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Isobel Mackenzie has spent more than
20 years advocating for seniors. Here’s a
snapshot of where she’s come from.
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A

lot can happen in 24 hours…especially these days.
When Isobel Mackenzie, BA ’87 and MBA ’97,
boarded a flight on March 11, 2020 from Williams
Lake Regional Airport to head home to Victoria, she could
never have predicted what lay ahead.
“I had just given a talk to a full house at the local
senior’s centre and while there were a lot of questions, not
one of them had to do with COVID-19. When I arrived at
Vancouver for my connecting flight, it seemed a lot quieter
than normal, which was weird. That was the last time I
boarded a plane before everything changed.”
As BC’s first Seniors Advocate (a role she assumed in
2014 after working with seniors in home care, licensed care,
community services and volunteer services), Mackenzie
spends almost as much time in the air as on the ground,
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as she travels from town to town raising awareness about
issues facing today’s seniors in BC. With 24 years spent
serving one of the populations that is most at risk from
COVID-19, she was acutely aware of the vulnerabilities
faced by the elderly, long before the pandemic hit.
“I don’t think people really appreciated quite how
vulnerable many seniors are, but when the pandemic struck,
it was the equivalent of someone’s house burning down
with an insufficient insurance policy. Issues were revealed
in plain sight,” she explains. Issues that include ageism,
isolation, sub-standard care in nursing homes, financial
challenges, safety and independence, or lack thereof.
To say that Mackenzie has had a crazy start to 2020
would be, as she rightly says, an understatement. “I don’t
think we could have envisioned the extent to which this
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Named BC Seniors Advocate,
the first role of its kind in Canada

pandemic would dominate our lives, and the lives of the
elderly, many of whom live alone,” she explains.
But what followed surprised even Mackenzie. The
community started rallying around the vulnerable:
merchants began delivering essentials and setting aside
specific times for the elderly to shop, and neighbours
volunteered their time to check in on those at risk and
without sufficient means to support themselves. “While the
pandemic has exposed all of the vulnerabilities, and there
has been an awakening when it comes to what life in longterm care looks like, it has also exposed how much people
care.”
While it is still early on in our journey with COVID-19,
Mackenzie says enough time has passed that we can begin
to look back at lessons learned. “When the fire that is

COVID-19 ignited we spent the first few months trying to
get the flames under control. We now need to reflect on how
the pandemic has affected many of us and how to best move
forward.” Her office is undertaking initiatives like a survey
of long-term care residents and their families, which asks for
their experiences during COVID-19, to begin understanding
the impact.
One issue that wasn’t top of mind at first was the fear
that comes with learning to take such a threat seriously.
“In order to get our message out there and to get people to
comply with safety precautions, health officials really had
to hammer home the seriousness of this virus. It was like
telling an overweight person they’re going to die of a heart
attack, or telling a smoker they will die of lung disease. You
have to offer the worst-case scenario to get people to act.
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The Fateful
Failure
The climb that didn’t happen
connected Mike Schauch to Karma

“ARE WE GOING TO BE A
GENTLER AND KINDER PLACE
WHEN THE PANDEMIC IS
OVER? WE’VE ALREADY
SHOWN HOW MUCH WE CARE
FOR OUR SENIORS, SO I AM
HOPEFUL.”
- ISOBEL MACKENZIE, MBA ’97

by Natalie Bruckner
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for future generations of seniors.
However, Mackenzie is optimistic about what’s ahead.
“Are we going to be a gentler and kinder place when the
pandemic is over? We’ve already shown how much we care
for our seniors, so I am hopeful. The challenges faced by
our elderly and those who care for them have come to the
fore now, and with the pandemic expected to be around for
a couple of years, we will continue to learn and hopefully
make sure our elderly don’t feel neglected and alone.
My job is to help build a better system to support seniors
and convince the policy makers to provide the necessary
resources to implement it. Or, to put in more in business
school terms, find an unmet need, build a product to meet
that need and sell the product to those who need it…very
much what Gustavson taught me to do.” n
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I don’t think we are going to completely understand the
impact that had until we can study it more in retrospect,”
she says.
In the meantime, Mackenzie says her role and its focus
hasn’t changed much in recent months (aside from a
heavy increase in media calls and no flying). Instead, the
pandemic has highlighted everything she has been working
on since the start of her career in elderly care. Concerns
such as a senior’s right to live independently, consequences
of social isolation and other quality of life considerations are
all more pressing than ever.
This ability to stay focused on the long-term issues is
going to be essential for Mackenzie in the months to come.
The task is not only to address persistent, existing issues for
the elderly, but also to understand new issues that may arise
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limbing the largest mountain
near his home in Squamish,
BC, Mike Schauch, BCom
’03, pauses for a moment. It’s
unpredictable terrain, and yet in that
moment, standing on the slopes of Mt.
Garibaldi, he feels an inner peace and
clarity. Up here, everything just makes
sense. It’s a feeling he’s come to value
during the hundreds of climbs he’s
made over the years.
“When I’m in the mountains, it can
be very chaotic and unpredictable.
You have to pay attention. But in that
moment it’s like everything has its
place, and is doing exactly what it
needs to be doing. You can get a lot
of clarity by removing yourself from
the modern world and spending time
in nature. It’s a chance to recalibrate
things,” he says.
In the five years since Business
Class last shared an update from Mike
and his wife, Chantal Schauch, BCom
’03, he has climbed a lot, and not just
mountains. His business, Sjostedt &

Schauch (an investment and wealth
management practice) has continued
to flourish, his motivational speaking
about exploring remote places
continues to inspire others and he is
preparing for the release of his first
book: A Story of Karma: Finding Love
and Truth in the Lost Valley of the
Himalaya.
And yet, ask Mike about his
greatest achievement, and he would
say it’s seeing two little girls, Karma
and Pemba—who he and Chantal
met in a remote Himalayan village on
a climbing trip to Nepal eight years
ago—grow into well-educated young
women.
Meeting Karma marked a
profound moment in his life—one
that has shaped his personal and
business worlds. When the Schauchs
travelled to Nepal to document the
newly opened Nar Phu Valley, Mike
pursued a dream he had of climbing a
particular mountain he had seen in an
image. “It just called to me.”
However, sometimes a mountain
just isn’t meant to be climbed. The
adventure turned sour when Mike
became trapped in a snowstorm at
17,000 feet en route to the mountain,
and then his mule ran away with his
climbing gear. He was forced to turn
back and go to a small local village,
where —fortuitously—he met the little
girl Karma.

He describes her as being different
than the other children in the village:
“I just felt this karmic connection
to this girl,” he says. “She had this
longing to learn. She was seven years
old, teaching the other kids English
numbers and, when she approached
Chantal and me, she pulled out this
little card with English words on it,
motioning to Chantal to teach her the
words.”
After chatting to Karma’s mother
and learning about the family’s future
plans, the challenges of education
in the area and the importance
of aligning that with Karma’s
Tibetan culture, the Schauchs
started researching how they could
help. Today, Karma and her sister
Pemba attend a boarding school in
Kathmandu that also fosters their
unique ethnic heritage and values,
and Mike has discovered his passion
for helping make education more
accessible around the world. He
and Chantal are honoured to act as
mentors to Karma and Pemba.
Mike didn’t make it to the top of
that mountain, so he can’t say for
certain what the experience would
have been. However, he knows that
his experience of meeting Karma and
her family taught him to step outside
of himself. “When you see things
through different worldviews and find
meaning, you make better decisions
in business and life. Continue to be
curious and ask ‘why?’ We can make
the world a better place if we start by
understanding others.” n
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