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Limestone woman assists multiple 
bosses from her home  

By Robyn Monaghan  

rmonaghan@daily-journal.com 
815-937-1281  

Deanne Splear has a full-time job and 
answers to five bosses. But none of them 
will be looking over her shoulder today.  

Like most working women, this 
Limestone mom fixes breakfast, gets her 
two preschoolers to the baby-sitter and sits down with a cup of joe at her desk to check 
her e-mail by 8:30 a.m.  

Soaring gas prices haven't added a single cent to the cost of Splear's commute. When 
she heads off to the office, she just slips down the stairs to her basement cubicle.  

Splear is one of a growing segment of the work force known as virtual assistants. The 
new and diverse job description sprouted onto the employment scene about seven years 
ago, according to the International Association of Virtual Office Assistants. Today 
about 1,500 people work at home doing tasks like data entry, medical transcription, 
accounting, graphic art design, programming, writing and marketing for companies 
around the world, the organizations estimates.  
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"My parents were both self-employed, so I was very aware of the benefits of working 
for yourself," said Splear, 29. "I knew I wanted to be my own boss."  

It's a win-win situation for workers and bosses alike, professionals say. Companies that 
hire virtual assistants get workers without digging into profits for employment taxes, 
health benefits, or office equipment. The virtual assistants, who work on contract, get 
the freedom of setting their own schedules, the convenience of being able to do the 
laundry while merging a mail list and a whole world of employers to work for. But they 
are on their own when it comes to health insurance.  

Splear's job as a human resource manager at Incobrasa, a soy bean processing plant in 
Gilman, dissolved in a downsizing last year. It was just the nudge she needed, she said, 
to explore her options. By building a business as a virtual assistant, she could capitalize 
on all her corporate skills without ever leaving the house. For a start-up cost of about 
$5,000, she bought the computers, copiers and scanners she needed to hang out her 
virtual shingle, AdminiSource Now, on a Web site.  

In just over a year, Splear has snagged five clients from California, England, Chicago, 
Pennsylvania and New York -- enough to keep her busy full-time. She earns from $30 
to $70 per hour, depending on the task.  

With a college degree in communications and public relations, Splear does jobs like 
designing company newsletters, maintaining data bases, doing Internet research, and 
writing follow-up letters to help her employers foster client relations. One day she 
might be digging up information on Victorian dolls for a client wishing to donate a doll 
to charity, balancing a credit card account for another, and arranging a flight itinerary 
for a third.  

"It demands that you be able to switch gears quickly, to re-asses and re-focus on a 
minute's notice," Splear said.  

Weak economy driving demand  

Today's feeble economy is a driving factor in the popularity of computer-based co-
workers. Companies that laid off employees to cut costs are now picking up virtual 
assistants to fill temporary workloads. The Virtual Assistant movement capitalizes on 
outsourcing and technology to overcome the increasing burdens of job insecurity, 
suburban overcrowding and family-hostile commutes, said Christine Durst, CEO of 
Staffcentrix, an ecommerce company that cultivates new virtual assistants.  

"We're living in a knowledge economy now, where there's been a recent convergence 
that includes the acceptance of outsourcing as a time- and money-saving work method," 
Durst said.  

Since 2000, the membership for the International Virtual Assistant's Association, a 
nonprofit association founded in 1999 to certifies and promote the profession, has 
soared more than 600 percent, said Angela Allen, the organization's president. The 
exact number of working virtual assistants is difficult to discern, she said, because they 
work independently and not all of them are certified.  
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Mark Penske, a managing member of the New-Jersey based United Atlantic financial 
services company, is one of Splear's five bosses. He's been working with virtual 
assistants for several years now. A big plus, Penske said, is doing business with another 
company owner who's looking out for her own bottom line.  

"Some employees are out to get everything they can from the company without giving 
back 100 percent," he said.  

"With a virtual assistant, they're wanting to do the best job they can to promote their 
own enterprise, to get it done and to get on to the next thing so they can start billing 
again," he said.  

Lonely life  

A career through the computer can be kind of a lonely life, though. Water cooler chit-
chats and power lunches are not on Splear's schedule. Once her two small children are 
at the sitter's and her husband Grant, a farmer, heads out to his fields, she might not see 
another real human all day long. On days the phone isn't ringing, she's completely on 
her own.  

"It can be very isolating," she said.  

Most virtual assistants are "people persons," Durst said. But they say they prefer to 
work alone -- finding that they're more productive without the interruptions associated 
with the traditional workplace to impede their progress.  

That said -- "Care must be taken to make sure solitude doesn't feel like solitary," she 
said.  

Virtual assistants can bridge the separation gap by bonding with other virtual workers 
through e-mail lists, message boards, instant message interfaces, and occasional phone 
calls.  

To keep in touch with other professionals, Splear gets out to two or three social events 
for business people or workshops each month. She attends "Speed networking" dinners 
in Chicago, where business people change tables for every course of a meal to share a 
quick summary of their skills to potential clients.  
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