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Suzanne McKenzie, Founder, Able Made, New York City, NY

As we continue to struggle with the long tail of Covid-19, women acknowledge what strengths got them

through. Suzanne McKenzie knew she was resilient and the pandemic proved it once more.

"In business and in life, we all fall down time and time again. But those that succeed must find a level of

resilience in order to get back up and keep going.

I learned the lesson of true resilience through personal tragedy when my husband died suddenly 12 years

ago while playing soccer, the sport he loved. It took everything I had to get back up and turn the most

tragic moment of my life into purpose. I launched a foundation in his name, the Ucal McKenzie
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Breakaway Foundation, and followed with our responsible athleisure line, Able Made, to help fund it

through sales proceeds.

Fast forward to March 2020 and that pliable mindset was put to the test — time and again during the

uncertain times of COVID. My team had worked hard to expand our e-com business into a brick and

mortar retail experience in partnership with wellness brand, Energi. We launched the pop-up retail space

in NYC in March 2020. Three days after celebrating at our launch party, the world shut down — and so

did the retail experience. Everything we had worked so hard for was on delay. This was the story for many

emerging brands, but it also taught us the key role of resiliency and how it plays into success.

Through the pandemic, as obstacles were getting in the way of plans, I turned to that flexible mindset to

find creative workarounds. A main priority was our commitment to our youth soccer foundation,

providing summer camps to city youth in need of activity, mentorship and health programming.

In-person wasn’t allowed but cancelling it all wasn’t an option for me.

We quickly pivoted to create an online camp, and created product drop locations where

families could pick up complimentary soccer balls, cones, tees and water for the kids to use. It

took twice as much work to get the camp up and running, but we figured out how to do it.

And we were actually able to offer the camp to more communities, such as Philadelphia,

because of the virtual capabilities. So, what was deemed a barrier at first helped us grow and

support more children thanks to resilient thinking.

The same was true when we wanted to continue to support our manufacturing teams. Instead

of producing existing products for Able Made, they pivoted to creating certified organic

cotton, double-layered face masks. And since they were some of the first masks on the

market, we received many orders. We were able to tap into our supply chain differently,

which ultimately spread some brand awareness while helping communities stay safe.

All the while, our fully-remote team was still working on previous and new goals for the

post-pandemic world. We were even finally able to launch our first dedicated retail location

in October 2021. There was never a sense of doom about the business because my entire team

had a sense of pliability. Challenges are pretty much guaranteed with any business. But the

more the company is filled with team members possessing that character trait, the easier it

will be to handle stressors.



So often, brands are touted for their creativity or agility when managing moments of crisis.

But I think those forward-facing actions result from someone or a team of people functioning

from a resilient mindset. You can’t come up with creative solutions without first being in a

headspace where that’s possible, no matter how impossible it might seem. And the pandemic

made many things feel challenging or impossible.

It’s all about falling down seven times but getting up the eighth time around."

This is a time of virtual community and sharing. If you would like to contribute to this

ongoing narrative on the impact of the pandemic, please send an e-mail to

esherberg@bizjournals.com.
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