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When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, Canadian
businesses had to quickly recalibrate to survive the
crisis. Those that succeeded did so via a combination
of ingenuity and agility, and by acknowledging that
how they’ve traditionally conducted business was
profoundly, and possibly permanently, changing.
Earlier this year we launched our Navigator
Resilience: Building back better survey, and spoke
with 200 Canadian business leaders at the height of
the pandemic about their experiences. Many of the
findings were echoed by a cross-section of business
leaders as part of our recent panel discussion.

What are some of the key areas that business
leaders and owners should be focusing on?
1. Sustainability will be a key to recovery in the postpandemic period.
Four in five business leaders say sustainability is now critical
to building back better. As Questor Technologies’ CEO Audrey
Mascarhenas says, “In the past we probably focused a lot more
on profits. Now it’s looking for that balance between having a
strong company, but also doing the right things.”

3. Canadian companies are making changes to their supply
chain partners.
While only 22% say they’ve reviewed their supply chains, early
indications suggest that further supply chain diversification
is coming. Blinds To Go CEO Stephen Shiller, a long-standing
advocate for the importance of maintaining a robust supply chain,
said it best: “Second supply is like insurance; you hope you don’t
need it, but you’re really happy to have it if you do need it. Those
are investments that are absolutely necessary.”

2. Being agile and treating both employees and customers
well is key to success.

4. COVID-19 has brought businesses together, making
collaboration a necessity to survive and thrive during the
pandemic.

According to Accent Inns Inc. CEO Mandy Farmer, “In the earliest
days we were a sinking ship — but we plugged all those holes,
and the whole crew started bailing while we were singing and
telling jokes, and to this day we remain afloat.”

For Omnify Lighting CEO Will Andrew, his experience asking for
third-party support and expertise to help the company pivot to
new offerings was critical. “It’s amazing to me, the collaboration,
both upstream and downstream - if you’re open to it,” he says.
Read on for more about each of these CEO’s experiences
and tips for business leaders and owners.
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Stephen Shiller
CEO, Blinds To Go

Blinds To Go began in 1954 in Montreal as a single,
retail home furnishings emporium. The company
is now the leading North American manufacturer/
retailer of direct-to-the-consumer custom window
coverings, with 84 showrooms in the United
States and Canada. Blinds To Go only sells window
coverings that it personally manufactures in two
state-of-the-art factories.
Stephen Shiller took on the leadership of the
family business in 1995 and shaped it into a North
American success story. In 2010, 2013 and 2016,
Blinds To Go was recognized by Waterstone Human
Capital as one of the Top 10 most admired corporate
cultures in Canada.

What’s been the biggest takeaway for your
company during the pandemic?
What we learned is you can’t just grow and leverage
and believe that everything will always be perfect.
It’s never that way. Because we’ve been in business
a long time, and we’re a conservative type of
company — we only grow each year as much as
we can handle — we were able to handle cash flow
needs and, at the same time, worry and care for our
employees.

What has your company done to adapt to
the realities of COVID-19?
We’ve spent $150,000 creating separations for all
the people in our workplaces. Anybody who was
uncomfortable for any reason was encouraged to
do whatever they needed to do to stay comfortable,
including staying home.
For now, everybody seems to be happy and our HR
department is not as busy as they were, so I feel that
things must be getting better.

What was your smartest move when
it comes to supply chains during the
pandemic?
Most companies have a second supply, but they don’t
buy very much from them because they cost more.
I have always insisted that we buy from those
suppliers, and that we keep those relationships very
strong. If you don’t do that, and you have to create
new relationships, that’s going to cost you a lot of
money.
During the earliest days of COVID-19 those
relationships were critical. If we hadn’t had the
extra inventory available to us from our secondary
suppliers, we would have had to close shop.
Watch the ‘Thriving in a Crisis’ webinar on
demand to see Stephan share more supply
chain strategies.
Watch now
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Audrey Mascarhenas
CEO, Questor Technology

Questor Technology Inc. is the industry leader in
high-efficiency, waste gas incinerators in Canada,
the United States, Europe and Asia. Specializing in
the effective management of H2S, VOCs and BTEX
gases, Questor incinerators are used worldwide in
a variety of applications, primarily in heat recovery
and power generation systems. Other applications
include tire recycling, agriculture, landfills and
water and sewage treatment facilities.
Audrey has worked in clean energy for more than
30 years. She is a member of the Schulich Industry
Engineering Advisory Council and recently
chaired the Canadian federal government’s clean
technology strategy table.

Many of your clients are in the oil and gas
sector, which has been struggling both
before and during the pandemic. What
has been your number one focus since the
onset of COVID-19?
The challenge we had was the impact the pandemic
was having on our customers, so we’ve seen a
significant drop in our revenue this year. That’s really
had us focus on diversifying our business.
We’re starting to look at other industries, so
recycling, wastewater treatment and others, and
lots of discussions are starting to happen around
sustainability.

How has COVID-19 made sustainability a
bigger concern?
There is a lot of pressure to look and build back
better and greener. Today there are trillions of dollars
that are only going to go to companies that are

showing positive environmental performance.
It isn’t about greenwashing anymore. It’s very much
about showing credibly how you’re changing your
business.

Has there been any silver lining to the
pandemic for you or your company?
The silver lining for me was that I wasn’t travelling
as much as before, and as everyone went remote it
allowed me to very easily jump into meetings and be
a lot more accessible to my team.
So, I’ve really liked the chance to really engage at
the ground level and spend some time with the
teams.
Watch the ‘Thriving in a Crisis’ webinar on
demand for more of Audrey’s advice for
business leaders.
Watch now
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Mandy Farmer
CEO, Accent Inns Inc

During her two decades in the hospitality industry,
Mandy Farmer has risen from working on the front
desk and in sales to become CEO of Accent and
Hotel Zed properties in southern British Columbia.
The company employs 250 people in Victoria,
Vancouver, Kelowna, Kamloops and Tofino.
Accent Inns has won awards for its excellence in
housekeeping from the BC Hotel Association and is
considered one of the most pet-friendly and bikefriendly hotel chains in the country. In 2016, Mandy
was named the Pinnacle Awards’ Hotelier of the Year.

What has been your number one focus
since the onset of COVID-19?

What does your company do differently
because of COVID-19?

Most hoteliers right now are actually fighting for
their survival, and I’m not. We are doing OK and I
think it’s because my number one concern has been
employee morale.

We now check in with each other on a deep level.
Leaders are encouraged to demonstrate their
vulnerability and show that it’s OK that we’re having
a tough day, and to ask for help. So, these checkins occur from CEO to GM, from GM to GM, from
housekeeper to GM and so on.

By putting our emphasis on their health, their
wellness and their safety, we’ve actually been able to
thrive and stay open when most of our competitors
froze or actually shut down entirely.

How is your company adapting to these
new realities?
You can’t clean a room remotely; I wish you could.
So aside from our executive team, we’re still very
much a hands-on, on-site business.
One of the biggest new ways for us in how we work
is showing and allowing our vulnerability. Before
COVID, you parked your personal life at the door. But
now it comes with us, and we can’t bury it.

We are sharing and addressing our fears and our
worries at all levels of the organization, and with all
levels of the organization.
Watch the ‘Thriving in a Crisis’ webinar on
demand for more from Mandy on her teambased approach to thriving.
Watch now
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Will Andrew
CEO, Ominify Lightning

Omnify Lighting is a mid-sized, Toronto-based
business specializing in custom light-emitting diode
(LED) backlighting. Its clients include Estee Lauder,
Chanel, Ulta Beauty, Christian Dior, Bell and Gucci.
At the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, Omnify
pivoted to design and produce face shields for front-line
workers in Ontario, both in the health-care sector and
in the community. It added manufacturing shifts and
worked with local businesses to enhance production
capacity. Both customers and suppliers supported the
efforts by helping with the design and production.
Omnify also teamed up with doctors to test the product
and provide design iterations to improve the face
shields and reached out to partners in both Canada
and the United States to help distribute the product.

What measures did you take at the onset of
the pandemic?

social distancing, and jump up on a soap box and
say this is what’s going on.

I came to the realization early that we needed to sell
our way out, instead of cost-cut our way out, and so
we began thinking through pivots.

In your experience, how has COVID-19
brought businesses together?

We pivoted into face shields, and that sustained a
good chunk of our revenues. We actually sustained
growth as part of that for a couple of months.

How has your company handled employee
morale now, and how will it handle it into
the future?
Employee morale is a continuous thing, it’s not a onetime fix. For us to have the trust of our employees, I
thought it was really important to expose what was
actually happening.
We had started doing daily huddles which turned into
two a day, when things were moving exceptionally
fast. Then they turned into town halls. And that
turned into: ‘Let’s go out into the warehouse, with

I am part of YPO (a network of chief executives), and
it was amazing to me.
I would put out a request on a platform like that, and
people would see the request and say: ‘How can I
help you? What can I do? Is there a way I can resell
your product?’
Watch the ‘Thriving in a Crisis’ webinar on
demand for more wisdom from Will on pivoting
and prospering.
Watch now

Watch the
‘Thriving in a Crisis’
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Watch now
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