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However, as independent contractors, V.A.s are involved in all kinds of work including
data entry, tax advice, accountancy and technology support.

Those in the industry say it is on the rise because it is cost-effective. The employer
does not pay for extra office space, furniture, equipment or software. There is also no
additional cost for training, pensions or work insurance.

In the U.S., medical practitioners, legal practitioners, realtors, public speakers and
corporate trainers are the most prominent users of V.A.s.

The downside of employing them is that relationships take longer to develop, since
they are not actually in the office.

Carolyn Moncel a V.A. in Paris, France, provides support for companies in North
America, while her employers take advantage of the time difference to meet deadlines.

"I think people choose to be a V.A. because it gives them a alternative way of working
-- it's mobile, flexible and empowering," she says.

Many mothers have become V.A.s in order to balance work with family commitments
and for many the advantages are numerous, while others miss the office environment.

"l sometimes miss the camaraderie of my former work colleagues, although there is
instant messaging, E-mail and phone," says Robertson.
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