


INTRODUCTION

None of us are strangers to the likes of AI assistants like Siri, Cortana, Amazon 
Alexa and Google Assistant. Most of us have used at least one of these in one 
way or another, the most popular instance being on our mobile phones. These 
AI systems have improved massively over the past few years, developing from 
only being able to handle the basics like weather updates and playing music, 
to now being able to take on more complex tasks like managing your calendar 
and answering your queries. They can even remind you to catch your flights, 
which definitely saves a lot of drama when your travel schedule is pretty hectic! 
But that’s not all. James Barrat, author of Our Final Invention: Artificial 
Intelligence and the End of the Human Era, said ‘"It's not just us chatting. 
These machines are listening to what we like and don't like, how we speak 
and what we speak about. It's greater access to how we think." With these 
types of developments taking place, there’s been considerable debate about 
whether the not-so-distant future would see the role of an assistant become 
redundant. This article will explore the arguments for and against AI to be used 
to carry out tasks traditionally attended to by personal assistants, and 
whether there’s the option for a collaborative approach.



Increased efficiency, reduced costs and a reduced risk of human error. 

AI has been argued to be a tool which can considerably increase efficiency in organisations.

Taking minutes:

One example is the utilisation of AI chatbots, which can be used to 
understand the human dialect and retrieve and process language 
data. Emerging solutions which are focused on voice assistants that 
use Speech to Text (STT) can be used during meetings to transcribe 
conversations and take minutes. If you think of all the time assistants 
have spent sitting in meetings purely so they can take minutes, and 
consider how that time could be spent doing more valuable tasks if 
minutes were instead taken via an AI device, efficiency could 
understandably be massively improved. However, Dave Damer, 
founder and CEO of Testfire Labs, also noted that people 
cross-talking, background noise or accents could prove to be 
challenges that thwart truly automated and accurate transcription in 
meetings. This is an area where the AI software will need 
improvement, but with the rate at which AI systems are developing, it 
seems to be a question of ‘when’ rather than ‘if’.

Dealing with routine tasks:

Another argument supporting the use of AI in organisations is that AI 
systems can take over some of the monotonous, repetitive tasks, 
giving human employees the extra time to take over the high-level 
thinking, creative and decision-making tasks which will add more 
value. Routine tasks like diary management, travel bookings, 
expenses, payroll, and other things involving high volumes of data 
sets, can be automated using AI. As a consequence, human workers 
will be free to take over more unique ones, improving both the 
performance and cost efficiency of the organisation as a whole. Using 
AI in these areas would also increase efficiency by reducing the 
chance of human error, such as confusing time zones or creating 
clashes in diaries. It’s been suggested that in the near future, AI 
systems will also adapt problem-solving skills, and be able to calculate 
humans’ workloads, highlight priorities, and also highlight tasks that 
can be delegated. When this does happen, assistants need to be able 
to approach their roles in a way that can add value past these 
traditional tasks, so as to remain indispensable to their organisations.

THE ARGUMENTS FOR AI 



Those who don’t work closely with a PA/EA rarely realise the value of those providing extensive support. They 
might believe that all assistants do is organise diaries and book travel, and, if that is the case, that they are easily 
replaceable by the recent rise in artificial intelligence. But, would they think the same thing about teachers? About 
therapists? With all the information that Google and YouTube has to offer, would we still need these professions 
too? You see, a vital difference between AI and all of the above occupations remains: human understanding.

THE ARGUMENTS AGAINST AI IN PLACE OF PERSONAL ASSISTANTS

AI does not have our human capacity for pattern recognition, judgment, 
creativity, or personal touch

When asking a seasoned PA/EA what they believe makes a great assistant, a 
running theme centres around communication, a deep understanding about how 
their bosses likes to work, and always being two steps ahead. With this approach, 
the decisions an assistant makes are almost instinctive. They use their experience 
and judgement to solve problems before they even occur – AI, on the other hand, is 
like a computer. It responds to and completes tasks based on what it’s being asked 
to do. Assistants rarely have to be asked – if there’s a clash in the diary, they’re not 
computers who will calculate the pros and cons to prioritise. They consider a whole 
array of things, including how important a certain meeting would be to their boss, 
whether the meeting with an investor is more important than his or her cousin’s 
wedding. Both are important in their own ways, but can we honestly say that AI 
would really have no trouble distinguishing commercial importance from emotional 
importance, when it has no emotions of its own to refer to? 



Emotional intelligence is one of the most important traits of any assistant. It helps them to consider if their 
executive needs time to rest between meetings, or has their own personal preferences. Assistants can ask 
questions and make judgements that AI can’t. When does your specific executive have the most energy? Where 
and when do they prefer to rest and eat? Deena Anreise, in the article ‘Will AI Cost Executive Assistants Their 
Jobs?’ noted that for now, scheduling automation always falls short, because it fails to master the sociological 
signalling that takes place in scheduling. She also suggests that there is “almost always a hierarchy between 
parties, and an asymmetry in the desire to get together. AI simply can’t take these factors into account”. That being 
said, as aforementioned, there is a likelihood that AI will soon develop problem-solving skills, which could enable 
systems to become more effective at scheduling while taking additional factors into account. When this does 
happen, how will the value assistants offer differ from the value AI systems offer?

A distinguishing factor is that many industry leaders consider their PAs/EAs to be their right hands – and 
consequently their role doesn’t stop at diary and travel. Many PAs/EAs are considered to be a form of business 
assistant, taking the time to really understand a business and give their input on projects and deals. Many 
employers highly value the perspective their assistants offer. And not only that - many assistants are not only 
assistants to those they support; they’re also their friends. Some PAs build amazing relationships with their 
bosses, and make their daily goal to make their boss’s life as easy as possible.
 



AI as a tool for assistants to use to improve productivity and efficiency within their job role

THE ARGUMENT FOR AI IN COMBINATION WITH HUMAN PERSONAL ASSISTANTS

It’s normal for people to consider AI as a threat to job security and the demand for rational 
human skills in the employability market. After all, as you can see, there are definitely 
advantages of introducing AI into organisations. However, does this necessarily mean that AI 
will be used to replace human assistants? As mentioned, there are also many reasons human 
assistants will always be needed, despite the prospect of introducing AI. AI, alongside 
assistants, can enhance the productivity of employees and amplify their potential, by taking 
over monotonous tasks and giving those assistants the time to focus on more pressing tasks 
that require higher cognitive thinking and creativity; they will not replace the reasoning power, 
analytical capability or forward-thinking ability that human assistants possess. The 
collaboration of humans and AI, which may be seen in the not-so-distant future, can work to 
eliminate factors like exhaustion and time constraints, making work environments more 
enjoyable and organisations more efficient as a whole.

In our recent ‘Jossie Talks’ webinar, Bonnie Low-Kramen, who is considered something of a 
superstar in the PA world, said that “AI is going to be a tool for Executive Assistants”, and we’re 
strongly inclined to agree with her. If every EA and PA had access to an AI system which could 
take over the routine tasks that are usually time-consuming and could be addressed effectively 
by AI, think of all the extra time assistants would have to achieve so many other things. Eric 
Taussig, CEO of Prialto, noted that currently, many assistants spend 80% of their scheduling 
time on the mundane aspects of this task, and only 20% of their time on the more creative and 
valuable aspects of scheduling. He believes that AI will allow a reversal of this ratio, and will 
drive humans towards the more strategic aspects of their professional responsibilities.



CONCLUSION
Considering the speed at which AI systems are developing, it’s safe to 
assume that in the not-too-distant future, many organisations will adopt 
them as they seek to achieve a fully integrated digital workspace. It’s 
actually predicted that 1.8 billion people will use smart assistants by 2021 
worldwide. So, the question remains – how do assistants prepare for this 
shift towards a more AI-heavy approach? The answer is this: don’t ignore 
it. Focus on how you can add value in your role; value that can’t be added 
by AI. Be creative, intuitive and proactive about your approach to business 
processes. Focus on upskilling yourselves so that when the time does 
come, you’re able to deliver on these value-add responsibilities. If you do 
this, the future is bright. Collaboration between AI and human assistants 
can achieve incredible results, and your role as an assistant has the 
potential to become more efficient and valuable than ever before.


