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The results of this survey will stimulate and intensify the efforts of 
Dilemma-Assist and our mission to further motivate and educate 
executive assistants to play that important role as spiders in the web.

We like to thank Dutch professors of corporate governance and 
leadership Kees Cools and Erik van de Loo for their guidance and  
support in realising this survey and analysing the results that are 
presented in this report.

March, 2018

Brigit de Lange
Ingrid de Jong-Kraal

PRefAce

It is with great pleasure and pride that we share with you in this 
report the results of our unique Integrity Survey among executive 
assistants.

The inducement for this survey were the common activities of our 
website Dilemma-Assist and the Dutch members of the IMA-network 
(International Management Assistants) regarding business ethics and 
integrity.

The survey was aimed at analysing the professional role and personal 
dilemmas that executive assistants are faced with. What is their exact 
role, vis-à-vis their supervisor and towards the rest of the organisation, 
which business and integrity dilemmas do they encounter, what is the 
impact of corporate culture on their role and dilemmas?

Executive assistants have a very special and important role, they  
serve leaders, in several ways, they have superior access to crucial 
information, they are faced with tough dilemmas. They play a pivotal 
role at the highest levels of an organisation and have significant  
– but often underestimated – impact.

The results of the survey are interesting and compelling. They show 
that misconduct and integrity dilemmas play an important role at the 
top of organisations. Much work is to be done in addressing these 
issues and creating awareness in business ethics. In a more trusted 
atmosphere in which assistants co-operate with their superior as well 
as education about governance and integrity, which should create a 
spin-off to all employees and companies as a whole. Integrity starts  
at the top.
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Such behaviours and practices are related to the corporate culture, 
which is different in each organisation. In almost one third of the 
organisations top management never or just occasionally practice 
what they preach and in more than a quarter of the work places the 
relationship between board members is tense or even hostile. When 
leadership to such a large extent sets the wrong example at the top, 
what level of integrity can then be expected from all other colleagues?

Our study indicates that board members, top executives, could 
cherish and nourish their EAs, their gatekeepers and confidants, 
much better than they do today. These spiders in the board web  
have superior information about business issues, internal politics, 
misconduct and behaviours of colleagues. They can act as mirror  
and a safe source of professional feedback. They can help you to be  
a better performing board member, to fight misconduct and better  
deal with integrity dilemmas.

executIve SuMMARy

Executive Assistants (EAs) at board level are very often not merely 
gatekeepers, they are frequently the ‘confidant’ or ‘trusted advisor’  
of their superiors. They are regularly being asked for advice, even on 
such important matters as the internal promotions or the hiring of 
new executives. EAs can be viewed as spiders in the board web. 
Given their pivotal role they possess superior information about most 
(confidential) business issues, internal politics and personal behaviours 
and relationships. As spiders in the web, they have an important but 
also delicate position at the highest level of an organisation. They are 
frequently being confronted with serious misconduct while performing 
their duties, whereby waste or abuse of corporate resources is 
mentioned most often. The root causes of most misconduct are the 
pressure people feel ‘to do whatever it takes to meet business targets’ 
and the associate fear of missing bonuses, not getting promoted or 
even being fired.

Shockingly, the most common integrity dilemma that EAs are faced 
with is inappropriate or rude behaviour, followed by wasting or 
abusing corporate resources. Only in about a third of the cases do 
EAs speak up and address the issue with the person involved, when 
their superior is involved that number is even lower. People are social 
creatures, in general they don’t want to rock the boat, but at the top 
of organisations ‘not feeling safe’, career risk, risk of retaliation are the 
main reasons for letting integrity issues pass without a word being said.

Apparently, the working environment at the top of organisations is 
not a very safe place; EAs and their colleagues do often not feel 
comfortable to express themselves or to speak up when faced with 
inappropriate behaviour.
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How does your superior see your role?

How do you see your role?

In addition, 51% of the EAs indicate that their bosses occasionally, 
regularly or always seek their opinion on such important matters as 
appointments of new hires or internal promotions. Also, in regard  
to such a delicate matter as assessments or professional judgements 
on other board members and managers, 48% or the EAs are being 
consulted occasionally, regularly or always by their direct superiors. 
On organisational issues EAs are occasionally, regularly or always 
being asked for their advice or opinion even 72% of the cases, a 
similar percentage as for communication and reputational issues. 
A critical or countervailing attitude of the EA is 72% occasionally, 
regularly or always being appreciated by their superior.
See figure 3. and figure 4.

figure 2.

How does your superior see your role?

How does your superior see your role?

How do you see your role?

OveRAll ReSultS
‘executive Assistants, spiders in the board web’

This unique international survey amongst Executive Assistants 
(EAs) reveals in what ways they are faced and deal with  
integrity dilemmas and misconduct in their organisations and 
how that is related to corporate culture and the individual 
relationships at board level.

executIve ASSIStAntS, tHeIR SPIdeR ROle 

The role of EAs is often viewed as a gatekeeper towards their superior. 
That is indeed also roughly confirmed by our survey, since that’s how 
68% of the respondents see their role. However, being a gatekeeper 
seems to be just the basis, the bread and butter, of their existence. 
Interestingly, 71% see their main role also as a “confidant” of their 
superior, followed by “trusted advisor” (68%) and no less than 51% 
view themselves as “an important source of information’’ for their 
bosses. Moreover, EAs expect that also their superiors themselves 
view their EAs as being their confidant (66%), trusted advisor (58%) 
and important source of information (46%). See figure 1. and figure 2.

figure 1.

How do you see your role?
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Have you seen any misconduct in the past 12 months?

Access business related information

It is clear from these results that superiors often have a very important 
and confidant relationship with their EA. They rely on their EAs views 
and unique knowledge of the organisation and on their professional 
judgement on the behaviour and functioning of board members. 
44% of EAs have access to all of the business related information  
of their superior. See figure 5.

figure 5.

Access business related information

A critical/countervailing attitude towards my superior is 
being appreciated

My superior asks for my opinion/judgement on

A critical/countervailing attitude towards my superior is 
being appreciated

My superior asks for my opinion/judgement on

figure 4.

figure 3.

My superior asks for my opinion/judgement on

A critical/countervailing attitude towards my superior is being 
appreciated
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What differed 10 downing Street 
with an ordinary office? 
We were not allowed to bring visitors 
or allowed to take any photos and 
we were all security checked by the 
secret service, MI5. Besides that we 
had wonderful Christmas parties in 
the official State Rooms and in the 
‘Pillard Room’ we sang Christmas 
carols with the Prime Minister!  
With a few colleagues we visited 
Althorp House, the estate of the 
aristocratic Spencer family of Lady 
Diana, Princess of Wales and we 
were invited to a Royal Garden  
Party at Buckingham Palace.

What was Margaret thatcher’s 
strength in your opinion? 
Thatcher’s strength, no doubt, was 
her determination and conviction, 
what she probably needed to keep 
her position in a man’s world.

And her weakness? 
She could be stubborn and  
sometimes did not listen to others, 
especially in her last political days.

Have you ever faced a dilemma 
in your job?  
Yes, the press was always trying to 
gain answers and information from 
us. It felt as a dilemma because you 
had to watch every step and word 
you were saying or writing at the 
office. You had to respond but you 
were not allowed to give too much 
information away.

How did you deal with that? 
Besides being very careful, we were 
lucky to have a switchboard. So no 
one could reach us by phone directly. 
But also the operators on the 
switchboard were often pestered  
by persistent journalists. We had to 
stay polite but firm. Therefore we 
worked with a lot of standard replies 
by mail and by phone.

do you have any general tips 
for the young professionals?  
Try to be happy and friendly towards 
your superior and colleagues.  
Be helpful and stay open for 
communication and listen, so that 
people can and will speak to you.

Academic Support Assistant university of cambridge.
Maureen worked at the political office of Margaret 
thatcher in the period 1983-1986. Before that, she 
worked, among others, at the conservative  
headquarters and for a Member of Parliament.  
In 1983 she moved to join 3 other colleagues at  
the political office at 10 downing Street, london.

Maureen Maloney 
(1956)

“It felt as a dilemma 
because you had to 

watch every step and 
word you were saying  

or writing at the office.”

interview
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Consequently, the percentage of organisations where serious  
misconduct is witnessed at the top level can be assumed to be 
significantly higher than 48%, perhaps even as high as 65% and  
75%, which is consistent with earlier studies* in this area.
The phenomenon of misconduct is clearly a pervasive threat. The 
various forms of misconduct that are reported undermine the integrity 
and the trust that people have in their organisation. This poses a 
serious threat to at least two thirds of the organisations that are 
represented in this study.

Only when the root causes of misconduct are known does it become 
possible to attack that phenomenon in order to regain trust, integrity 
and to sustainably boost longer term performance. The main cause 
for misconduct is the pressure people feel “to do whatever it takes” 
to meet business targets (32%), followed by a lack of understanding 
of the standards that apply to their job (31%) and the belief that 
policies and procedures are easy to override or bypass (26%). 
Dysfunctional procedures and ineffective working standards are 2  
of the top 3 causes of misconduct. See figure 8.

figure 8.

Which types of misconduct over the last 12 months have you 
personally seen or have you first-hand knowledge about?

Wasting, mismanaging, or abusing the organisations’s resources 32,4

Engaging in activities that pose a conflict of interest 13,7

Mishandling confidential or proprietary information 12,7

Breaching employee privacy 8,8

Falsifying expence reports 5,9

Making improper payments or bribes 4,4

Violating environmental standards 3,9

Stealing or misappropriating assets 3,4

Falsifying or manipulating internal financial reporting information 2,9

Engaging in anti-competitive practices 2

Making false or misleading claims to the public or media or investors 1,5

Providing regulators with false or misleading information 1

Proving misleading product quality or safety test results 1

Breaching customer or consumer privacy 0,5

Who has the most knowledge about misconduct 
at your level of the company

Which types of misconduct over the last 12 months have you 
personally seen or have you first-hand knowledge about?

Have you seen any misconduct in the past 12 months?

Access business related information

MIScOnduct, cAuSeS And cOnSequenceS

Almost half - 48% - of the respondents indicate they have had 
first-hand knowledge of some form of serious misconduct in the  
past 12 months. See figure 6.

 
The most common type of misconduct is wasting or abusing the 
organisation’s resources (32%), followed by engaging in activities that 
pose conflicts of interest (14%) and abusing confidential information 
(13%). The EAs also indicate that only 17% of them have the most 
knowledge about misconduct, while in 30% of the organisations 
their superior is most informed about misconduct. See figure 7.

figure 6.

figure 7.

Have you seen any misconduct in the past 12 months?

Who has the most knowledge about misconduct  
at your level of the company

* Integrity survey 2013, KPMG Forensic 
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When you witnessed or became aware of any misconduct over 
the last past, have you reported that to

I have personally faced integrity dilemmas regarding

figure 9.

“Integrity is simply the will not to  

dishonour one’s own identity.”

Erich Fromm  
German/American philosopher and psychologist

When you witnessed or became aware of any misconduct 
over the last past, have you reported that to

In most cases the issue is not that the procedures and working 
standards are unclear or difficult to adhere to, but people just choose 
to ignore or deviate from them in order to realise their individual goals.

Those individual goals and associated misconduct are often driven by 
pressure to perform. The reasons for misconduct that are most often 
mentioned are all related to various forms of pressure to produce 
results and meet targets, such as “believe people will be rewarded  
for results, not for the means used to achieve them”, “fear of losing 
one’s job targets are not met”, “urge to realise bonus targets” and 
“fear of not being promoted if business targets are not met”. 

Decades of (academic) research** have shown that the standard 
practice of using business targets causes perverse and dysfunctional 
behaviour and non-real or short-term results. Also, our results indicate 
that these dysfunctional corporate practices remain deeply rooted in 
many organisations. 

Finally, not less than 13% of the respondents indicate that certain 
misconduct occurs because they are believed to be part of the 
corporate culture.

In such organisations people are expected to lie, cheat, etc. as part of 
‘normal’ corporate behaviour and in order to perform according to 
expectations. In these cases, a fundamental cultural and behavioural 
overhaul of the organisation and its people seems warranted.

How do EAs subsequently react when they witnessed misconduct? 
16% will never inform their superior and 19% will do so only 
sometimes. Strikingly, 23% of the EAs will even never inform the 
ethics or compliance hotline. See figure 9.

** E.g. On the folly or rewarding A, while hoping for B, Steven Kerr,  
  The Academy of Management Executive, 1995, Vol.9, No.1. Paying 

people to lie: the truth about the budgeting process, Michael Jensen, 
European Financial Management, 2003, Vol.9, September.



18 19

you do not really want to do. For 
example, a minister with whom  
you do not click asks you, on your  
free Saturday, to print out all the  
necessary documents that are 
required. Your professional conscience 
tells you to do this. And you find 
yourself going in again on Sunday 
morning because there was so much 
work that you did not finish it on 
Saturday night. But I also have my 
limits. Once when a high public 
servant said to me that the Minister’s 
tie was really awful and he asked me 
to tell him that. Well no!

How did you experience your 
role as ‘gatekeeper/watchdog’ 
of the Minister in all those years?
As secretary you are gatekeeper as 
well as watchdog for the Minister.
His time is limited with a full agenda 
and everyone wants something from 
him. It’s a balance as you try to help 
the civil servants but you also have  
to protect the agenda. Sometimes 
you have to pressure the Minister  
because civil servants are waiting  
for documents.

When civil servants want to speak to 
the Minister, I always try to find out 
how necessary it is. Sliding a little 

Have you, in your role as  
secretary of the Minister of 
finance, ever faced a dilemma?
Dilemma is too big a word for me.  
I never ended up in ‘situations’. 
Affairs and mistresses, you hear the 
stories, but never with the ministers 
that I have served for eighteen years.

The only ‘sneaky appointments’ that  
I experienced were those of Gerrit 
Zalm in 2004 with Lodewijk de Waal 
of the FNV. They wanted to speak to 
each other in places where journalists 
could not find them. You source a 
location and then enter an excuse in 
his diary that he is not at the office.

With strangers, I am always careful. 
When people ask what I do, I say  
that I work at the Ministry of Finance. 
If they ask if I see the minister, I tell 
them: “Yes I sometimes do”, but 
nothing more. I do not want to be 
embarrassed either. I once got a 
bunch of flowers for my supporting 
work from a political party chairman 
which was acceptable, but you 
cannot accept other gifts.

It is not a real dilemma, but you can 
sometimes find yourself in a situation 
where you have to do something that 

trudy worked at the office of the dutch ministers Zalm, 
Bos and dijsselbloem for many years (1999-2017).  
Before that, she worked among others at the  
headquarters of the Prime Minister and companies  
into the petrochemical industry. September 1999 she 
started to work for minister Zalm.

trudy van dijk 
(1952)

“I am known as strict. 
For me, that is a matter 
of preservation of life.”

interview
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PeRSOnAl IntegRIty dIleMMAS

Misconduct, as discussed previously, concerns behaviour that EAs 
have first-hand knowledge of, not necessarily misconduct in which 
they play any role. In order to analyse their individual role and 
behaviour we asked what kind of integrity dilemmas they have 
personally been faced with. Remarkably, inappropriate (rude,  
disrespectful) behaviour is the no.1 personal dilemma that EAs face. 
33% of the respondents have suffered from inappropriate behaviour 
in the last 12 months. In 9% of the cases they were also confronted 
with sexually inappropriate behaviour. Not less than 22% of EAs  
face inappropriate behaviour by their own superior, whereas 33% 
encounter such behaviour by their direct peers/colleagues. If 22% of 
the EAs is being rudely or disrespectfully treated by their own bosses, 
one wonders how other people within the organisation are treated  
by these superiors, people that are expected to set the example and 
practice what they preach. The second most prevailing personal 
dilemma – consistent with the prevalence of misconduct – is wasting 
or abusing the organisation’s resources (31%), followed by abusing 
confidential information (19%) and engaging in activities that pose 
conflicts of interest and abusing confidential information (13%). 
See figure 10.

When you witnessed or became aware of any misconduct over 
the last past, have you reported that to

I have personally faced integrity dilemmas regarding

figure 10.

I have personally faced integrity dilemmas regarding

with calendar appointments to the 
front or to the back. If it is really 
important, I try to shorten a  
quarter of an hour from another  
appointment to organize it anyway. 
And if the Minister wants something, 
then you can make it happen.
I started here on September 1st 1999 
and have served six Ministers in those 
eighteen years. Gerrit Zalm, Hans 
Hoogervorst, Wouter Bos, Jan Kees 
de Jager, state secretary Frans 
Weekers and the last five years 
Jeroen Dijsselbloem.

Of course there are differences. One 
liked to go home reasonably well on 
time, another preferred to arrive at 
10 o’clock in the morning with plans 
to meet with officials at 7 o’clock in 
the evening. Our work has changed a 
lot over the last 18 years. In the time 
of Gerrit Zalm all calls were received 
via the fixed line. I can still remember 
how we entered numbers on Gerrit’s 
first mobile phone. Nowadays you 
have much less insight with whom 
the Minister calls. In those first years 
we only had a word processor. I could 
handle this well and did not want the 
novelty of Microsoft Outlook. Now 
you cannot live without it. 

Have I quarrelled with civil 
servants?  
Yes of course. I am known as strict. 
For me, that is a matter of preservation 
of life. I have responsibility to arrange 
the Minister’s agenda and ensure that 
everything runs smoothly. If that does 
not work, I can lie awake, with notes 
next to my bed about what I have to 
do. For example, the Minister does 
not forget his passport. But I was 
never awake from stress or quarrels. 
You want to do more than your best 
and you worry that you might give 
the Minister the wrong address or 
things do not go well. Sometimes 
you have really long days.

How did I manage to keep up all 
those years? 
The first three years were heavier 
than the last three. Maybe I was 
lucky, but the Ministers I worked for 
were not very stressed people. In that 
sense, it was relatively easy. We never 
had screaming ministers here or other 
outbursts. I have coped for eighteen 
years by finding the work especially 
much fun. The years passed therefore 
quickly.

Note:  Trudy has been knighted in the “Orde van Oranje Nassau” on her departure in   
 November 2017.
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“Too much hassle” is most mentioned when a direct peer is involved. 
In all three circumstances (involvement of superior, other board 
member or direct peer) “career risk” is the second most mentioned 
reason to keep one’s mouth shut. When the superior is involved “too 
much hassle”, followed by “risk of retaliation” are then mentioned as 
important reasons to stay put. Apparently organisations, in particular 
the working environment at the top of organisations, are not a very 
safe place; EAs and their colleagues do often not feel comfortable to 
express themselves or to speak up when faced with inappropriate 
behaviour. See figure 11. and figure 12.

In case you did not take any action towards 
your superior, what were the main reasons?

In case you did not take any action towards 
your peers/colleagues, what were the main reasons?

In case you did not take any action towards 
your superior, what were the main reasons?

In case you did not take any action towards 
your peers/colleagues, what were the main reasons?

figure 11.

figure 12.

In case you did not take any action towards 
your superior, what were the main reasons?

In case you did not take any action towards 
your peers/colleagues, what were the main reasons?

Somewhat surprisingly, all 19 types of personal dilemmas that EAs 
face concern first and foremost their direct peers/colleagues, not their 
superiors or other board members. The only exception is “making 
improper payments or bribes”, in which cases their superior is most 
involved (4% of EAs report seeing payments or bribes). One might be 
tempted to conclude that – in general – the level of integrity amongst 
EAs is apparently lower than amongst board members, but that is not 
necessarily true. The reason why in almost all cases most dilemmas 
are faced with other EAs might also be that EAs have more frequent 
and less formal interaction with peer-EAs and consequently a higher 
chance of running into a dilemma.

Once faced with an integrity dilemma, what then? When confronted 
with a dilemma concerning a direct peer/colleague, in 33% of the 
cases action was taken by the EA towards that person. When the 
superior was involved the dilemma, only in 26% of the cases he  
or she was directly being addressed, whereas towards other board 
members in not more than 8% of the cases the EA took any action 
towards that person.

In general people find it difficult to discuss or confront each other 
about their personal behaviours. People are social creatures, we  
don’t want to rock the boat, we want to be liked. One would expect,  
however, that a superior, for whom most EAs work 40-plus hours per 
week, would pose less of a threat to discuss or even just point at his 
or her behaviour. Apparently, that happens just in 1 out of every 4 
occurrences.

Why are these numbers so low, why do people find it difficult to speak 
up, what are the root causes? Understanding what makes people 
decide to not take any action when faced with personal integrity 
dilemmas can significantly help to effectively address the dilemma 
and also to reduce and mitigate the occurrence of dilemmas and 
misconduct. When a dilemma concerns the superior or another board 
member, “Not feeling safe enough” is the most frequently mentioned 
reason for not taking any action towards the person involved.  



24 25

that person if he or she would want 
me to do something with the 
information.” If so, Mandy always 
will wait for the right moment to 
share it with her CEO, and of course 
only in his boardroom and always 
without revealing the source. Her 
CEO trusts that she only addresses 
relevant information. When sharing 
it she always stresses the human 
aspects of the information, what does 
it say about the person involved?

The confidential atmosphere at the 
boardroom really makes Mandy feels 
comfortable to share certain issues 
and dilemmas with her CEO.

the survey shows that only 4% of 
the assistant do share dilemmas 
with a counsellor or internal desk 
or phone.
Mandy honestly reveals that in her 
role it is very difficult to share a 
dilemma with such a counsellor.  
She knows that in case her dilemma 
involves one of her managers it will 
always be traced back to the few 
people she works for. However, she 
stresses that having a counsellor in 
an organisation is very important. 
Mandy is very straight in her values 
to be respected, which even resulted 
in a resignation due to principle 

the survey results show that 
more than 70% of the assistants 
consider their role as confidant. 
However less than 66% of the 
assistants think that their  
supervisor considers their  
assistant’s role as confidant  
and 70% as gatekeeper.
Mandy recognizes these outcomes  
in her own job. She works with her 
Supervisor, the CEO, and a team, 
even when personalities seem 
different. In such an atmosphere 
Mandy knows she can inform her 
CEO of trusted information that  
will be really kept confidential in the 
boardroom. Most of this information 
is just for him and it is his decision  
as to whether he will use it or not.

Mandy knows that her CEO considers 
her as one of the colleagues as well 
as his trustee. And she herself feels 
very comfortable in this ‘double role’. 
She says that even the role of trustee 
prevails from being ‘one of them’, 
(her colleagues).

Are you aware of a dilemma 
when a colleague tells you 
things about the board or 
situations in the company?
“The first thought in these  
situations”, says Mandy, “is asking 

Mandy has a broad experience in working as an  
assistant to the supervisory board, within different 
national and international oriented companies.
She started at WordPerfect, worked for a captain  
of Industry (free Record Shop), the Senior vP HR  
at unilever, and for the supervisory Board of Riagg.
Since 2015 she is working as Senior executive  
Assistant to the ceO and cfO at Baas B.v,  
capelle aan den IJssel (netherlands).

Mandy Hartwig 
(1971)

“You are never fully part 
of either your colleagues 

or the board.”

interview
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ORgAnISAtIOnAl cultuRe And  
PeRSOnAl RelAtIOnSHIPS

When digging even a bit deeper, one is tempted to take a brief look 
at the organisational culture in order to better understand the high 
prevalence of misconduct and integrity dilemmas that EAs face.  
And simultaneously grasping the various forms of fear and sometimes 
even terror that we have seen, leading to only limited occurrences of 
facing and directly addressing the person involved. One indicator of 
quality and standards of corporate culture is the extent to which  
management practices what they preach. See figure 13.

Our survey results show that for an amazing 30% of the organisations 
top management never, seldom or only occasionally practice what 
they preach. In 15% of the cases they never or seldom live up to their 
own gospel. Only in a meagre 19% of the organisations management 
always do what they say. When leadership to such a large extent sets 
the wrong example at the top, what level of integrity can then be 
expected from all other colleagues?

Never

Seldom

Occasionally

Regulary

Always

figure 13.

topmanagement practices what they preach

reasons in a previous job. That’s why 
she prefers to share her dilemma  
in private with the person involved. 
Baas company has a counsellor,  
an Integrity Committee, a Privacy 
Officer and the Code of Conduct. 
When being hired at Baas she, as 
well as all other employees, signed 
the code of conduct.

When she applied for this job,  
she selected beforehand her main 
characteristics of the company. 
Although she likes commercial 
organisations, the human aspect 
– which is the case at Baas – is very 
important for her. However, Mandy 
admits that in spite of this, many 
management supporters feel lonely. 
“You are never fully part of either 
your colleagues or the board”, she 
says. Most of the time this is invisible, 
but comes to the full in a dilemma.

Another result of the survey is that 
assistants are being consulted  
by their superior about strategic 
and operational matters.  
Mainly in communication and 
reputation matters. How is this in 
Mandy’s job?
In general, Mandy says, our company 
has very clear and transparent core 
values. Also regarding leaderships 
style, illustrated by the character 
“Ben Baas” (Mr. Ben the Boss). Baas 
is very much aware of a consistent 
corporate governance. Therefore, 
Mandy likes the initiative of Dilemma 
Assist to learn about the supervisor’s 
assistants also about governance and 
integrity. Dilemma Assist’s training 
she did was a personal update for 
Mandy. She confirms that Baas is 
really “practise what they preach”.
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Only within 35% of the organisations is the willingness to tolerate 
misconduct minimal and comfort to raise ethics concerns only exists 
within 34%. Conversely, in just 42% of the organisations people  
feel motivated and empowered to do the right thing. Within such 
corporate cultures it is hard to expect high levels of integrity given  
the low levels of misconduct and integrity dilemmas.

A quite fundamental factor within any organisation or community  
is interpersonal trust. A shocking 9% of the superiors do not trust 
anybody. 13% of the EAs would not know who the most trusted 
person of their boss is, which signals quite a distant relationship 
between these EAs and their bosses. Finally, 20% thinks they  
themselves are their superiors most trusted person. Given the  
close and intense relationship between EA and superior one  
might have expected a higher number. See figure 16.

figure 16.

 

In your opinion, who is the most trusted person 
of your superior within the company

Another factor that indicates the (lack of) openness and teamwork  
at the top is the quality of the relationship between the EA’s superior 
and the other board members. See figure 14.

28% of the EAs indicate that that relationship is (somewhat) distant, 
tense or even hostile. Only in 29% of the boards its members are fully 
cooperative. The cooperation, team spirit and mutual relationships 
within the board will surely affect the dilemmas EAs are faced with 
and the level of comfort for personally addressing integrity dilemmas.

Other cultural factors that impact misconduct and dilemmas is  
the willingness to tolerate misconduct and whether people feel  
comfortable raising ethics concerns. See figure 15.

figure 14.

figure 15.

Never

Seldom

Occasionally

Regulary

Always

Relationship superior with his peers/team-members

At your level of the compqny, which of the following 
statements is applicable

People share a high commitment to integrity 60,8 %

People apply the right values to their decisions and behaviours 53,9 %

People feel always motivated and empowered to do the right thing 41,7 %

The willingness to tolerate misconduct is minimal 35,3 %

People feel comfortable raising ethics concerns 34,3 %

The opportunity to engage in misconduct is minimal 30,4 %

None of the statements 4,9 %
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16% of the EAs does not address her superior on a first name basis. 
The top 3 countries are Norway (38%), Germany (20%) and Sweden 
(15%) with the Netherlands being one of the lowest (8%). Conversely, 
9% of the superiors does not address their EA on a first-name-basis, 
which means that some superiors address their EA with their first 
name, but not the other way around. The interesting question is, what 
does it say, not being on a first-name-basis with the person with whom 
you have such an intense and close working relationship? It might 
suggest some kind of distance, a formal relationship, with maybe 
little openness or room for feedback or countervailing power. On  
the other hand, it might also indicate respect and decency, instead  
of inappropriate and rude behaviour, which was the main integrity 
dilemma EAs have to face.

“Integrity is doing the right thing, 

even when no one is watching”

Clive Lewis 
Irish-British novelist, poet, lecturer

A final indicator of corporate culture is first-name-basis between EA 
and superior. See figure 17. and figure 18.

figure 18.

figure 17.

I don’t address my superior on a first-name basis

My superior does not address me on a first-name basis
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Which advice would you, as 
secretary of the year, want to 
give junior secretaries to make 
their career as a secretary a 
success?
Always try to stay true to yourself. 
You will experience a variety of 
situations, but all the experiences 
that you take with you make you 
who you are. Stay positive, treat 
people with respect regardless of 
their position or culture and stay 
honest. Do what you say, but also 
say what you do. Even if things do 
not work or they go wrong. If you 
show your honesty you win mutual 
trust. And just continue to enjoy 
everything you experience and  
what you are involved in!

Have you ever faced a dilemma 
in your job? 
Yes I have and this remains very 
difficult.

How do you usually deal with 
that?
The only way to deal with that is in  
a professional manner. You read or 
hear something in trust and you can 
do nothing but keep it to yourself. 
However difficult, it is part of your 
job and you have to find a way 
forward so that you do not suffer 
too much from it.

could you mention an example?
It happened a few times with people 
I knew who lost their jobs. People 
with whom I worked for years, 
people who were very close to me, 
but I could not say anything and  
that felt incredibly unfair.
 

executive Assistant to global Head of HR nationale  
nederlanden, Secretary of the year 2017.
Kelly works as a secretary for more than 25 years now.  
As youngster she started in a company which produced 
Japanese cars. In total she worked for 5 companies.  
four of them were international oriented, so Kelly is used 
to work with various cultures which she loves. In 2007 she 
joined the insurance part of Ing, who had to split the bank 
and insurance activities and is now named: nn group n.v.

Kelly Moerbeek
(1972)

“You will experience nice 
and less nice situations, 

but all the experiences that 
you take with you 

make you who you are.”

interview
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•   EAs play a pivotal role in organisations and at board level in 
particular. EAs are better informed than most people about what’s 
going on within and around boards; they see, hear and feel  
more. Not only executives should be challenged to fundamentally 
improve their professional relationships with their EAs. EAs 
themselves could and should take the initiative to build mutual 
trust and position themselves as a trustworthy and knowledgeable 
professional.

“A little bit of integrity does not exist.”

Ien Dales 
Former Minister of Internal Affairs

RecOMMendAtIOnS

•   At the top of organisations there is a high prevalence of both 
misconduct and integrity dilemmas (in particular inappropriate 
behaviour). Fighting misconduct and dealing with integrity 
dilemmas should urgently become a top priority for executives.

•   Executives should profit much more from their EAs as real  
confidants and ‘spiders in the board web’ by building professional 
relationships with them based on mutual trust and respect. That 
will not only tremendously help in fighting misconduct and deal 
better with integrity dilemmas, but will also gain trust and reduce 
fear in the organisation at large.

•   Building relationships based on trust and respect will also enable 
EAs to act as the mirror for their board members and a safe 
source of professional feedback. That could be used as the start 
for a much needed overhaul of the organisational culture at many 
organisations.

•   Various corporate practices should be rigorously reconsidered,  
in particular:

 -   The number of standards & policies should be significantly 
lowered and based on simple principals. The remaining ones 
should be followed strictly.

 -   Business targets (including budgets) should be eliminated in 
their current form, they elicit misconduct, window dressing, 
lying, opportunism, etc.

 -    The role and functioning of compliance and ethics officers and 
hotlines is to be fundamentally reviewed. They seem to be 
seen as too distant, too big of a hurdle and formal.
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Part 3.

 

 

% Respondents

functiontitle

BAcKgROund And 
MetHOdOlOgy

About the study
This study is based on an international survey, taken in October 2017, 
amongst 204 Executive Assistants who are all member of International 
Management Assistants (IMA), a high quality network of Management 
Assistants. 202 EAs are based in a European (incl. Turkey) country. 
Most EAs operate at the highest level of their organisation, 79% of 
all respondents work for the CEO (47%) or another member of the 
managing board (32%). The seniority of the EAs is also reflected  
in their average age of 49,7 years and the level of their education,  
55% has either a Master or Bachelor degree. 33% has been working 
between 4 and 10 years in their current job and 33% fulfils their 
current job since 10 years or more.

ReSPOndent deMOgRAPHIcS

Part 1.

Respondents’ Industry classification

Aerospace and defence 2% Government and public sector 10%
Agriculture 1% Healthcare 5%
Arts, culture 1% Hospitality 1%
Automotive 5% Human Resources 1%
Banking and Finance 12% Insurance 3%
Chemical and diversified industrials  10% Legal 3%
Consulting 2% Media and Communication 5%
Consumer Markets 7% Pharmaceutical and life science 6%
Education 3% Real estate and construction 4%
Electronics and ICT 8% Research & technology 1%
Energy and other natural resources 8% Transport/logistics 1%
Food sector 1% 
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Part 7.

Part 8.

Has Business ethics/Integrity been part of your 
professional education?

Would you be interested to learn more about 
actual Business ethics/Integrity?

“The foundation stones for a balanced 

success are honesty, character,

integrity, faith, love and loyalty.”

Zig Ziglar
American author

 

Part 4.

Part 5.

Part 6.

Respondents’ organizational size
(total number of employees)

current age

Highest level of education
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lifestyles, but also provides a place where everyone is on common 
ground in a safe and proactive environment. Currently represented  
in more than 25 countries. Our Association is a self-development 
organization with no political aims and no trade-union activities.

Else-Britt Lundgren 
Executive Chairman IMA

IMA 

This survey is an important document on how the management support 
professionals as Executive Assistants in their day-to-day work come 
frequently across different dilemmas. For me it was a surprise that 
quite some assistants (16%) will never say a word about misconduct 
– that is nearly 1 in 6. We really have to think about how we can 
change this, as integrity is one of the most important competences  
an EA should have. When it comes to being rudely or disrespectfully 
treated, it is 33% of the EAs who take the action towards that 
individual. This is a very good figure and it shows that the role of  
EA has thoroughly changed. An EA speaks up when it’s needed.  

The relationship and the cooperation between the board members 
and EAs, according to the survey result, could definitely be improved, 
as it is important for the company that the EAs feel comfortable to 
address issues of ethics and integrity. This survey has given some 
insights into what dilemmas can look like and how often they appear. 
It also clear that if the leadership is consistently giving the wrong 
moral and ethical dilemmas that this has a negative effect on the 
behaviour and expectations of their colleagues.

IMA – International Management Assistants is a global and high 
quality network of management support professionals founded in 
1974. Two of our main aims are the personal and professional 
development of our members and the continued evolution of the 
management support profession.

Our Association distinguishes itself from others with its international 
dimension. Our members have access to a professional network, 
which encompasses a vast range of business cultures, languages and 



42 43

projects. We can also help with the organization, supervision and 
implementation of outplacement. Our own Top Secretaries Team can 
provide assistants who work on the basis of a permanent contract with 
Top Secretaries and who can be used in the event of holidays, illness, 
peak periods and special projects. These experienced professionals 
ensure maximum stability based on a minimal initial training period.

If there is a mutual click between you and the qualified temporary 
assistant, permanent recruitment is, of course, possible. Top Secretaries 
can provide Freelance Support and the recruitment and selection of 
new personnel and then there is also our Top Secretaries Academy, 
with in-company workshops, training courses, coaching, network 
events and education.

We can find the assistant you want at any job level. One thing the 
candidates we provide have in common is that they always provide 
you with a significant degree of added value. This is what we stand 
for and what you can expect from us. It would be our pleasure to 
work for you!

Yvette van Dijk 
Area Manager Top Secretaries

AdeccO tOP SecRetARIeS

Everybody has to deal with professional dilemmas in their organization 
or in relation to their supervisor. How are executive assistants dealing 
with their professional dilemmas? The outcome of this survey gives 
insight into the professional dilemmas of these assistants. A very  
actual and interesting topic, which we as Adecco Top Secretaries 
applaud. We are very happy that our name is connected to this  
great research. Happy reading!

Yvette van Dijk, Top Secretaries

Adecco Top Secretaries
If there is one professional group which is subject to change, it is 
secretaries. A case can actually be made for the term ‘secretary’ being 
obsolete these days. By this we do not mean that the profession has 
become surplus to requirements. Indeed the opposite is true. However, 
a lot more is expected of secretaries then used to be the case.

These days we refer to secretaries as assistants. These are people who 
no longer just carry out tasks and provide support. A high-quality 
assistant actually gets involved in the decision-making process. They 
take initiative. They stay ahead of the game. That is why our Top 
Secretaries consultants regard ambition as a key characteristic when 
searching for suitable candidates. We assess the talents and passions  
of our people to guarantee you properly motivated, willing and 
positive employees. That is our main priority.

Top Secretaries can support you with a wired ranging package of 
services from five regional offices in the Netherlands. The aim of our 
consultancy services is to optimize your secretarial processes, meaning 
mobility issues, in-house consultancy and large-scale recruitment 
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ABOut dIleMMA-ASSISt

Executive assistants must establish loyalty to their directors or  
management, their peers and colleagues but also to the companies’ 
stakeholders. Sometimes dilemmas arise in their work that can clash 
with their own moral compass. Consulting their colleagues or peers  
is often difficult. Even those in privileged positions of trust may not  
be suitable to discuss their dilemma with.

Brigit de Lange and Ingrid de Jong-Kraal initiated in 2016 the 
non-commercial website Dilemma-Assist by the need to support and 
advice executive assistants on their professional ethical dilemmas and 
integrity issues in relation to good governance (corporate governance) 
of their organization. Advice on the website is strictly anonymous. 
Whereas a professional Forum is standby to consult from their 
professional background. The website provides not only a platform 
for help and advice, but also contents actual practical information, 
publications, books and tips about many aspects of governance.

forum members:
Dr. Peter Gillies - GMD Consulting, Visiting Professor TIAS
Expertise: organisation psychology, ethics & leadership

Drs. Mildred Hofkes - founder and owner of Bureau Hofkes 
Reputation management and founder of the platform NieuwBestuur
Expertise: reputation management

Mr. Marnix Smit - lawyer KienhuisHoving Lawyers and Notaries
Expertise: labour law

Drs. Talien Willems - snr. communication advisor by DNB
In this forum on personal title 
Expertise: communication

KPMg

executive assistants and their managers also discuss 
moral dilemmas

As KPMG we are proud to host this important and relevant symposium. 
Since 1996 we have helped clients in the field of integrity and moral 
dilemmas. We see that this is an increasingly relevant issue for society, 
a development we wholeheartedly welcome. We have developed 
numerous leaders, managers and directors in the areas of leadership, 
culture and also in their ability to discuss and unravel moral dilemmas. 
At the same time, we see the importance of executive assistants, and 
we see how the interaction and cooperation between the executive 
assistant and managers brings its own dilemmas. What could be 
better than discussing these dilemmas from the field on the spot?

We also applaud the international research done by Dilemma-Assist. 
Experience shows us that integrity and culture are once again seen as 
‘soft’ and intangible. However, scientific research shows how specific 
and tangible this subject really is. A good example of this is the 
research carried out by my KPMG colleague Muel Kaptein on culture 
drivers in 150 real-life cases, which further emphasizes the importance 
of discussing dilemmas. I am therefore looking forward to this 
afternoon to hear the results of the research and to discuss your 
dilemmas with you.

Aafke Pera
Senior Consultant
KPMG Integrity, Governance & Compliance
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Brigit & Ingrid wish to thank the following individuals and  
organizations for their assistance in producing this report:

•  Prof. Kees Cools and Prof. Erik van de Loo for their guidance, 
experience and support in realising this survey

•  Maureen Mahoney, Trudy van Dijk, Mandy Hartwig and  
Kelly Moerbeek for their openness in their interviews

•  Peter Gillies and Maureen Mahoney for reading and correcting  
the texts

•  Carola Straatman for her graphic design
•  Hetty van der Hek for preparation of the survey
•  Adecco Top Secretaries and KPMG for realising this report and 

symposium
•  And last but not least, our spouses Ger and Hans for their support 

and patience.

About Brigit de lange
Brigit (1956) is working as an independent PA since 2002 for  
non-executives, board members, professors and advisors. Her career 
started in tourism and later she worked as a director’s secretary for 
board member and legal counsels in companies noted at the stock 
exchange. She did a legal study for some years (University Leiden).  
She graduated in a professional education on communication & 
public relations.

About Ingrid de Jong-Kraal
Ingrid (1965) runs her own business as personal assistant of  
supervisory board members and professors since 2013. She has more 
than 30 years of experience as an executive assistant in especially the 
financial sector. She studied Human Resource Management.
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you can not change the wind,
but you can set the position of the sails...

This first international survey was initiated by Dilemma-Assist and was 
aimed at analysing the professional role and personal dilemmas that  
executive assistants are faced with. What is their exact role vis-à-vis  
their superior and towards the rest of the organisation? Which business 
and integrity dilemmas do they encounter and what is the impact of  
corporate culture on their role and dilemmas?

Dilemma-Assist, a Dutch initiative of experienced executive assistants  
Brigit de Lange and Ingrid de Jong-Kraal, has a mission to improve the 
level of integrity between executive assistants and their superiors at Board 
level so that they become the examples of good corporate governance to 
their organisations.

The results of this survey will stimulate and intensify the efforts of  
Dilemma-Assist and its mission to further motivate and educate executive 
assistants to play their important role in governance and integrity.

www.dilemma-assist.nl


