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Unprecedented times require unprecedented leadership. That’s especially 
necessary in an industry that has strong traditional roots, struggles with change, and largely 
resists metrics, innovation, and process mapping. The arrival of COVID-19 activates the legal 
industry in a way previously unengaged. Working from home, using technology where paper 
was previously preferred, and meeting via video conference (or phone) to make critical 
decisions are three tactical elements that now exist. 

Remember Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs? The pyramid that outlined personal needs from 
physiological at the bottom and most basic level, to self-actualization at the top. For many 
years we have operated in self-actualization, looking for ways to improve our efficiency, 
productivity, and advance our self-awareness. This virus has dropped our need to a very 
physiological level – food, shelter, basic needs. Hence the shortage of random and staple 
products. We elevate one tier to address our psychological needs of safety, employment, and 
health. These come into play as we provide opportunities to work from home, preserve jobs 
even without much to do, and provide masks, gloves, and sanitizer. 

We continue up the pyramid looking for connection and belonging, which is difficult in 
isolation. Our inventive approach to connecting by Zoom happy hours, Hangouts, FaceTimes, 
and reaching out in ways previously conducted in person, in passing, and unscheduled. The 
fourth area includes freedom, respect, status and self-esteem. These emerge as we look 
for ways outside the “shelter at home” model and resist the restrictions that are deemed 
important for our well-being. This is our current struggle, and we can address it with the 
internal work of self-awareness and self-confidence. That’s the lifelong journey of a leader, 
and now is a great time to dig in deeper.

There are key elements of COVID-19 that are distinct and different from any previous 
challenge in history. Attending to the human instead of the financial is the first, and largest 
difference. Addressing your values and strategic initiatives and adhering to your financial 
metrics are also critical. Self-care precedes caring for others, and both are necessary right 
now. Each of these has complex considerations and requires a unique leadership approach.
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HUMAN CRISIS
The Great Recession that started in 2008 was a financial crisis that was met with financial 
responses. The decisions made in that time were painful and had a significant impact on the 
trust and engagement levels between workforce and employers. The damage to trust occurred 
as choices were made about staffing and then communicated in less than ideal ways. That 
trust has not been fully rebuilt, and with the financial prosperity of the last few years, little 
attention has been directed toward rebuilding it. Unfortunately, here we are again.  Except 
this time our crisis is human. Not financial. 

Building trust back in a crisis isn’t as hard as you might think. Honest communication about 
what you know, and what you don’t. This isn’t the time for knowing all the information before 
you speak. In an active, fast-moving situation, the nimbler you are in addressing your firm’s 
situation, the more trust you build. This means saying what you know, and what you don’t 
know, and not making promises or using absolutes when you don’t know for sure are very 
important components of your communication.

This is a human crisis. Communities are disrupted. Sports, playgrounds, schools, parks, 
restaurants are all silent. And when a financial bandage is applied to a human wound the 
suffering is as though we have put a band aid on a broken leg. The gap in care is palpable 
(painful) in our bodies, minds, and hearts. Our opportunity is to connect with empathy, check 
in on neighbors and employees, peers and bosses with the very human emotional experience 
that defines us. 

Develop an approach for connection. Check in with your people as humans. Explore what is 
happening for them on a daily basis, including what, if anything, has been hard for them. 
Fine tune the work lens to manage production and contribution, considering the human crisis 
as an impediment to the productivity previously required. Is there a temporary new level of 
productivity that matches the available work? Engage employees in this conversation. The 
sense of normalcy occurs in something routine, predictable, and controllable.
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PURPOSE IN ACTION
The discussion about the need for clear values and strategic plans is now more than a decade 
old. Clear values have many benefits, none more front and center than the clarity for your 
talent to make decisions in the moment. In a fast-moving crisis of this nature, top down 
decision making is too slow, and too reactive, to sustain your business.  What are you values? 
Define them in very clear ways so everyone understands the direction you are headed, and 
their authority to contribute to moving in that direction.

When your owners understand and align with the values of the firm, decisions can be made 
quickly throughout all levels of the firm. Empowering your people to act on behalf of the firm 
expands creativity and innovation in a time when there are unique problems to be solved. 
Bring forward your values and your strategic plan in meetings, both formal and informal, to 
remind everyone of the direction everyone is going. Associate decisions and communications 
with these, creating clarity and confidence amidst all the uncertainty.

There’s another point here. Check your community commitment and involvement. Remember 
all those thoughts and discussions about a generation that has frustrated leaders with a 
demand for feedback and mobility? That same generation has helped focus organizations on 
contributing to a greater good. Now is the time to demonstrate that through action. What can 
your firm do to show the local community you are committed and involved in the recovery of 
all? 

This also means thinking about your client needs. If your value statement is to partner with 
clients in their business needs, now is the time to be a partner without focus on fees. Extend 
that beyond your current client base, how can you engage with these constituents (referral 
sources, potential clients) in a value-added way? This is reputation building time, what are 
you building?
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WHAT GETS MEASURED GETS MANAGED 
Financial dashboards are smart business. Succinct and decision-oriented metrics around 
billing, collection, productivity, profitability, matter management, all at the touch of a 
finger. This is a time for prudent financial management, and the complexity is that we have 
an overlay of public health predictions (aka “the curve”). Measuring your key markers while 
focusing on cost reduction is smart business but operating exclusively through that lens is 
dangerous in a human crisis. 

The longer we are in crisis the higher likelihood you will reinvent your organization, not just 
lean down, but actually recreate your core functions. Hopefully no one has that experience. 
It may mean closer examination of practice group profitability, which was already important, 
even if not acted on. While we don’t know when this current iteration of COVID-19 will 
subside, we can be prepared for layers of movement through decision points.  One idea is to 
engage your finance team to capture time daily, project cash flow six weeks out, and manage 
budgets with WIP and trust accounts much tighter than ever before. 

Use this information as you determine your stress points. What are the intolerable tensions 
that are your decision points? Create a reference sheet that can layer with the latest public 
health information for your marketplace. Factor in depth and duration for the sectors you 
serve. The deeper you are experiencing the financial impact the more you need to protect 
your core.

A plan emerges from these points. Using an overlay of depth and duration with stress factors, 
you have a working model for decisions. Now your leadership has a starting point for the next 
discussion, and next communication across the organization.
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DESIGN DON’T DEFAULT
How long have you managed a remote work force? Right now you are managing a work force 
that is working from home. There is a difference. Working from home in a pandemic might 
look like a kitchen table and a laptop, or a corner of the couch. Temporary. Comfortable 
in the short term, dangerous in the long term. What ergonomic considerations have you 
addressed? 

It is a different mindset to be thrust into working from home. Creating space at home 
to keep working is a default. Designing a home office to enjoy is completely different. 
What considerations will be made for those who want to work remotely when returning to 
work? What will be required in a home office to be considered for remote working? What 
productivity are you now seeing that will be required for anyone who wants to work remotely 
in the future? 

Now apply that concept to overall talent management. The default has been face to face 
performance conversations – from hiring to firing and everything in between. That is not an 
option right now, so design interactions around each step in the talent process. If feedback 
has been challenging in the past, reinvent your feedback approach in a remote environment. 
What frequency is appropriate for informal feedback? How can you initiate conversations to 
receive feedback for yourself? For others?

It is also a revolutionary time to consider the skills required in new hires as we find our way 
back to full steam ahead. Communication, technology, collaboration, teamwork are now 
important in remote capacities. Even if the team is part remote and part in person.

How do we lead? Having a leadership style for virtual teams is different than in person. 
Without casual and informal ways to connect with your people, how are you available to 
them? What mechanisms connect the workforce with leaders? Can you have informal “office 
hours” where a video room is open for anyone to approach you? How do messages get built 
and conveyed that align with values, and are designed, not defaulted? Important questions to 
be proactive in an otherwise easily reactive situation.
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MOTION INFLUENCES EMOTION
Moving your body has never been easier. Walk to the corner on a break. Walk around the 
house instead of to the kitchen and back. Touch your toes (or your knees) between meetings. 
Stretch your body to stretch your brain. Move your body to release your emotions. Holding 
your breath or feeling your fears isn’t releasing anything and will get in the way of your 
opportunity right now. 

Experiencing all the emotions of grief as we let go of what was is important to being available 
to creating the next normal we will experience. The shock and anger that immediately 
emerged is making way for something between confusion and acceptance. Remember we are 
humans first, having an emotional experience is what connects us. And our primary job right 
now is self-care. Use some of that extra commute time (from the bathroom to the kitchen) to 
sit in silence and release your thoughts, aka meditation. 

If you are quarantining with family, bring them along for the walk, the stretch, and the quiet. 
Create clear boundaries between work time and personal time. Set aside technology and 
pick up a book, a journal, or a board game. Engage that part of your brain which develops 
strategic thinking, reasoning, and resilience through board games and applying concepts you 
learn in a book with journaling.

There is an opportunity to advance... your firm, your career, and your self. Deep breathing in 
a team meeting, tightening and loosening muscles (try facial muscles on camera in your next 
meeting for a laugh that everyone will benefit from), telling appropriate, but bad, jokes are 
all activities that release emotions. 
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MULTIPLY HOPE
In the Great Recession Glassdoor was barely a year old. Facebook had only recently 
instituted that Like button. And when we employees were laid off the messaging and timing 
wasn’t careful. It was a time unlike anything previous in this leadership generation, and 
although the response was swift, it wasn’t designed.  There is much to be learned from that 
experience that is applicable to the weeks (hopefully not months) ahead. In 2009 we painted 
rosy pictures of optimism that each round of layoffs would be the only or the last. And the 
resulting dip in employee engagement still exists today. 

Hope is different than optimism. Hope is believing there will be better days ahead. Leaders 
bring hope in the honest conversations that include I don’t know with here’s what we know, 
here’s where our next decision point will happen, here’s what is happening in the world of 
those we serve, and how we are assisting them. Hope requires courage. Especially when there 
is no control. COVID-19 is unchartered territory for this generation, how are you building your 
courage? How will you convey hope? 

Start with honesty. There is global impact. Economic. Social. Physical and Psychological 
Health. We have already seen a substantial loss of jobs. We will see a reduction in almost 
every industry, even if temporarily, in most countries. In 2009, when the first round of layoffs 
happened, it was in the office, in a conference room, with messaging that was likely to pass 
through to friends and family after people drove home to their sanctuary. 

We are now delivering those messages through a computer screen (hopefully not an email) 
while people are already in their home. Already in their safest place. Think about how you 
can continue connection with these departing employees. Social media is powerful, use it as 
a tool to continue the relationship with those who aren’t arriving after being hired, or leaving 
on furlough or lay off. 

Hope is connection. How can those you furlough, lay off, or reduce in some fashion be 
connected to you, your firm, and those still working hard to keep things going? A 15-minute 
coffee break on camera connects people. That’s hope. Create hope. Watch it multiply.
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THE FUTURE
What does the next generation firm look like? That firm is being built today, in the unknown 
of COVID-19. In the discussions and decisions that are being made daily. Time to check your 
telescope and look at the distant future to reveal the potential available for advancing 
your business, serving your constituents, while anchoring in your values and elevating your 
workforce engagement. Be purposeful today, it will reap great returns tomorrow.

What does the next generation leader look like? Resilient and agile for starters. Agile in 
growing and developing leadership skills and styles to manage a workforce that includes 
remote workers. Resilient to overcome obstacles and manage stress in a 24/7 world. Learning 
and growing in self-awareness regularly, specifically aware of how change has internal impact, 
and impact on the people the leader manages and influences. Strategic thinkers who are 
proactive will have an advantage as firms compete in a complex world.
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Judy earned her Bachelor’s Degree in Accounting 
from Huntingdon College, and her Master’s Degree 
in Sports Management from the University of 
Richmond. In addition to her Professional Coaching 
Certification, she is a licensed provider for the suite 
of emotional intelligence tools provided by Personal 
Strengths Publishing, and also for the Living Your 
Vision process. She is a Certified Legal Manager.  
She resides in San Diego, CA.

HEALTH  Judy Hissong was a professional athlete 
and has been an ACE Certified Personal Trainer 
since 1993. She has designed personal training 
programs for professional athletes and for business 
professionals. She writes articles on the importance 
of health and exercise to maintain productive 
workload and provide work/life balance. She has 
been a presenter at many international conferences 
on the topic of work/life balance and stress 
management in the workplace. She is an Accredited 
Life Coach working with individuals who know 
they can achieve more (personally, professionally, 
or both) and want to overcome their obstacles 
to success. She works with teams (athletic and 
corporate) who want to break through their current 
performance ceiling to achieve the next level.

BUSINESS  With over 15 years in leadership roles 
inside professional service organizations, Judy 
provides a wealth of knowledge and expertise in 
leadership, emotional intelligence, and successful 
business planning. She is a sought after speaker 
and facilitator on topics of emotional intelligence, 
strategic and long range planning, leadership 
development and accountability, and job coaching. 
She writes articles on the importance of leadership 
and strategic planning in the success of business, 
and has been an instructor for the University of 
California San Diego in their Certificated Program 
for Paralegals. 

LIFE  This unique combination of business and 
wellness led Judy to create Nesso Strategies. Her 
energy is contagious, and her message is powerful 
and simple. She partners with organizations to 
develop profit-oriented strategies based on her 
business acumen and her team-oriented approach. 
She is here to guide individuals toward balance in 
their workdays, and their personal lives. Now that 
makes sense and cents.

Bachelors Degree in Accounting | Masters Degree in Sports Management | Certified Professional Coach | Former Professional 
Athlete | Licensed Provider of Emotional Intelligence Tools | Certified Living Your Vision Coach | Certified Legal Manager | 
 ACE Certified Personal Trainer | ICF Professional Certified Coach 

MEET JUDY
JUDY HISSONG, CLM
President, Nesso Strategies 
Speaker | Coach | Consultant

If your actions inspire others to dream more, learn more, do more  
and become more, you are a leader.  —John Quincy Adams
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Company/Organization

CONNECT WITH JUDY

Join the conversation in 
her LinkedIn Group:

Engaging Legal Leaders

619.546.7885
judy@nessostrategies.com 
nessostrategies.com

JUDY HISSONG,clm
President | Nesso Strategies

Name

Message

Phone

Email

Program or Topic of Interest
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