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Currently studying for an Advanced Diploma in Administrative 
Management and working towards the Degree programme,  
Leigh Thomson-Persaud take time out to talk to Ray Moorcroft 

Learning growing 
gaining confidence

fuel efficiency

Administrative Management or 
supporting the Chairman of one of 
the world’s biggest companies? Leigh 
Thomson-Persaud has no doubt which 
is the tougher task!

As part of the team supporting BP 
Chairman, Peter Sutherland, Leigh 
believes that it’s the past challenges 
and experiences that have equipped 
her for her current role. “I think I grew 
the most and learned the most during 
a period of significant change for the 
organisation some eighteen months 
ago while working for one of the 
Managing Directors of BP. It pushed 
me to new limits where I was handling 
an extraordinary amount of change, 
while at the same time maintaining the 
focus on the stability of the office. It was 

during this time that I needed to take 
my administration skills to another level, 
and I found that I could draw from my 
experiences and the knowledge gained 
from the IAM courses – which proved 
invaluable”.

Interviewing Leigh is a pleasure which 
comes only occasionally. This is because 
she is so enthusiastic, and as Henry 
Ford said, “You can’t buy enthusiasm!”

 Waiting to meet Leigh prompted an 
interesting discussion with my Business 
Manager, Janine, as we sat in BP’s 
thronging and impressive reception 
area. We could hear a multitude of 
approaching footsteps long before the 
people actually came into view.

Suddenly, Janine said, “She’s coming 
now.” I said, “How can you possibly 

know that?” She replied, “It’s the 
walk – purposeful, determined and 
enthusiastic”. Good job I hadn’t said, 
“I’ll bet you it isn’t her.” I’d have lost. 
It was indeed Leigh approaching, but 
more significantly, she fitted Janine’s 
description perfectly, which made me 
think that the ‘transference’ of skills 
we regard as ‘core competences’ is 
increasingly the mark of our growth as a 
profession. Administration is an integral 
part of office-based management 
activity, which demands a set of 
powerful, but learned, competencies. 
This evidences itself in confident 
behaviours, and Leigh demonstrated 
these instinctively, even though her 
role doesn’t actually carry the title 
‘Administrative Manager’.
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fuel efficiency

The conversation
To test this theory, I began the interview by 
asking Leigh, “How do you see the role of 
‘administration’ within that of the  
PA responsibility?”

Leigh: Administration at this level is about 
high-level decision-making and problem 
solving using an overwhelming element 
of ‘soft skills’. Diplomacy, discretion and 
confidentiality are imperative – along with 
attention to detail – and the management of 
systems, which also plays a very important 
part. I see myself as part of a ‘team system’, 
which is essential to ensuring the smooth 
running of the Chairman’s office. These 
activities supplement and bring added 
value to the firm grounding of thorough 
delivery of the basics which make the 
office tick. One of the key elements of any 
administrative role is to plan ahead – see 
where the bumps in the road may be and 
set timetables.  In short, administration is 
the essential base skill which enables good 
managers to move forward with confidence.
 
Q  �So if we accept that the role 

demands creativity, then ‘thinking on 
your feet’ must be a key feature of 
your work?

A  �Absolutely. It’s a daily requirement. 
Experience enables you to do this, but 

it’s learning more about Administrative 
Management techniques, behaviours 
and practices which gives you the 
confidence to react and know it’s as right 
as it can be. For me, this comes from 
ongoing training – I have a real passion 
for continuing professional development 
(CPD). I also have a great tutor in Elaine 
Howard at Kudos Training, whom I have 
been studying with since the start of 
my career. IAM courses give you the 
foundation and confidence to ask the 
right questions.  

    
Q  �Interesting thing, this ‘confidence’: 

how exactly does it help?
A  �Well, the most significant leverage 

is dealing with your boss. Once 
you begin to see the bigger picture 
and understand in greater depth 
more about management and the 
challenges they face, it helps you 
get a better perspective and sets 
your objectives.  It’s also about 
understanding what makes your 
boss tick and being clear on their 
expectations.  
�The other big competences, or skills, 
which come from training and give 
you confidence, are risk taking and 

decision-making. These involve certain 
elements of initiative and innovation. 
I can remember a particular situation 
when I had to make a judgment and 
take a risk, knowing full well that it 
could have potential implications!
�My boss had to make a presentation 
to the Board and was busy putting 
the finishing touches to it minutes 
before the Board Meeting was about 
to start.  Suddenly, the printer servers 
in the entire building crashed and we 
were advised that it would be several 
hours before they could be restored. 
My boss needed his presentation 
printed immediately for the Board and 
it was my responsibility to ensure I 
got it done. After moments of initial 
panic, I had a thought. I called a PA 
I knew at a local consultancy firm 
that we worked with and asked if 
I could email the document to her 
for printing. She was happy to help.  
Yes, there were perhaps issues of 
confidentiality, but I had to make 
a quick judgement and take a risk 
knowing that it would reflect poorly 
on my boss if he arrived at the 
meeting without his presentation. 
But for me, the biggest challenge 

was negotiating the streets of London 
in the pouring rain in my high heels! 

Q  �Is financial knowledge (understanding 
accounts, balance sheets etc) a big part 
of your role?

A  ��Understanding the basics certainly helps, 
especially in the current economic crisis. 
This raises the interesting question of 
development. I mentioned that I was 
passionate about CPD; well actually, I took 
ownership of this when it became clear to 
me that one of my bosses several years ago 
wanted me to develop a new skill set. My 
first reaction was, “Why push me to this new 
level?” I now thank him: it was tough love. It 
was telling me that I still had to develop, and 
he was right.  I wasn’t quite there. 

    
Q  �Was this your biggest challenge?
A  �Yes, in a way it was. I had to take on board 

that I needed to develop; I had to identify 
where the gaps were and be proactive 
in taking the necessary steps to close 
those gaps!  This is where studying for 
the Advanced Diploma in Administrative 
Management has helped me enormously. 

    
Q �What would you say is your main 

contribution to the business?
A �Minimising disruption to the business – 

which has to be done proactively. You can’t 
sit around and wait for solutions; you need 
to find them. Problem solving at my level 
has great leverage, so it’s not a case of 
‘Can it be done?’ It’s more ‘How can I do 
it?’ Fortunately, I have established a good 
network both internally and externally and I 
certainly use it! 

    
Q  �Where next for you? 
A   �I really enjoy being a PA – there’s still so 

much more to learn and share.  As they say, 
“learning is a journey, not a destination!”  
The changing and complex world in which 
we work means, more than ever, that the 
role of the PA is continually evolving.   Since 
the Times Crème Award, I was invited to 
be a panellist at the National Executive 
PA Conference in November to talk about 
‘Managing Change’ – my next challenge...to 
give a presentation to a group of overseas 
PAs in Russian!

Q  �Do you have a message for 
our members?

A   �Just believe in yourself. Believe you can 
do it – push yourself to take risks and 
learn from disappointments…and develop, 
develop, develop yourself! 
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Making It All Work provides a set 
of principles and practices that can, 
when drawn together, form a road 
map to help the reader figure out 
where they are in life and reach a 
greater understanding of how to get 
where they eventually want to be.  

From the book jacket description, 
you see that it is very much built upon 
the principles and the material from 
Allen’s 2001 publication Getting 
Things Done - How to Achieve 
Stress-Free Productivity (GTD) and 
the seminars for which he is now 
famous worldwide. This book at first 
helpfully takes the reader through an 
overview and introduction to GTD, 
a lifelong set of best practices for 
staying clear, focused and in control - and then throughout, builds on these.

David Allen describes the keys to achieving this understanding as 
Control and Perspective. Control means taking charge of your everyday 
commitments, while Perspective confidently knows where to place these 
commitments on the horizons of your goals and aspirations.  

It describes the two as being closely intertwined dynamics and explains 
that achieving each one involves different approaches, whether the matter 
at hand is in your personal life such as your son or daughter doing their 
homework or coaching the local choir or whether it is in business life with 
a product launch or organising a major restructuring plan. 

The concept of self-management is strong throughout the book and 
provides the reader with ideas that will help them jump into Getting Things 
Done at a new and expanded level.  A rehashing of old but successful ground 
from his 2001 book, Allen revisits his simple yet comprehensive system of 
organising every aspect of one’s life for career, professional and personal 
development. The author does however caution that the book does not provide 
answers to tricky life choices; but that its methods will aid in developing the 
self-assurance to trust one’s own solutions. 

Although the book purports to expand on the principles of GTD, my 
observation is that there is little new added material in Making It All Work, 
and therefore it can appear to the reader to serve more as a sales tool for 
GTD than for a project all on its own. I have no doubt, however, that the 
book is guaranteed to find an audience in today’s competitive business 
environment and among David Allen’s many fans. Jim Wagstaffe FInstAm
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