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A decade ago, Bonnie Taylor-Wachowicz was an unhappy administrative assistant. The pay was low, her manager often took credit

for her ideas and her opportunities for advancement were limited.

"My self-confidence was almost non-existent by the time I stepped away from the corporate world," she says.

But in 1999, Ms. Taylor-Wachowicz was laid off. Unsure of what she wanted to do -- but certain she wanted to be her own boss and

spend more time with family -- she enrolled in AssistU, a training program for virtual assistants.

For 10 years, her Sherwood Park, Alta.-based company, Taylor Made Time, provided traditional virtual assistant services, including

bookkeeping, appointment booking to desktop publishing, but in the past year, she has decided to focus on virtual career coaching and

small business consulting.

Vancouver's Karen Bowman similarly grew tired of the corporate scene around the start of the millennium. Since the age of 18, she

worked in formal office environments, rising from administrative jobs to roles concerning communications, project management and

computer support.

Her career came when one of the department's directors left to start a management training company in 2002. "She asked me if I'd

be interested in working off the side of my desk to help her out," Ms. Bowman says. The business grew steadily thanks to word-of-

mouth advertising, and she decided to work as a virtual assistant exclusively.

Eventually, Ms. Bowman grew too busy to handle all of her clients on her own, which was starting to defeat the purpose of working as

a VA. "I got to the point where I had more work than time, and I realized I could go two directions: one, scale down, or two, go big. I

thought, 'Why not go big?' " To expand her company, she hired former colleagues and decided to branch into consulting, to help

companies create virtual workforce strategies.

Despite the layoffs and budgetary restrictions facing many companies, Ms. Bowman has not seen an upswing in demand for her

services. "Outsourcing has become a bad word. It's associated with taking jobs away from Canadians or qualified people who are

worth what they're charging."

However, the money saved using VAs can be significant, Ms. Bowman says. Having a contractor take on some of the work can mean

decreasing the square footage of office space needed (and thus, rent and utilities) and not paying as much in employee benefits, for

instance.

Small and medium-sized companies can benefit from virtual assistants since they often don't have the funds to hire a full-time staff

member.
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