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WHEN EA MICHELLE BUCKMASTER was nominated 
to join the steering committee of Aon Hewitt’s global volunteer 
day, she seized the opportunity to make a real difference in both 
her workplace and in the community.  

“A core value of Aon is empowering our communities. As 
I’m actively involved with the Aon Charitable Foundation, this 
was a dream project for me!”

Aon Hewitt establishes long-term partnerships with 
charities, both by encouraging employees to actively engage 
with them and providing financial support. Maximising 
employee volunteering involvement across the company for 
the global volunteer day was Michelle’s goal. 

First, she helped recruit more than one hundred charities 
to provide enough volunteering opportunities for all staff 
nationally. But that was just the beginning. 

“Engaging our leadership and staff to take a full day out 
of their busy schedules in June, leading up to EOFY, was our 
biggest challenge.” 

Leading by example, Michelle channelled her passion 
for charity-focused activities into engaging with colleagues 
through every avenue available: email, speaking at morning 
teas, and walking around the floor generating excitement. 

“This demonstrated our pride in working for an organisation 
that proactively seeks to give back to the community.” 

And her efforts were met by enthusiastic participation from 
her co-workers. In 2015 alone, 688 Aon staff volunteered their 
time to help 57 charities across Australia in 110 different events 
and employee participation grows each year.  

“We’ve now finished our second global volunteer day and 
have seen more than 900 colleagues participate with our local 
charity and community organisations across Australia.” 

Her manager, CEO Stewart Fotheringham, says Michelle’s 
infectious enthusiasm is part of what makes her a really 
successful thought leader and change agent at Aon Hewitt. 

“Michelle enjoys working on forward-thinking projects, 
especially those with a positive impact on people inside and 
outside the organisation.

 “Her ability to connect with the organisation at all levels, 
coupled with her drive, enables her to get results and achieve 
great outcomes.” 

SUPPORT FOR CHANGE
When EAs and PAs push for change, the backing of a key 
executive like Stewart is a big advantage. Strong managerial 
and executive support enabled Tania Rizoski to establish a 
network that enhanced both the profile of the EA role and the 
effectiveness of all her co-workers.

While working as PA to the CFO of Arup Australasia, 
Tania was nominated to be the first EA/PA representative on 
the Regional Business Services Executive. She was asked to 
identify a necessary change and felt there was a real need for 
an EA/PA network. 

“Our role is unique and, because of the high level of 
confidentiality required, it can be isolating. I felt that this was 
a great opportunity to make a change. I was really hoping 
to create a network where each member felt supported and 
where they could share issues, concerns and knowledge in an 
environment where there was trust and confidentiality.”

Initially the challenge she faced was getting other PAs to 
buy in. 

“I called a meeting with them and presented my idea. I 
felt it was important for all of them to feel that this was ‘their 
network’ and to get their feedback and ideas as to what they 
wanted out of it.” 

As well as sharing knowledges and tips, they designed a 
forum to discuss career journeys, get insight from special guest 
speakers, and complete internal training and professional 
development workshops.

With the PAs on-board, it was time to ensure the managers 
saw the benefit of their assistants taking time for these 
meetings. Tania capitalised on the relationship she had built 
with the CEO’s EA. 

“I had her full support with the network and, after a few 
meetings, she spoke to the CEO and got his support for what 
we were doing and time spent on this. Once we had the CEO’s 
backing, it made things easier.” 

Once started, this cycle of support grew as the benefits 
clearly showed themselves.  

“As the PAs confidence built, and as they learnt things that 
they could implement, their leader saw the value of them being 
part of the network. PAs become more efficient and productive, 
and in turn assisted their leaders to be more efficient and 
productive, with a flow on affect to the rest of their teams.”

Alyson Tong, the CFO of Arup Australasia and Tania’s manager 
at the time, says the network benefited the whole company. 

“Tania’s proposals impacted Arup in a positive way, 
connecting the PA network and administration function across 
Arup regionally, across offices and countries. This brought 
about more efficient processes and better appreciation of the 
importance of the role of the PA.”

When it comes to thought leadership and change, Tania 
believes that PAs can be an excellent catalyst. 

“My work is not just a job for me - I am passionate about 
my profession and the people and company I work with. Love 

Highly placed and trusted, today’s 
EAs are emerging as thought leaders. 
Sadhbh Warren talks to four EAs 
about driving real change across 
their organisations and industries. 
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what you do and don’t wait for others. If you see an area that is 
lacking, find a solution and bring others along on the journey 
of change with you.”

Tania has since started a new role as EA to the CEO at 
Association of Superannuation Funds of Australia where she 
has used strong executive support to build another network. 

“There are only four of us in the office and we meet weekly. 
The CEO and COO really see the value of the network and will 
come to me with ideas or topics they would like us to discuss 
at our next meeting to get our feedback.”

EA OF THE FUTURE
Aloisie Krasny, EA to the Chief Financial Officer of Sydney 
Water, also wanted to bring her industry on a journey of change, 
starting with showcasing her fellow EAs abilities. 

After attending a number of EA conferences she took the 
initiative to organise a conference themed “EA of the Future”.

The conference’s aim was both to showcase Sydney Water as 
an organisation that really valued EAs and to create knowledge 
networks, raising the profile of, and confidence in, the EA and 
PA role. 

“Our very experienced EAs bring a wealth of knowledge to 
the business. Sharing that knowledge with other organisations 
from the public, private and not-for-profit sector is a fantastic 
opportunity.” 

The conference attracted more than 100 participants and 
generated networking opportunities, as well as an exchange 
of knowledge and an insight as to how executives value the 
work done by EAs. 

“It raised the profile of the EA, particularly within Sydney 
Water, to one of partnership.” 

The strong backing of Aloisie’s manager, CFO Jim Mitchell, 
was also instrumental in influencing the attitude of the 
Executive Committee. 

“Sydney Water was very proud that Aloisie took on this 
initiative, and with her colleagues here, put on a great forum. 
There is a real need and desire for EAs and PAs to learn, 
develop and network. I never realised there were so few 
opportunities for that to take place. I would love to see this 
forum as an annual event.”  

Following on from the conference, an external networking 
group in Parramatta has been established with bi-monthly 
meetings. For Aloisie, it brought about the opportunity to 
interact with other EAs outside Sydney Water as a mentor 
and thought leader. 

“I believe that a PA/EA can definitely be a catalyst for 
change - someone who actively and conscientiously does their 

research, brings new ways of doing things to the organisation, 
speaks up in meetings, teaches and nurtures others and shares 
information.” 

CHANGING LIFESTYLE
For some PAs that new way of doing things can be both at 
industry-level and profoundly personal. Heidi Evans had her 
lightbulb moment on maternity leave. 

“Working as an EA was my dream job, but not my dream 
hours. I didn’t want to be at an office 50-60 hours a week. I 
realised that often times my manager was overseas for weeks at 
a time, yet I still managed to successfully organise everything 
without being in the same room.” 

Heidi saw many excellent PAs and EAs being lost to other 
positions where they could work part-time or school hours, 
where their highly developed skills were not being used.  

“So I decided to go about changing this for myself and 
others in the same situation.” 

Armed with her concept, and using skills honed from years 
of working as an EA in the corporate and not-for-profit world, 
she started My PA Life Management, a virtual life-management 
and personal assistance company. 

She talked with business groups and attended workshops, 
finding people and business groups who shared her mindset. 
Heidi envisaged a new twist on the PA-manager relationship, 
offsite but offering a personalised service tailored to what each 
client needed when they needed it. 

“Technology and apps have changed the way we operate. 
We can work from anywhere, and still support our clients at 
the highest level.” 

Heidi’s company has grown in the last two years to employ 
four people, bringing in other skills as required and adapting 
the PA role to make it work for more types of businesses.

Her clients include Alison Shaw, Mediator-in-Chief at 
SHAW Mediation Pty Ltd, who found that this co-operative 
approach has improved her productivity and efficiency. 

“Heidi listened and learnt how she could adapt and be 
flexible to fit in with me, my life, and my style. She didn’t try 
to change me or how I work.”  

Heidi’s reimagining of the role of a personal assistant 
has been a win-win solution for many small businesses. It 
has enabled access to EAs for numerous clients, providing 
real benefits to diverse industries. But best of all, from her 
perspective, is that she has found a way for EAs to continue 
working in a role in which they excel. 

“I get to work the hours I want around my family’s activities, 
whilst also working in a job that I really enjoy.” E

“Love what you do and don’t wait for others. If you 
see an area that is lacking, find a solution and bring 
others along on the journey of change with you.”

– Tania Rizoski

Heidi Evans
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