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Introduction







Let’s be totally honest: I started a Web site called Save the Assistants because I hated my job. I wish I could tell you that I quit said job right after the first in-the-bathroom cryfest and immediately became a spunky Norma Rae–type heroine, but the truth is that it took some time to build up enough courage to walk out. I may have been desperate, but I wasn’t stupid—living in New York was not free, and I needed even the meager $28K salary.


I grew up in North Carolina and attended a state university there. A couple of months after graduating, armed with a degree in English Lit and dreams of “making it” as a writer (whatever that means), I moved to New York City. I didn’t have any friends or connections in the city, so like a lot of other young people, I applied for every job that was even loosely related to what I wanted to do. In other words, I spent a lot of time temping. One day, the woman who ran my temp agency got me an interview to be the receptionist at a big media company. Although being a receptionist wasn’t my dream job, the company sounded interesting and I figured that while I was sitting at the front desk I would also have time to keep sending out résumés and obsessively refreshing the Craigslist job boards. The company, which we’ll just call the Evil Empire, hired me right away. Then, on my first day, while I was unpacking my stuff at the reception desk, the office manager casually informed me that I was also going to be someone’s assistant. Surprise!


Being an assistant at the Evil Empire meant you spent lots of time getting screamed at for stuff like stapling something in a way your boss didn’t like. Although most of our bosses at the Evil Empire were backstabby and competitive with one other, the assistants didn’t follow suit and became a pretty close-knit group. One of the assistants I bonded with was named Ashley Seashore. Unlike me, who’d had only internships, Ashley had a decent amount of work experience, and she helped me figure out the everyday ins and outs of working in an office. She taught me about all the things I hadn’t learned in college but desperately needed to know at a job—like when to BCC people on e-mails, how to handle criticism, and what to say when you got blamed for something that wasn’t your fault. If not for her, I would have either been fired or had a nervous breakdown by the end of the second week.


We assistants got along pretty well and formed an unofficial support group for one another. Somebody always checked on you when you had a hangover, helped salvage the PowerPoint presentation you’d totally ruined, covered your phone when you had to sneak out for a smoke break, and took you out for lunch on your birthday. At some point, while chatting on the internal messaging system (any IM program was blocked from office computers, as were Hotmail, Yahoo, Gmail, eBay, and—eventually—a little site called Save the Assistants), Ashley and I decided it would be really cool if there was some kind of online network for assistants, a virtual version of the happy hours we had with our assistant crew. And when one didn’t exist, we decided to make one. After we both finally bailed from the Evil Empire, had time to detox, and moved on to better jobs that actually provided us with dignity, Save the Assistants (STA) was born.


At first, it seemed like the only people reading STA were us and our friends, and some of them sent in horror stories that we published under fake names (a note: unless an assistant specifically says it’s okay to use his or her real name, all horror stories on STA—and in this book—are assigned pseudonyms). But, before we knew it, our traffic started to grow. We got linked to popular blogs and mentioned in magazine and newspaper articles. It seemed that being a mistreated, beleaguered assistant was a pretty common phenomenon. Even people who were no longer assistants and had been in better jobs for years still smarted from the way they were treated back when they were getting started. It turned out that our little “virtual happy hour” was a pretty crowded bar. In addition to horror stories, we started running items about celebrity assistants, updates about workplace laws and other policies that affected entry-level workers, reviews of career advice books, articles about assistant-centric TV shows and movies like The Devil Wears Prada and Ugly Betty, and more. Mail came from as far away as London and Sydney. If there’s anything I’ve learned, it’s that having a shitty job is a pretty universal experience.


The most rewarding part of running the site was striking up friendships with assistants from all over the world. I developed offline relationships with some of the site’s regular contributors and counseled them on how to handle their bosses. Sometimes readers would e-mail me to let me know that they’d quit their jobs and, even though I may have lost them as readers now that they’re not assistants, it’s pretty sweet to know that some of the things posted on my site have helped people kick butt in their careers. One of the assistants who wound up finding her dream job was Ashley—although the new hours and responsibilities meant that she didn’t have time for STA anymore, I was more than happy to take it over. Luckily, she still e-mails me the occasional link to a story that would fit in well on the site.


So that’s where this book comes in. Why just cry about your mistreatment over drinks with friends when you can sing it to the world? And if you’re worried about protecting that boss of yours, just remember one thing: if they didn’t want you to talk about it, they shouldn’t have behaved that way.


However, this book is about more than horror stories. Yeah, I’ve got a lot of those. But I also have some really awesome stories about assistants who made it out and up and are now proudly well-behaved bosses with their very own assistants. I’ve gotten to know a lot about the virtues of workplace distractions. I’ve even managed to come up with some of my own theories about how to identify certain boss personalities and also, most important, how to spot a fellow assistant who is suffering from the much-dreaded Stockholm syndrome.


In many industries, being an assistant is still the only way in. You have to learn the ropes before you can move up, so your career is essentially in the hands of your boss. This isn’t always a terrible thing, because there are decent and great bosses out there. But, sadly, many assistants still have to deal with Past Their Primes, Overstressers, Functional Illiterates, Martyrs, and Frenemies. I am here to help, so read on.
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A Millennial Assistant Manifesto







The relationship between bosses and assistants is kind of like the one between parents and children: the latter thinks the former is boring, uptight, and uncool; the former finds the latter lazy, selfish, and entitled. They’re both a little bit right and a little bit wrong.


Why is it that the generation currently entering the workforce—Generation Y, or “Millennials,” for lack of better terms—has earned a reputation of being spoiled brats who don’t want to work? It’s certainly not unusual for the “established” group to hate the newcomers. Our grandparents thought our parents were a bunch of slackers. That’s the way offices work: the veterans think they know the best way to do things and don’t appreciate a bunch of new hires telling them to change or do things differently. The most obvious place that the divide between generations becomes apparent is technology. As technology changes ever more rapidly, it’s the younger generation—aka, the most recent hires—that usually has the best grasp on how to quickly and efficiently use computers, e-mail, iPhones, and the rest. For an older worker, imagine not only trying to keep up with the constantly updating technology in the office, but the frustration of seeing someone younger and less experienced than you figuring it all out with absolutely no problem.


I find that what gets read as the “entitlement” of Gen-Yers in the workplace is usually the result of one of two things: the assistant’s genuine feeling of having been baited and switched from the interview process to the actual reality of the position granted, or, in less frequent cases, assistants who actually feel a sense of entitlement—those few who give the rest of us a bad name.


While it’s an incredibly small minority, there are indeed twenty-somethings out there with trust funds, well-connected parents, and tremendous egos who show up for their first day on the job utterly horrified that they’re expected to do actual work instead of be rewarded simply for existing. Pete Campbell on the first season of the show Mad Men is a classic example of this type. He’s from a wealthy society family, went to the best and most exclusive schools, and resents the fact that his bosses at the Madison Avenue advertising agency Sterling Cooper expect him to do his job. His name and pedigree allow him to leverage his family connections and advance in his field, but he’s not terribly good at his job. All the while, he’s petulant, conceited, and treats fellow employees—both his subordinates and his equals—like dirt. However, the percentage of Pete Campbells in your average pool of fresh-from-college workers is pretty tiny. Most of these kids have enough good connections that they don’t even have to bother with the pretense of an entry-level job in the first place. While they’re out there, it’s sad that such a meager fraction of Gen-Yers give the rest of the bunch a bad name. The thing is, these people exist in every generation. They’re by no means a new invention. And yet, every year a new crop of workers is forced to do everything they can to not be perceived as a Pete Campbell, all the while envying him. After all, if we had his trust fund, we’d be starting a nonprofit organization to feed starving orphans in Africa, not sitting around the office and whining.


The other employees who get branded with the E-word are the baited and switched. The majority of “entitled” employees come from this pool. I should know, as I was one of them.


In her follow-up to the best-selling book Nickel and Dimed, in which she spent a year trying to live on a typical minimum-wage salary and weighed in on the plight of America’s working poor, Barbara Ehrenreich wrote Bait and Switch: The (Futile) Pursuit of the American Dream. The 2005 book followed Ehrenreich as she went “undercover” as a woman reentering the hiring pool after some time off. She detailed experiences with companies who “sold” an employee on one job, only to completely change the job description as soon as the candidate started working. This happened to me: the Evil Empire knowingly kept me in the dark about the actual nature of my job while I was interviewing for it. During the interview, the HR manager asked me lots of detailed, probing questions about my ambitions, my dreams, and where I could see myself in five years. I’d had a couple of interviews for administrative jobs before, but never one where they were so curious to know about what I wanted out of my career. She also paid close attention to my résumé and asked lots of questions about what I’d studied in college and how I felt about New York so far. I came out of the interview full of hope and excitement.


Knowing that no one would want to accept a full-time assistant/full-time receptionist job that essentially required you to be in two places at once, all day long, thus setting yourself up for total failure, the company remained as vague as they could with my job description until I came in to start working. I often think it’s a miracle anyone ever does well at an assistant job, even when they knew exactly what they were getting into. Ehrenreich would probably agree—she witnessed so many cases of burnout, despair, and anxiety among workers (not just entry-level ones) who’d come in expecting one thing and wound up living another that she was surprised anyone manages to hold a job, ever.


The detractors of Generation Y do have one thing pretty much right—we were indulged, mostly by parents who believed that their children were special, perfect, and better than everyone else’s children. While it’s certainly no crime to love your kids and think they’re the greatest, not every parent did the best job simultaneously imbuing their children with a sense of reality. Like many other kids, particularly white middle-class kids, I grew up being told that when I was an adult I could do anything I wanted if I just tried hard enough. By the time I went to my public state university, professors and career counselors told me that simply having a college degree meant that I was guaranteed a real, rewarding career as soon as I graduated. The notion that a college degree equals lifelong success is one that was built in the 1940s and ’50s, when a small percentage of the population went to a university. It was true then. It isn’t true now that so many more Americans not only go to college but get graduate degrees, but people keep on saying it—and, consciously or unconsciously, believing it. I sure did. On graduation day, my parents grinned and took photographs of me in my cap and gown. And then I went out in search of my first job.


As I sent out résumés and rewrote cover letters, I realized the dizzying whir of “IneedajobIneedajobIneedajob” was spinning around so quickly that I didn’t have any time to dissect exactly what “I need a job” meant. Yes, I had to be practical—I was a real live grown-up now and was responsible for paying rent and buying groceries. But I’d been on a sort of conveyer belt my whole life—go to high school, go to college, get a job—and I had never stopped to wonder if the “normal” path was one I actually wanted to take, or one I was following because I thought I was supposed to. Many college graduates like myself, especially ones with pressing financial needs, get so caught up in this headspace that they don’t have time or energy to really think critically about what sort of job they might like. I prepared for my first day at work like I’d gotten ready for the first day of school—I picked out a cute outfit, set my alarm clock, and couldn’t sleep because I was so consumed with thoughts about what the people in the office were going to be like and if they’d be nice to me. I was a little girl playing dress-up, imagining myself a character in a movie about working. I was no more prepared to have an office job than I was to fly an airplane.


Obviously, once I got that first job—at one point I remember telling Ashley my business card should read “Professional Whipping Girl”—reality came crashing down around me pretty quickly. The first day I spent doing nothing except answering phone calls, taking messages, and bringing coffee. I was indignant: I went through four years of college for this? I got huffy when I was passed over for interesting, relevant-to-my-skills work in favor of typing, taking dictation, and other stuff that made me feel like a relic from the 1950s, which didn’t help when my boss insisted on referring to me as his secretary. Once, when he was screaming at me about yet another thing I’d done wrong, the dreaded word—“entitled”—escaped from his trollish mouth: “You are so entitled.”


And that was when it hit me, or when it began to hit me. What comes off looking like entitlement (a lot of “You know, I graduated summa cum laude, do you think maybe next time I can write the press release instead of just fax it to people?”) is the aftereffect of being baited and switched. Not only had my employers misled me, but so had guidance counselors, career coaches, teachers, the media, and even my parents. Although all of them (except the employers) had had only the best of intentions when they told me I was destined for greatness, they’d unwittingly set me up for a pretty colossal failure. While it was obviously not realistic of me to expect to waltz into a magazine office and immediately be offered a cushy staff writing position, I didn’t think I’d spend the first few years of my career working as an office drone, desperately trying to snare even a tiny byline way in the back of the magazine. Something didn’t fit. And that something was that I had absolutely no idea what it meant to be an assistant or, more simply, what it meant to have a job. I missed the intellectual thrill of college. One of my coworkers said she felt like she “turned her brain off” when she came into work every day. I felt an incredible disconnect, and, furthermore, I felt that I’d regressed.


My boss felt a sense of entitlement from me, and I can’t blame him for that. He had no way of knowing how totally invalidated I felt by my job, because there was no way I ever would have told him. I thought of myself as a tortured intellectual whose talents were being cruelly thwarted. All my boss cared about was whether I did my job—and, to be perfectly honest, a lot of the time I didn’t. My boss and I existed in two separate worlds. And, as a result, we  were a horrible fit for each other. Our incompatibility made it a war to get even the most basic tasks accomplished. It wasn’t just bad for us, it was bad for the company.


The question is, how do we live both truths at the same time? How do we simultaneously believe that the workplace is cold and unforgiving and that we are awesome and deserve better? The most important thing to remember is that there is a huge difference between having a job and having a career. Just because you spend your first year in the workforce doing nothing but organizing the conference room and color-coding folders doesn’t mean that you’re doomed to spend your entire life doing nothing else. There’s a reason the phrase “paying your dues” exists: it’s because getting to the top of any profession involves a whole lot of hard work. What you’ll learn to do in this book is pay your dues in a smart way.


First, you must remember that there’s nothing inherently wrong with being an assistant. Almost everyone has to start low on the totem pole of the industry they want to work in. But if your ambition is to be something other than an assistant, you have to learn to put the job in perspective. In the short term, you can choose to be on autopilot during the day but pursue your outside interests on your own time. If you’re still clinging to the memories of your college glory days, remember which things about college made you really happy, and find a way to keep them a part of your life. Many of the happiest assistants I’ve met also played bass in a band, acted in an improv troupe, coached a team in an intramural basketball league, or volunteered at an animal shelter. If you hate your job and don’t want it to define you, you should be involved in other activities that fulfill you in different ways so that there are lots of other things that can define you.


In the long term, you need to do your job—and do it really, really well. Don’t just make coffee—make the best damn coffee anybody in the office has ever tasted. Because what better way to show off your skills than by kicking ass at every single project you’re assigned, no matter its size? If you want your assistant job to be a stepping stone to something greater, you need to realize that you’re not going to get promoted by sitting around, complaining about how much you hate your life, and sucking at your job. The only thing that’ll get you is fired or—even worse—trapped in perpetual assistant limbo, growing angrier and more disgruntled every day. So pay your dues, but pay them intelligently—network with people at your company, constantly redo your résumé to reflect new skills you’ve learned on the job, learn every single thing you can about how your industry works, and take on extra work to prove your dedication. It might help to get through a particularly bad day at the office by remembering how fortunate you are just to have a job in the first place, especially if you had a long and unsatisfying job search process that left you so broke you ate Ramen and PB&Js every day. By landing a gig, you’ve already accomplished something. That shouldn’t stop you from looking for better work, using the office copier to print out extra copies of your résumé, and sneaking out during your lunch break to go on an interview, but it should help to ground you on those days when you’re tempted to just storm out of the office and never look back.


There’s no law saying you can’t simultaneously hate your job and also want to do well at it: in fact, it’s a lot easier to be ambitious when you have work that backs up your ambition. So clean your desk, grab a cup of coffee (make that two—one for the boss and one for you), and do your part to help erase the E-word forever.














Chapter One
 The Daily Life of an Assistant







I thought I could see the light at the end
of the tunnel, but it was just some bastard with
a torch, bringing me more work.


—DAVID BRENT


(Ricky Gervais) on The Office (U.K.)


It all starts with a desk. It may not be a very big or a very sturdy desk—in fact, it’s probably part of a cubicle. But it’s yours. Soon, you will learn—maybe the first time you’ve had to stifle tears in the bathroom stall when you hear someone else come in, or when your boss follows you halfway down the hall so she can keep yelling at you—that your desk is the only thing in the office that truly belongs to you, the only place where you have even a modicum of safety.


Desks are familiar. After all, remember college? You were so good at college: sleeping until eleven instead of noon meant that you were a go-getter, writing essays about your difficult adolescence was considered a valuable skill, and no one cared when you worked on your term paper as long as you finished it on time. Now that you’re done with college, it’s time to get a job. That is the natural progression of things, right? I mean, that’s what everybody else does—and those college loans certainly won’t pay themselves off.


So now you’ve gotten yourself a job. Turns out that no one in the interview cared what your GPA was or how you started an extracurricular brownie-baking club on campus. So much for being an all-star athlete or the president of your sorority. Suddenly, the only skills that anybody cares about are whether you can make a good cup of coffee and keep four calls on hold at the same time. What gives?


At first, when you get offered that elusive job, you’re all “Yay, they hired me, they picked me!” and you dork out, buying new pens and trying to figure out if that black blazer makes you look smart and professional or uptight and boring. After all, you had to send out hundreds of résumés and cover letters just to get a handful of interviews, and finally one panned out into gainful employment. All you can think about is the money you’re going to make and what you’re going to do with it—you’ll pay off your credit card debt or finally end the deferment on your student loans . . . or maybe you’ll get those shoes you’ve been coveting or the Wii you were planning to ask your parents for as a Christmas present. You’re on top of the world, and what could possibly knock you off your perch? I’ll tell you: actually working.


Pretty soon you’ll realize that there’s a difference between how jobs are portrayed in the media or by your career counselor and how most of them actually are. It’s normal to be depressed, dejected, or in some way unhappy when you start a job—especially if it’s your first one. Have you ever noticed how on the TV show The Office (at least the U.S. version), even though they’re at work all the time, most of the story lines are about them interacting with one another and not really about them doing any work? It is boring to watch people make PowerPoint presentations on their computers or file stuff for five hours, and no TV show is ever going to rely on that for drama. It turns out that it’s fun to watch Dwight Schrute on television, but it is really annoying to work with him in real life.


You may also think a job is a lot like an internship. I’ve actually found that internships are often way better than jobs. You may not be getting paid, but because you’re not getting paid you don’t have the same pressure, deadlines, and fear of getting fired that a salaried employee has. While lots of internships are useful for teaching you about an industry or even giving you a sense of how a typical office works, coming in for four hours a week and working with only a few select employees doesn’t paint an accurate picture of what a real nine-to-five job is like. Most interns, because they’re unpaid and/or temporary employees, are kept away from major meetings, finances, and anything with too much responsibility—not because they are unqualified, but because no company would ever delegate such critical tasks to someone who isn’t a full-time staffer. To be honest, the best way to learn how to have a job is, well, to start having one. Remember the first time you had sex? A job is sort of like that: you romanticize it, you fantasize about it, you’re convinced that once you do it you’re going to feel different and glamorous and important, and then . . . eh. But luckily your career, like your sex life, will improve. It just takes some practice.


The first thing you need to know is the difference between a job and a career. A job is something you do to get money and pay your bills. A career is the overall path that your working life takes. You should be more focused on the latter than the former. Do not walk into your first job expecting it to be your ideal career—a career is something you have to work toward. If your ideal career is to be a magazine editor, your first job might be as an editorial assistant, which means that you’re more likely to answer an editor’s phone than to set up a celebrity photo shoot or come up with clever headlines for the cover. You can’t allow yourself to be bummed about the fact that you haven’t immediately gone from ambitious college student to editor in chief of Cosmo. That just doesn’t happen. The way to get through the darkest days at an assistant job is to think about how that gig, in some way, is getting you closer to that career you want to have. It may be something small, like teaching you a skill that will be useful when you get to the top of the ladder, or it may be something key like working at your dream company in an administrative position instead of an executive one. But the bottom line is that every job you have now is vital toward shaping the career you will have someday. So don’t take it for granted. In this chapter, we’ll talk a little bit about how you can make the best out of even the suckiest job—after all, if you hate the job you currently have, you want to find the best next job you possibly can.


The writer Barbara Kingsolver addressed this notion of job versus career, as well as the state of depression many liberal arts graduates face upon being told that their degrees or areas of study are “worthless” and that they now need to “grow up” and think more about money. In a 2008 commencement speech at Duke University, she said:


Exhaled by culture1, taken in like oxygen, we hold these truths to be self-evident: you get what you pay for. Success is everything. Work is what you do for money, and that’s what counts. How could it be otherwise? And the converse of that last rule, of course, is that if you’re not paid to do something, it can’t be important. If a child writes a poem and proudly reads it, adults may wink and ask “Think there’s a lot of money in that?” You may also hear this when you declare a major in English, or are being a good neighbor, or are raising children: the road to “success” is not paved with the likes of these.


In other words, being an assistant is not just about being an assistant. It’s about keeping you afloat financially and being able to support yourself while also living your dream—whether that’s getting promoted into a job where you make a lot more money, working on an artistic side project like a band or the Great American Novel, or just never needing to ask your parents for cash ever again. But, ultimately, letting your job be the only thing that defines you is a dangerous prospect. Whether it involves having a hobby, being a volunteer, participating in a community activity, having a family, or doing anything else, you need to have a healthy life outside of work, or you can never have a healthy life at work.


Your assistant job may seem—and probably is—pretty damn overwhelming. So here are a couple of things you should do immediately in order to get yourself as set as possible.


Learn everybody’s name—and, more important, exactly what they do.


You will survive being an assistant only if you have allies in the office. They may be other, more senior, assistants, but they might also be people in other departments or tertiary characters (like clients, contractors, or people who have some connection to the company but don’t actually work there). Get to know as many people as possible as quickly as you can. If it helps, make a map of your office with people’s names labeled according to where they sit.


Learning names is step one—but learning what people do is a much more critical step two. I don’t mean memorizing peoples’ titles—I mean learning exactly what projects and tasks they’re responsible for and what skills they’re known for in the office. For example, knowing exactly who is in charge of things like payroll and health insurance benefits is super-important, because if you make friends with these people they will be a million times more likely to help you figure out your ridiculously complicated health plan coverage or make sure you get paid on time.


As you’ll soon learn, being an assistant means that you constantly have to think on your feet and handle all kinds of weird situations. If your boss starts screaming at you about finding him a nice place to make a lunch reservation, but you just moved to town three weeks ago and couldn’t name an expensive restaurant if your life depended on it, you need to know ASAP which assistant was born and raised here and can immediately hook you up with restaurant suggestions that’ll match your boss’s palate and neighborhood preference. If the printer breaks down and starts making a weird noise halfway through finishing the printouts you need for your boss’s huge afternoon meeting, it will be tremendously useful if you know which assistant has a knack for figuring out which magic button will get the printer to calm down and return to normal. Otherwise, you will be making one hell of a depressing emergency Kinko’s run in your brand-new shoes, and who wants to do that if she doesn’t have to?


We’ll get into more detail about good and bad coworkers in chapter three. You need to survive a couple of weeks first.


Learn as much as you can about your company and your boss. Do a thorough Google search—or even borrow LexisNexis login info from your friend in grad school—and learn what you can about the company’s history, founders, earnings, and the like. You might even pick up some valuable information about past scandals, like lawsuits. You never know when this information will be useful, but it couldn’t hurt to be as knowledgeable as possible about what’s going on in other parts of your company. That way, if they’re having financial trouble or someone mysteriously got sent packing last week, you might have some insight into what happened—or at least not be totally shocked if it ends up impacting you or your workload. Plus, it’s just smart to know things like who founded the company, if it’s still doing the same kind of business or if it grew/evolved into something else, and what the company’s biggest and most notable achievements are. That’s simply smart research. You don’t want to be in a meeting and betray the fact that you’ve never heard of the company’s most famous invention.


I’d also suggest Googling your boss, as well as (if you know his name—it’s probably on all your mail) the person who had your job before you. Yeah, it’s stalkerish, so do it on your home computer. But it couldn’t hurt to find out whether he is now working in a better job within the same industry or if he had a nervous breakdown and moved to Guam. Speaking of which . . . 


No matter what you do, do not fall into the trap of being compared to your predecessor. It doesn’t matter if the person who had your job before you was Mother Teresa or the biggest fuckup who ever fucked up—you do not want to be compared to him or her. If anybody tries to introduce you as “the new Kim” on your first day, very confidently but carefully put your foot down—try laughing it off and saying, “However, I go by the name [your name].” There is nothing good that can come out of being seen as Your Predecessor 2.0. If Kim was all sunshine and light and magic pixie dust, your boss is going to resent you—no matter how well you do at your job—for having the audacity not to be her. If Kim was a whiny bitch who got fired because she used expletives in a meeting with board members, you’ll want to do your part to erase any potential link between the two of you, stat.


THE BELEAGUERED ASSISTANT PLAYLIST


Program your iPod with these songs—they’ll make great listening for your ride home from a really brutal day at work.


Johnny Paycheck—“Take This Job and Shove It” 
(Duh.)


Dolly Parton—“9 to 5” 
(Obviously.)


They Might Be Giants—“Minimum Wage”
(Basically, if you’ve never heard this song before, it’s somebody yelling, “Minimum wage!” and then a whip-cracking sound and then some music. It’s a conceptual art piece, really.)


Donna Summer—“She Works Hard for the Money” 
(Because seriously. You do.)


R.E.M.—“Exhuming McCarthy” 
(Makes fun of bougie businesspeople types. You know, like the ones you work with. Plus, it’s really catchy.)


The Bangles—“Manic Monday” 
(If all the tedious parts of your get-ready-for-work routine were written by Prince and sung by Susanna Hoffs, they’d be a lot more interesting. And they’d rhyme.)


Loverboy—“Working for the Weekend” 
(I’d recommend playing this only on Friday afternoons as you’re skipping out of the office early, otherwise it’ll remind you exactly how many hours and minutes it is until the weekend starts.)


The Boomtown Rats—“I Don’t Like Mondays” 
(So, this song is based on a true story about this teenage girl who went and shot some people and when they asked her why she did it she said, “I don’t like Mondays.” Honestly, who doesn’t feel that way when they walk into work to start a new week? There’s a Tori Amos cover of this song if you prefer your workplace horror-show music more on the morose side.)


Bob Dylan—“Maggie’s Farm” 
(He doesn’t want to work on Maggie’s farm, you don’t want to hand wash your boss’s delicates. If you’re feeling particularly emphatic, upgrade to the Rage Against the Machine version.)


Belle and Sebastian—“Step into My Office, Baby” 
(If only your boss were as cool, or as sultry.)


George Michael—“Freedom” 
(Ever had the urge to set your office, along with your cool retro jacket and jukebox, on fire? While cavorting with supermodels? Well, then this is the tune for you.)


Public Enemy—“Fight the Power” 
(In case you weren’t sure, your boss is the power, and you’re the one fighting.)


John Lennon—“Working Class Hero” 
(If you still, deep down, believe your job is inherently noble or something and/or seek reassurance.)


Learn your acronyms! OSHA stands for Occupational Safety and Health Administration. “Occupational” means “related to your occupation”—i.e., your job. In other words, OSHA is the government agency in charge of making sure you’re safe at work. You can find out more about them at osha.gov. You should also study up on HIPAA, the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (check them out at hipaa.org). When you first start a job, you will learn about health and safety regulations—you may think stuff like that has more to do with jobs like construction and food preparation, but it relates to ordinary offices too. You will be given pamphlets about OSHA regulations or told where the posters with OSHA information are hanging up in the office, but I am willing to bet you’ll just sign whatever you’re asked to sign without reading any of that boring-looking text. (I did.) It’s never a bad idea to brush up on the law—poke around those two Web sites, even if they’re way less interesting than reading your friend’s blog of her year teaching in Japan.


Be a total eager beaver, at least for a while. You can’t immediately start off being a slacker at work, even if you become one eventually. The first couple of weeks, you should walk that fine line between super-assistant and super-annoying. As in: be willing to stay late if you made a mistake on something and want to fix it, but don’t skip the all-assistant lunch just so you can feel good about yourself and lord over everyone else because you worked through your lunch hour. Get as adept as possible at doing the basic mechanics of your job—printing and collating documents, using your boss’s nonsensical filing system, highlighting stuff on Excel spreadsheets—so that you can master them quickly and move on to (hopefully) something interesting.


Find a way to connect with people, especially useful or important people.


You never know what people are going to remember about you. The best way you can make sure people remember your name instead of “Mr. So-and-so’s assistant” is to find one personal way to connect with them. Maybe you went to the same college or are from the same hometown—that’s an easy way to quickly create a bond. But with other people, you might have to press a little harder. Perhaps offer a compliment (but do so only if you genuinely like a person’s sweater/haircut/taste in subway reading—don’t just throw out platitudes or you’ll look like a brownnoser) and then try to engage the person in conversation about the thing you’ve complimented. For example, if she follows up your “That’s a really cute sweater” with a “Thanks, I got it at such-and-such store,” you can segue into a conversation about your preferred choices of online sales. My friend Shannon started a new job at a nonprofit and realized pretty quickly that every Thursday morning was devoted to dissecting what had happened on the previous night’s episode of Lost. So she Netflixed the DVDs of earlier seasons, got caught up, and was able to participate in the group chat session. By the end, she was more addicted to the show than some of her coworkers were, but, more important, she doesn’t get left out of key social interactions. And it’s just a TV show she had to commit to, not an entire new wardrobe.


Get your job description clarified as much as humanly possible.


This seems basic—you’re hired for a job and then you do it, right? Wrong, wrong, wrong. There is nothing companies love more than hiring somebody to do a job and then totally changing the job description the day he or she shows up at work. Take this story, for example:


My first job was as a receptionist at a small company. Everybody there seemed so nice and welcoming. I couldn’t believe the job had been available for so long. Then I came in to start working. That’s when I started to realize why the position had been open—they’d “forgotten” to tell me that I was supposed to be an assistant in addition to being the receptionist. I was working for a guy who had gotten demoted, so he was being punished by having his assistant be only part-time. His response to the demotion was to act like nothing had happened and assume I was his full-time assistant, even when I had plenty of other front desk–related work to do. I’d be in the middle of signing for a huge delivery and he’d be screaming at me to get into his office so loudly the entire office could hear, including the UPS guy, who actually told me he felt sorry for me. When I finally quit, I tried as nicely as possible in my exit interview to suggest they “clarify the job position during the hiring process.”


—Julia, New York City


Ask around and observe the other assistants: is it normal for assistants to do personal work for their bosses, or are you the only one who gets asked to pick up the boss’s kids from school? Do assistants at your company typically make overtime cash coming in on the weekends, or are you expected to do it unpaid whenever you’re asked? What the job actually involves might be very different from how it was sold to you, so be sure you know exactly what you’re getting into. Or, at the very least, when you decide to stick up for yourself, you’d better know for damn sure what the office standards are—“None of the other assistants are ever asked to come to their boss’s home on weekends and do housework, and I don’t think you should be allowed to ask me” works only if you’re 100 percent sure about the “no one else” part.


BUZZWORD: THE COMBO JOB


When two positions (usually administrative) get combined into one sucky, underpaid, too-much-for-one-person job. Common examples include the office manager/assistant and the receptionist/assistant. Almost always, the combo job is created by someone tasked with saving money for the company and who thinks that admin jobs are “easy.” Invariably, the combo job creator is rewarded for his or her innovation while the combo job holder is busy ordering lunch for the entire company, figuring out how payroll was two cents off last month, and updating his or her boss’s list of contacts all at the same time.


. . .


On that note . . . it’s time to brush up on your workplace law. This might sound extreme, but I suggest keeping a small notebook and jotting down anything you are asked to do that seems unusual or atypical. That could be anything from shredding documents to learning confidential information to being asked to rat out a coworker who’s suspected of doing something against company policy. If you know a lawyer or other qualified person you can ask, check in with them about some of the stuff you’ve done or been asked to do at work. If you don’t know anyone or don’t feel comfortable asking about it, you can check out Web sites like workplacefairness.org or dol.gov (the U.S. Department of Labor’s official site). It’s up to you to decide how to act if you find out you’re being asked to do something illegal or unethical. Many of the assistants who write into STA say that they know they are doing things that are against the law or that make them feel personally uncomfortable, but they don’t feel that they’re in a position to quit their jobs. They may not be financially secure enough to do so, or perhaps this job is their one chance to break into a super-competitive industry like fashion or finance. Whatever your motivations for deciding if you’re going to stay at your job or go, continue keeping notes.
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