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Whether a business person seeks to climb to the top of the corporate ladder or set 
themselves apart from other entrepreneurs and consultants, an MBA can make all the 
difference. In this report, we look at Canada’s top MBA programs, and factors that set 
them apart and set graduates up for success. 

Proposed topic highlights:
RELEVANT – Why topics such as sustainability, new ventures and international 
business are vital to a well-rounded, world-ready MBA.
HANDS ON – Why a combination of in-class study and practical hands-on experience 
is key to nurturing capable graduates.
SUPPORTIVE – How leading schools go beyond teaching to offer students 
mentorship, career support, networking and other ingredients for success.
OPTIONS – How options ranging from fast-track, full-time programs to others that 
allow students to study part-time offer valuable choices.

THE MBA DIFFERENCE
SETTING GRADUATES UP FOR SUCCESS

hen diagnosed with cancer,
Laurel Gillespie had roughly

an 80 per cent chance of dying
within five years. Despite the
uncertainty she faced, Ms. Gillespie
did not want to give up on her
future. She decided to go back
to school. While it was going to
take her several years to finish her
studies, she focused on how her
education could be used to help
people in hospice and palliative
care in Canada – patients facing a
brush with mortality, to which she
could relate.
Ms. Gillespie searched for a

program that would set her on the
path to achieving her goals, while
fitting with her professional and
personal priorities. That’s when
she found the Master of Business
Administration (MBA) program
at Athabasca University (AU) that
could work around her schedule.
She began her studies there in early
2016.
Ms. Gillespie had experience in a

range of fields through both profes-
sional and volunteer work. She had
been an entrepreneur and business
owner, a hospital administrator, a
political candidate, and an advocate
for autism and disability rights.
Her goal was to move to a higher-

level position in the health sector
and to take on a role designed to
significantly improve people’s lives
in Canada.
“Although I had years of experi-

ence, including in advocacy, I
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realized that if I wanted to be a truly
effective changemaker in Canada, I
needed to have the formal educa-
tion to complement my years of
professional and lived experience,”
says Ms. Gillespie.

AU offers fully accredited online
programs and courses to students
across Canada and around the
world. In 1994, the institution
launched the world’s first online
MBA program, and AU continues to
innovate online business educa-
tion, while offering students open,
flexible educational opportunities
that fit around their lives and com-
mitments.

THE RIGHT FIT
Ms. Gillespie chose AU because
of its strong reputation and the
flexibility it offered – the ability to
move through courses at her own
pace and to participate online from
her homebase of Ottawa, all while
raising children, working full time
and studying at night.
“Getting an MBA fed my entrepre-

neurial spirit, but another attraction
to this program was AU’s partner-
ship with the Canadian College of
Health Leaders. I could earn both an
MBA and my designation as a Certi-
fied Health Executive – a perfect fit
with my career plans,” she says.
As she moved through the

program, Ms. Gillespie appreciated
the value of what she was learning
and the networks she was building.
One highlight was an international
in-residence program in Greece in
2017. She was part of a group of
15 students working with Greek
companies and attending classes at
the Graduate School of Business in
Athens to learn about doing busi-
ness in a recovering economy.
“My team supported an award-

winning, organic food company
called AGRIFARM,” she says. “It
was very rewarding. I was able to
focus on my non-profit learning
and experience, and it helped direct
me to where I was headed in the
health-care profession.”
It took discipline and organiza-

tional skills to balance her studies
with her job as administrator at the

Ottawa Hospital Division of Medical
Oncology, she says. “I was very
fortunate to have a supportive em-
ployer to help me make it all work.”

POWERING FORWARD
WITH NEW KNOWLEDGE
AND SKILLS
As she completed her MBA program
in 2019, Ms. Gillespie started her
new job at the Canadian Hospice
Palliative Care Association (CHPCA)
as director of the Advance Care Plan-
ning (ACP) in Canada initiative.
She had a strong interest in

creating progress in the area of
ACP – which is making decisions in
advance about what happens if you
become seriously ill or experience
a disability. “It’s such an important
part of life planning, and I had
insights from my own lived experi-
ence as a cancer survivor,” she says.
After completing her Certified

Health Executive designation to
round off her MBA, Ms. Gillespie
found herself in a place she says she
couldn’t have imagined just a few
years earlier. In January 2021, she be-
came the inaugural CEO of CHPCA.
“I would never have been in the

position that I’m in as the CEO of
a national organization impacting ev-
ery single Canadian if it weren’t for
the skills I acquired in the AU MBA
program as well as the self-disci-
pline, confidence and the motivation
to make proactive change,” she
says.
“It prepared me to think at a much

higher level, and I’m energized to
continue to help CHPCA realize its
vision for a compassionate future
where a palliative approach to care
is the standard for everyone facing
a life-limiting illness. It should be a
human right.
“Being able to be passionate and

love what you do is very much a
privilege. And this MBA has afforded
me the opportunity to truly live my
purpose.”

Laurel Gillespie says her MBA and accompanying Certified Health Executive designation strengthened her bid to take on the top job at a
national organization, as CEO of the Canadian Hospice Palliative Care Association. SUPPLIED
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and the motivation
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Palliative Care Association
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As part of her AU MBA program, Laurel Gillespie completed an international in-residence
program in Greece (shown here in Athens, 2017). SUPPLIED
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