
The role of the office
secretary — now
executive assistant — has
evolved a lot since a
California woman created
the Executive Secretaries
organization in 1938.

Some still call
themselves secretaries,
though the preferred
term is executive
assistant. Many of the
roles are the same, but
there is more to being a
CEO’s right hand than
knowing shorthand, said
Melissa Ford, president of
the Houston chapter of
the group, which changed
its name to Executive
Women International in
1977.

The name change
reflected the changing
roles of its members.
Ford is an executive
assistant to the boss at
Houston-based DX

Service Co., and the
Houston chapter, EWI’s
largest with 154 members
from 97 companies, is a
big tent, including
business owners,
executives and one man.

Executive Women
International (EWI) will
hold its annual meeting in
Houston Thursday
through Saturday.

Ford sat down with
Houston Chronicle
business reporter Brad
Hem to talk about the
evolution of the position,
its importance to a
company and the group’s
secret contact list.

Q: How has the role
of an executive

assistant changed over
the years?

A: As I always say, we
do a lot more than

type, file and answer the
phone. Originally that’s
what secretaries were
hired to do. You were the
subservient one, and you
were expected to serve
your boss. As women
have entered the
workplace more and
become more involved in
businesses, we’ve gotten
more responsibilities.
We’re more on the
management side than we
used to be. It’s different
because the times have
changed. A lot of
executives are more self-
sufficient than they used
to be. Most of these
executives use their own
computer, which means
they generate some of
their own documents.
They e-mail. When
Lucille Johnson Perkins

decided that we needed
an organization, she was
still wearing gloves and
hats and being proper and
serving. That’s not at all
what we do anymore. We
fly on corporate jets now.
We’re involved in budgets
now. We still type, file
and answer the phones.

It’s just a lot broader now
than it was.

Q: What other skills
or training are

common among
assistants now?

A: Leadership, No. 1.
That is part of what

EWI is all about. We have
leadership training in
different forms. EWI
believes leadership can
and must be taught.
Everyone possesses
leadership potential, and
there are stellar examples
of leadership within EWI.
Did I ever think that I
could be president of the
largest chapter of EWI?
No way. And just from
being a part of EWI and
networking with different
women, some of them
who own their own
businesses, that feeling is
just no longer.

Q: Is it difficult to
join EWI? How do

people become
members? Do you ever
reject people?

A: I don’t like the word
‘reject.’ We have

had people interested in
membership that we’ve
said no to. We have a pie
chart of members’
different fields, and we’re
always after the right
mix. For example, we
have a lot of hotel
members right now, so
we’re not recruiting new
hotel members. We look
at our pie chart and see
where are we heavy,
where are we light?
Membership is by
invitation only. If you ask
to join, we take the
request to the
membership committee.
We have a roster of
members that’s
distributed to everyone in
our organization. That’s
kind of a valuable piece of
information. We’re
always very wary of

someone who says ‘Hey, I
want to be a member of
EWI.’ Well, are they just
looking for our list? Do
you want Mr. CEO of
CenterPoint’s address?

Q: Reporters are
taught early on to

always to be nice to our
sources’ assistants
because they control
the schedule, which
messages get passed on
and which calls get
through. How much of
a gatekeeper are you?

A: I personally am
pretty well 100

percent a gatekeeper, and
so are most of our
members. We’re in a
position of trust. Anytime
someone has a complaint,
they think they need to
speak to the head man. It
takes a lot of patience, a
lot of tact. You can’t hang
up on people. You can’t
cut people off. That
crosses over to that
leadership training we’ve
had, because it teaches
you how to deal with
difficult people.

Q: Would a boss still
ask his assistant

to go pick out a
birthday gift for his
wife?

A: I’ve got a friend who
just took a brand

new job working for a
very prestigious person,
and one of his questions
was ‘How are you at the
grunt work?’ Well, the
grunt work has really
changed. A lot of it can be
really fun. Can you get on
my jet, fly down to South
Texas and pick up my
dog? I don’t know about
you, but that sounds OK
to me.

We don’t do a lot of
serving coffee in our
white gloves anymore,
but of course, if your boss
has someone in his office,
just because you’re
human, you’re going to
ask if you can get them
something to drink.
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MELISSA FORD: “We’re in a position of trust. Anytime
someone has a complaint, they think they need to speak to
the head man. It takes a lot of patience, a lot of tact. You
can’t hang up on people. You can’t cut people off. That
crosses over to that leadership training we’ve had because it
teaches you how to deal with difficult people.”
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chicago — With brands
like Shout, Windex and Scrub-
bing Bubbles under its name,
S.C. Johnson & Son certainly
should be one of the cleanest
companies to work for. But on
Tuesday, AARP acknowledged
the company for a different rea-
son: Its policies and practices
that make it the best workplace
for those over the age of 50.

The Racine, Wis.-based com-
pany placed No. 1 on the 2007
AARP “Best Employers for
Workers Over 50” list.

Reasons included the com-
pany’s flexible work arrange-
ments, generous health benefits
that include an on-site medical
center, financial benefits and
retirement-planning tools. The
company provides lifelong
learning courses, said spokes-
woman Kelly Semrau.

“A third of our employees
are 50-plus” and many of them
have worked at the firm for
years, Semrau said.

No. 2 on the list was last
year’s winner, Mercy Health
System, based in Janesville,
Wis. According to the AARP,
the not-for-profit provides a va-
riety of alternative work ar-
rangements, which include op-
portunities for nurses to work at
different facilities or depart-
ments and seasonal work pro-
grams that allow employees to
take leave while maintaining
their eligibility for benefits.

Third on the list was First
Horizon National Corp. in
Memphis, followed by San
Diego-based Scripps Health and
Muscatine, Iowa-based Stanley
Consultants.

The only Texas workplace to
make the list was the University
of Texas M. D. Anderson Cancer
Center, at No. 40.

AARP
applauds
companies
■ S.C. Johnson
wins as best for
workers over 50
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Come visit our newest location!
Kingwood 2714 W. Lake Houston Pkwy, Suite 180 • (281) 360-1631 

Clear Lake 457 Bay Area Boulevard • (281) 480-8204
Houston/Bellaire 4060 Bissonnet Street • (713) 314-5560
Northwest Houston 13752 Northwest Freeway • (713) 744-9160
West Houston 2420 Highway 6 South • (281) 493-8990
The Woodlands - New Location - 9300 Six Pines Drive, Suite 175

(281) 419-3086

©2007 Countrywide Bank, FSB *The Annual Percentage Yield (APY) set forth for the above CD is accurate as of the publica-
tion date but is subject to change thereafter until account is opened. Minimum deposit to open account is $10,000. A penal-
ty may be imposed for early withdrawal. 1Ranking is based on First Quarter 2007 as reported by the FDIC. CWBHOU092607

For personal CDs call 1-800-675-9366 • For business CDs call 1-866-462-8104

With interest rates going lower, this offer won’t last long. Act now.
Offer expires September 27, 2007. So stop by your neighborhood
financial center and take advantage of this opportunity. Or visit us
online at countrywidebank.com for other high-yield accounts.

Great rate.

When interest rates are falling,
go long.

Savings tip #1

5.65%
APY*

Personal and Business
12-Month CD

$10,000 Minimum
Balance

➤ 3rd largest federal savings bank in the U.S.1

➤ More than $100 billion in assets
➤ FDIC insured to the regulatory maximum

Great savings bank.

Wachovia Wealth Management has once again been awarded High 

Net Worth Leader of the Year by Private Asset Management magazine. 

Partner with us and you’ll find our best-in-class approach goes

beyond our award-winning investment platform to include all aspects

of your wealth, from creating liquidity to leaving a legacy. Awards are 

nice, but we prefer measuring our success by helping to build yours.

High Net Worth

Leader of the Year.

A true measure 

of our clients’

success.

Products and services provided by affiliates or subsidiaries of Wachovia Corporation and may not be available in all states.

©2007 Wachovia Corporation

Proven leadership WITH WACHOVIA

OB JEC T I VE INS IGH T S

COL L ABOR AT IVE PL ANNING

IND IV IDUAL I ZED INVES T MEN T S

PERSONAL PH I L AN T HROP Y

CRE AT ING A L EGAC Y

To learn more about our approach to managing your

wealth, call 1-888-283-9633 or visit wachovia.com/wealth.
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