog helped the cat.  The dog can drink after.  
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Mistakes always happen.  The executive ensemble can’t avoid them any more than any other group can.  Maybe we make fewer than other groups, but we make them.  



 
 
"Don't worry about a thing, 'Cause 
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This is how I usually respond.  I may feel annoyed or let down, but at this level, I know that the person making the mistake feels terrible already.  I don’t need to make them feel worse.  If I did, my sense is that it wouldn’t help and it may even make them feel bad after the incident passes.  Their thoughts may go something like this:  I felt awful, but I fixed it and it worked out in the long run, so Kathy didn’t need to make me feel worse.  I don’t make many mistakes and it seems like she doesn’t appreciate that because she made me feel so bad when I made this mistake.  She takes it for granted how good I am.  It doesn’t matter who makes a mistake.  Own it, fix it, put it behind you.  If mistakes keep happening, that’s different.  Then the executive ensemble has to be honest with itself.  We have to put the problem on the table and discuss it.  The discussion might be like this:  If I’m dropping the ball:  Kathy, you have had trouble getting materials ready, is there anything we can do to help?  If my assistant or the board secretary is dropping the ball, similar script.  The goal is improvement, not punishment.  If everyone understands that then people will respond reasonably.  If you can’t talk about things, then maybe you have to change your structure to enable conversations to occur, such as planned debriefing meetings.  If you think one of the people has performed poorly, instead of pointing it out, ask them how they think it went.  At this level people usually acknowledge the rough parts.  Ask how it could be better instead of what went wrong.  
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This is how it feels when it goes well.  It is important to celebrate together, not just the big wins, even the routine ones, like meetings that go well.  Acknowledge they went well in a ‘go team” sort of way.  Anyone can start that conversation.  Don’t wait for the president.  If you aren’t sure if things did go well, then approach the conversation cautiously, by saying, well, that’s over now, how do feel?  If you sensed things went poorly, you could say, is there anything we need to talk about?  How can I help with the next steps?  Do you want me to schedule some follow up meetings?  Focus on moving forward, directing the president toward solutions that can be pursued.  If he or she needs to vent, then listen.  My sense is that most executive assistants are very good at reading their presidents and knowing how and when to be supportive.
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