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The Executive Search and Leadership Consulting Practices at Ferguson Partners conduct 
several engagements with legal executives. During our conversations throughout the 
COVID-19 pandemic, legal professionals detailed the myriad of steps they took to mitigate 
the risks associated with the health crisis. We decided to highlight a few of the observations 
of some of the Chief Legal Officers, General Counsels, and Firm Partners we have engaged 
with over the course of the pandemic. They offer their perspectives on crisis management 
for novel situations and provide some of their general observations on the future of the 
legal profession, as well as the considerations organizations should take post-COVID.  

We would like to thank and acknowledge the very talented female legal leaders who were 
willing to share their perspectives for this article: 

Sara Davis, Partner at Cogan & Power, P.C.

Erin Ankin, General Counsel at Waterton Property Management & Investment Group

Mary Beth Bloom, General Counsel and Head of Enterprise Risk Management at 
Berkshire Residential Investments
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Mary Beth Bloom:  An energizing part of the year for many of us is our annual company 
Leadership Conference. Making decisions about that conference was incredibly 
difficult given the uncertainty around COVID-19 and the pace at which events were 
unfolding. We have faced other challenges as an organization in the past, but no one 
could comprehend where this was leading early on. The conference is a defining 
event for so many in the organization each year and critical to our culture, but the 
health and safety of our team were paramount. We ultimately gave our team members 
the option to attend the conference based on their personal comfort level with the 
environment at the time. This was before Friday the 13th, when everything seemed 
to begin shutting down. As the conference concluded, our Operating Committee 
decided that returning attendees should stay home the following two weeks as an 
extra precaution. In the meantime, the national emergency was declared, we shut 
our offices down and jumped straight into crisis management mode. We established 
a crisis response committee that included the Operating Committee, representatives 
from HR, communications, and senior members of the property operations team. This 
group has met daily ever since. Circumstances have stabilized now, and we can 
look back and confirm that we were well-positioned with an effective business 
continuity plan. We had the right technology in place and maximized Microsoft Teams 
to leverage productivity. 

I think the most important thing leaders can do right now is be clear, effective 
communicators. It does not mean you always have all the answers in the moment, but 
it does mean that your team has confidence in your ability to assess the circumstances, 
tap into your resources and guide them through challenging times. Our CEO has held 
biweekly companywide calls since shortly after the stay-at-home orders began to 
keep the broader team connected. In advance of (the calls), we ask people to submit 
questions and speak frankly about the tough issues we face daily as individuals 
and as an organization, but also celebrate our successes. We drafted a fact sheet 
early on addressing the crisis response for our team to access at any time. Now we 
are discussing return-to-work strategies and are trying to assess and address the 
additional challenges that returning to the office presents on many levels. 

QWhat was your initial response to the COVID crisis?

Sara Davis: We had several prep meetings and we were fortunate to already 
have a remote setup for every employee. We started to think about how to ensure 
everyone would stay productive. That has remained a challenge. With courts 
being closed, we do not have any court dates and deadlines. If you are self-
motivated there is plenty of work to be done, but the employees who are really 
struggling right now are the ones who require a lot more direction and guidance 
and tend to procrastinate. It is difficult to manage them from a distance. When we 
realized COVID was going to require us to stay home longer than we originally 
believed, our meetings became more about revenue stream. 

Erin Ankin: The first thing we did was decide as a team to cancel an annual 
training conference planned for all community managers and service managers 
and the American Lung Association’s Fight for Air Climb held annually at 
Presidential Towers in Chicago. At the time, cancellation seemed extreme but 
the health risks outweighed the prospect of proceeding with business as usual. 
All discussions centered around measuring the business need against the safety 
of our associates (employees) and residents. We have an established cross-
functional Incidence Response Team which meets quarterly, so we used that 
team as a decision-making body for remote working preparation. We planned 
a trial remote working day to test our business continuity plan with nearly half 
of our associates working remotely with minimal advance notice. This was two 
weeks before the entire country shut down. We had a great experience with 
our technology and ability to conduct business on our trial remote working day, 
and we had solid infrastructure and business continuity plans in place prior to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. While we had extensive business continuity planning, 
our system was never stress-tested with all associates working remotely and 
the majority of our team was not used to remote collaboration. Our leadership 
team made quick decisions with the information we had available to us, and our 
conversations were open and productive regarding the numerous unknowns.  
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Erin Ankin: For our corporate team, given the relative ease of working remotely, 
we cannot characterize reopening the office as we previously operated as a 
true business need. Because we are vertically integrated, we support operating 
teams who are considered essential in all markets. We have created policies 
and procedures to focus on all our associates’ health and well-being. We also 
communicated directly and often, reminding our associates how to stay healthy 
and where to find resources. We are focused on how our teams will cope with 
this pandemic psychologically and the impact of this stress on their work product 
and general engagement. We are also concerned about their use of public transit 
and childcare challenges. We are better off being deliberate and thoughtful 
about getting back to the office. Once permitted by state and local reopening 
guidelines, we arranged for associates to make appointments to come into the 
office to retrieve necessary materials. We have not set our re-opening date, but 
we plan to only have about 10 percent of our team back in the office initially.  We 
surveyed all associates on their individual need to be in the office and readiness 
to return to the office as a tool to guide our decisions. For Waterton, associate 
travel and site visits are more time-critical than returning to our corporate office 
and ensuring that associates feel either ready to travel or empowered to opt out 
of travel has been a priority.

Sara Davis: We are talking about how and when we reopen the office. Physically 
our office is set up for social distancing. I do worry about how staff will get to 
work, since most take public transportation, and how they will manage childcare. 
My biggest concern for continuing to work from home is productivity. How do we 
allow some employees to continue to work remotely while requiring others to 
return to the office? Some people are not productive when they work from home. 
In terms of the litigation practice, we have adapted to doing depositions and court 
appearances by Zoom. But if this becomes the norm we lose much as a society 
by relying on technology to communicate too often. 

Mary Beth Bloom: This was a great test of our processes. We feel encouraged 
about our response and the future. We really did not skip a beat when we 
immediately transitioned into business continuity mode. Our rental collections 
have been very strong, and our teams throughout the company have executed at 
a high level even while working remotely. Our CEO’s ease, confidence, and direct 
communication has been so important and this approach has positively impacted 
the organization. As a leader, you cannot focus on yourself during a time like 
this. You must keep focused on your people, especially now as we thoughtfully 
consider and develop the “return to the office” plan.

QWhat are some of your key considerations for your business?
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Mary Beth Bloom: Related to our industry, while it has clearly been impacted, I 
think multifamily is well positioned to emerge sooner than some other real estate 
classes. What we have all learned from this situation is that we can do much more 
remotely than we thought we ever could. It has also identified who has been 
productive and who has been less so. I think people’s minds have been opened 
about remote working and it is going to be more acceptable in the future now that 
we have broken down the perceptions. As we consider reopening the office, a 
significant number of logistical issues will need to be assessed and resolved. The 
timing of when camps, daycares, schools, and elder care (facilities) open up will 
factor into our “back to the office” program along with the challenges associated 
with so many of our team members using public transportation. We have been 
discussing (ordering) PPE and face coverings with our organizational brand on 
them and will need to manage the number of people in the office at once. 

Sara Davis: I think the answer is yes, our industry will be changed by this 
experience, and we have not even started to see the tip of the iceberg. We had 
an Illinois Supreme Court Rule change that now allows us to take depositions 
without the court reporter present so platforms like Zoom can be used. An issue 
that won’t go away is that every courthouse budget is already spread thin, so how 
will they make the technological advances that are necessary to accommodate a 
“social distancing” reality? You would be surprised that in the Circuit Court of Cook 
County the litigants are required to use carbon paper to create multiple copies 
of a handwritten order that is then rubber stamped by the clerk. The courts and 
professionals are going to have to embrace new technology. The federal courts 
have integrated technology better and more seamlessly than most state courts. 
It is not a secret that legal professionals lag behind in adopting new technology. 
The question was always, “when will this become a real problem for us?” Now it 
certainly has.

Erin Ankin: To some extent, nobody is an expert right now. In the legal profession, 
most of us are used to relying on experts. The ability to share ideas without ego 
or judgment is critical as we navigate the unknown. The data is rapidly evolving, 
so our ability to adapt to new guidance and information is critical, even if it means 
that a prior approach needs to be reconsidered or abandoned. Employee privacy 
has been top of mind for many in-house counsel, but what we thought about 
privacy before the pandemic may not apply now. We would never historically ask 
questions about personal health and travel prior to our associates coming into the 
office, but now we are obligated to ask these types of questions. More than ever 
before, legal advice has to be practical and actionable, with considerations for 
large issues like employee privacy and data security, small details like electronic 
signatures and notice provisions, and virtually every detail in between.

QHow do you think this pandemic has changed your industry or 
the legal profession in general?
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Erin Ankin: For myself, I have used exercise and yoga – even with my children 
– and to just have more movement before sitting down for the day. I really enjoy 
making dinner for my family and it has brought me a lot of joy during an uncertain 
time. Being able to identify what brings you joy, and being able to carve out the 
time for it, is important.  

For the team, I have been asking people how they are doing, like questions about 
their kids, pets, and how they are taking care of themselves. I have been more 
personally inquisitive about their lives without being too intrusive. We have a daily 
meeting with our HR and operations teams, and we try and bring some positive 
insight and humor to our meetings with each other. 

Mary Beth Bloom: I do not think stress is necessarily specific to COVID, as it 
was always there to begin with, although COVID added another dimension. I do 
my best to stay organized. If you do not have your list, you are lost. You need 
to think through the steps of how you are going to get where you need to be. I 
love hearing new ideas and methods for being efficient, but you need to also be 
responsive. You look at your resources, think about what needs to be addressed, 
and you execute. I typically organize for the next day the evening before. I need 
to be prepared and feel settled before the day is over. People do not usually 
need you to have the answer right away, but they just want the reassurance that 
you are on it. Do not ignore them. You are not servicing your client if you are not 
communicating. I think it is important that people know we care about them. It 
is critical to have a regular touch point to see how people are doing and when 
that open communication is working well, I find that the stress level all around is 
lowered.  

Sara Davis: Stress is contagious, and we can feed off of one another. I recognize 
that loop and try to avoid engaging in the conversations that revolve around a list 
of worries and complaints. Exercise and time with friends (remotely) have been 
important for me. You need to have people to talk to, particularly people in your 
field who understand your day-to-day realities. I tell young lawyers: find someone 
who is doing the job you want to do and ask him or her out for coffee. You need 
a mentor who is doing what you want. They will understand the struggle to get 
there. Also find a contemporary you can grow alongside of. These are the people 
I talk to and help to process challenges and handle the stress. I have a friend who 
is also a female litigator in a personal injury firm and we regularly meet for coffee 
or work out together. She lives and breathes the same day-to-day experiences I 
do. To have someone else who is not part of your organization and who is not a 
direct competitor to have as a sounding board has been invaluable to me.

QHow have you managed the stress and pressure both for 
yourself and your team?
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Erin Ankin: From a leadership perspective, checking in with each other on a 
more human level (and) being generally respectful of time and boundaries and 
other things that may be worrying people. We always talk about only seeing the 
tip of the iceberg in people’s lives and seeing people in these stressful situations 
with work and family really opens your eyes. We need to have empathy with one 
another, get in front of the communication, give the benefit of the doubt, and 
focus on understanding other people’s lives. People are processing how they 
feel, are a bit more vulnerable, and we are much more open to having honest 
conversations with each other.  

Mary Beth Bloom: Make sure you are a strong, clear communicator, present for 
your team, and a good listener. Everything else will come. You will not always have 
the answers but should convey reassurance that you are assessing the situation 
and options for resolution, otherwise you could miss something really critical.  

Sara Davis: I would like to see more compassionate leadership, in general, not 
just during this challenging time. There is a prevailing thought in several firms 
that, “you’re so lucky to work here; you have a job. What more do you want from 
us?” If we care about the people who work for us, they will care more about their 
work, and it makes you and them better people. I do not know why compassion, 
understanding, perspective, and making money are looked at as mutually 
exclusive.  

We have an associate who requires a bit more coaching and I have heard some 
say, “no one did that for us,” and I’m dumbfounded. We need to start helping 
people develop rather than expecting them to be perfect.

I love my role. I know leadership takes time and patience. I had a judge tell me 
once to be careful not to get saddled with too much leadership and management 
roles at a firm. Taking on leadership was my choice, and if that means more 
responsibility, then so be it. I think it is an honor.

QWhat does good leadership look like during a time like this? In 
general for the legal profession? 
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Sara Davis: Get into leadership because you want to be of service to others. Get 
your name out there because we as women are always going to have to fight 
harder than men for leadership roles, and truly lead those conversations. Make 
the best decisions you can at the time and don’t allow the notion of perfection 
paralyze you. Do the things that scare you. 

Erin Ankin: Regarding a crisis, make swift decisions and trust your instinct. As 
in-house counsel, we always need to balance risk with reward, but this situation 
is much more about the safety of our teams and the residents who we serve. 
When our decisions are made in the best interest of people, they will generally 
be positive. You are the only person in the room with your perspective and the 
best decisions are made by people with different perspectives. Listen to others 
and try to get to the root of a problem or the fear standing in the way of making 
a decision by engaging in open communication. Be confident enough to not only 
speak your mind but also admit a mistake or pivot when there is a better way to 
accomplish an objective.

Mary Beth Bloom: Think about your risks ahead of time. I chair the Enterprise Risk 
Management Committee and we have worked to identify our primary corporate 
enterprise risks. We ranked them and are driving associated mitigation plans. You 
do not necessarily have to go through that exercise, but you need to understand 
the big picture and think strategically. One of my mentors said you need to be 
concerned with what you don’t know or expect and always be thinking outside 
the box about what could go wrong to stay ahead of the curve. Understanding 
your audience is critical and do not ever assume anything. Think five steps ahead 
and do not just check the box in front of you. Think about the box, but also the 
impact down the line. You must have the right people focused on the right things. 
We would periodically test our disaster recovery plan, for example, because we 
needed to make sure it worked. There is no substitute for preparation.  

QWhat would you recommend to other legal professionals in
the future, whether about their careers or how to deal with a 
crisis like COVID-19?
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Sara Davis: Resilience. The ability to not take criticism personally. To remember that these biases 
do not come from a place of malice but can be explained by ignorance. It happens every day. The 
well-intentioned have biases too. The progressive individuals have their own biases without even 
realizing it. Just because I have a uterus does not mean I am really great at picking out the office 
gifts for employees. I had to earn the ability and the right to say that nothing about my gender 
makes me a candidate for picking out gifts for the office. I really try to maintain my perspective 
while also remembering not to take it personally. And I think a lot of female leaders were directed 
to manage the COVID response because we are still the stereotypical caretakers. The dynamic 
needs to continue to change in the future.

Sara Davis: By years six, seven and eight, more and more female lawyers drop out of the 
profession. There is not one answer to the problem, but part of it is still how society views 
women. Society accepts women in probate and family law, but we don’t want them getting into 
commercial litigation or personal injury because that’s reserved for Type-A males. There is also a 
practical aspect of it: family law/probate/real estate/in-house allows a more predictable schedule 
and flexibility for having a family. We as an industry need to figure out how to make litigation more 
flexible to give women the opportunity to remain in the field without sacrificing time with family. 

Additional Thoughts:

Q

Q

How did you make this work as a female in the legal 
profession?

Some female leaders may say COVID can be even 
harder to navigate as a female executive for a host of 
reasons. What are the challenges for women in the 
legal profession?

Erin Ankin: I am very concerned about dual or single parent-working households managing 
childcare needs. On one hand I recognize there could be more flexibility surrounding work 
hours and remote working, but how will working parents juggle (responsibilities) if kids can’t go 
back to school or daycare, or we have future closures with little or no notice? As employers we 
need to do more to help employees with their childcare needs. We are introducing benefits to 
help employees with childcare and other care services, but we should be thinking about this for 
the future on a larger scale. If we want to attract and retain the best, diverse talent, companies 
have to play a larger part of the childcare solution.

QWhat else troubles you about the future of reopening?
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Sara joined Cogan & Power in June 2018 having worked at 
another personal injury firm. Sara handles a variety of matters 
including medical malpractice, construction accidents, trucking 
accidents, and automobile accidents. Sara has successfully 
tried cases in multiple jurisdictions and regularly speaks 
on topics relevant to personal injury law. Sara has acquired 
record verdicts on behalf of her clients. Sara is dedicated to 
obtaining full justice for her clients while helping them through 
the difficult and emotional journey of a lawsuit.

Sara is active in the Women’s Bar Association, Illinois State Bar 
Association, and Illinois Trial Lawyers Association. Sara was 
recognized as a Top 40 Under 40 Lawyers in Illinois. She has 
been recognized as an Illinois Rising Star from 2014-2018 and 
Emerging Lawyer from 2015–2018.

Sara earned her undergraduate degree, Magna Cum Laude, 
from Marquette University and achieved her Juris Doctorate 
from Marquette University as a CALI Award winner in Trial 
Advocacy. 

Mary Beth Bloom is the General Counsel and Head of 
Enterprise Risk Management at Berkshire, where she holds 
primary responsibility for the coordination and delivery of all 
legal services to the company and its affiliates and oversees 
Berkshire’s compliance and risk management functions. She 
has been with Berkshire for 20 years, previously serving as 
assistant general counsel from 2000 to 2005, and as Chief 
Compliance Officer from 2015 to 2018.

Prior to joining Berkshire in 2000, Mary Beth was an attorney 
with John Hancock Financial Services.

Mary Beth received a Bachelor of Arts degree from the College 
of the Holy Cross and a Juris Doctorate from New England 
School of Law. She is admitted to practice law in Massachusetts 
and New York.

Ms. Ankin joined Waterton in 2009 and serves as General 
Counsel. In this role, she is responsible for fund and corporate 
structuring, transaction negotiations, litigation and claims, 
as well as the firm’s talent management and general human 
resource functions. Ms. Ankin also oversees corporate 
compliance under local, state, federal and other jurisdictional 
laws, including the firm’s status as a Registered Investment 
Adviser. Ms. Ankin participates on the firm’s Management and 
Investment Committees.

During her tenure with the firm, Ms. Ankin has been involved 
in transactions exceeding $9.3 billion in aggregate value. Ms. 
Ankin also manages licensing at the corporate and site levels 
and oversees Waterton’s insurance program and previously 
served as co-chair of the firm’s culture committee. Prior to 
joining Waterton, Ms. Ankin was a real estate and finance 
associate at a Chicago-based law firm. 

Ms. Ankin holds Bachelor of Arts degrees in English and 
political science from the University of Michigan – Ann Arbor, 
and earned her Juris Doctor from Chicago-Kent College of Law. 
She is a member of the National Multifamily Housing Council 
and the Chicago Bar Association.

Sara Davis, Partner at Cogan & Power, P.C. Mary Beth Bloom, General Counsel and 
Head of Enterprise Risk Management at 
Berkshire Residential Investments

Erin Ankin, General Counsel at Waterton 
Property Management & Investment Group
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