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Presentation Outline

• Introduction to the Alberta Family Wellness Initiative 

(AFWI)

• Overview of the knowledge base AFWI is mobilizing

• The AFWI Model – strategy and key features

• AFWI and the change process – progress and impact

• Summary and considerations for moving knowledge to 

impact
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Introduction to AFWI



The Alberta Family Wellness Initiative (AFWI)

• Created in 2007 by the Palix (formerly Norlien) Foundation 

(Board and small team of staff)

• Mobilizes synthesized, translated research about brain and child 

development to better understand how early childhood 

experiences can impact on health and well being throughout 

life, with a particular focus on mental health and addiction

• Funds and initiates many activities to bring about positive 

change in policy and practice for the benefit of children and 

families based on this knowledge

• Catalyst, broker, partner, model, platform for cross-sector 

engagement, social innovator  - academia, health, human 

services, justice, education, community………
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Awards for AFWI

• Canadian Medical Association, Award for Excellence in 

Health Promotion, 2015

• The Lieutenant Governor of Alberta’s Circle on Mental 

Health and Addiction True Leadership Award, 2014

• Canadian Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 

2013

• Canadian Mental Health Association, Alberta Division 

President’s Award 2010-2011

• Centre for Excellence for Early Childhood Development, 

Medal for Exceptional Contribution for Early Childhood 

Development, 2006



Source: Center on the Developing Child (2010)
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The Foundations of Lifelong Health are

Built in Early Childhood



The Alberta Family Wellness Initiative 

Interdisciplinary framework – neuroscience, 

behavioural science, social science, determinants of 

health, with a few core concepts:

• Connection between early brain development & 

addiction and mental health outcomes 

• Addiction is more than drugs, alcohol and 

gambling

• Brains can change – intergenerational factors and 

physical and social environments contribute to 

outcomes
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THE ALBERTA FAMILY WELLNESS INITIATIVE

• Created in 2007 by the Palix (formerly Norlien) Foundation

• Mobilizes synthesized research about brain and child 

development to better understand how early childhood 

experiences impact on health and well being throughout life, 

with a particular focus on mental health and addiction

• Funds and initiates many activities to bring about positive 

change in policy and practice for the benefit of children and 

families based on this knowledge

• Catalyst, broker, model, platform for cross-sector 

engagement - academia, health, human services, justice, 

education
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What is the knowledge base? 

The Core Story of Brain Development



The National Scientific Council on the 

Developing Child
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The National Scientific Council Working Papers
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The FrameWorks Institute
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The FrameWorks Institute

• Nonprofit think tank that conducts communications research to 

advance the resolution of social problems 

• Maps the gap between lay and expert understanding by creating 

simplifying models with metaphors that explain scientific concepts and 

channel public thinking into ways that are consistent with the science

• Allows experts and the public to talk to eachother in a meaningful way 

by creating “core stories” 



What is the knowledge base?

The core story of child 

development:

•Brain architecture

•Serve and return

•Toxic stress

National Scientific 

Council on the 

Developing Child -

synthesized body of 

knowledge

FrameWorks

Institute 
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Brain architecture
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Serve and return interactions with adult 

caregivers shape brain architecture
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Interactions with adults help build cognitive, 

social and emotional skills in children 
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Executive function is like air traffic control:

Helps children navigate their world and 

succeed in life
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Stress also shapes brain architecture

(Adverse childhood experiences)



Summary: knowledge base into knowledge products 

National Scientific 

Council on the 

Developing Child -

synthesized and 

condensed body of 

knowledge

The core story of child 

development:

•Brain architecture

•Serve and return

•Toxic stress

FrameWorks

Institute 



How Brains are Built Video
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The AFWI Model



Bridging the gap between science, policy 

and practice through:

• Supporting research and evaluation 

• Knowledge mobilization

• Professional development and training

• Catalyzing change at three levels: 

• individual

• organizational 

• systems
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A Decade of Science Informing Policy

26



27

FSG.ORG

© 2014 FSG

AFWI Is Using an Emergent Strategy to Catalyze Systems Change

AFWI’s work: can one story 

change everything all at the same 

time? 

•Seeks to influence multiple complex 

systems (health, education, human 

services, justice) at many levels

•Engages the systems on multiple levels

•Employs an opportunistic and adaptive 

strategy

•Prominently features two approaches: 

knowledge translation and mobilization and 

relationship-building “change 

management”*

* Source: TruePoint Center. (2013). An Evaluation Framework for the Alberta Family Wellness Initiative: A Discussion Paper

The following terms appear throughout these findings:

1.“The knowledge” refers to the synthesis of brain science 

(e.g., core story and quality addiction treatment) created, 

curated, or shared via AFWI activities

2.“Systems” refers to the configuration of 

interacting, interdependent parts (e.g., individuals, 

organizations, and institutions across multiple sectors) with 

which Albertans interact when seeking improved health and 

wellness, particularly in the early childhood development and 

addiction/mental health spaces
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AFWI Theory of Action

AFWI

Knowledge 

base

Identification of 

change agents

1. Understanding how the brain works and develops will overcome existing misperceptions and underlying beliefs and will support 

changes in individual behavior and systems related to ECD & A/MH*

2. Change agents identified by AFWI will act as drivers of systems change by spreading knowledge throughout systems (“ripple 

effect”)

Assumptions

Improved health & 

wellness outcomes 

for individuals & 

families

Broad adoption of 

approaches to ECD 

& A/MH* rooted in 

the knowledge

* Early Childhood Development & Addiction/Mental Health

Knowledge mobilization

activities

• Research on ECD & A/MH*

• Presentations & convenings

• Symposia

• Program development

• Education & training

• Media & communications

• Networking

• Relationship building

Δ in change agents

• Relationships

• Narrative & language

• Understanding & beliefs

• Behaviors & practices

Δ in systems

• Resource allocation

• Institutions & organizations

• Government policy

• Professional practice

AFWI Theory of Action
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The Foundation Review: 

AFWI Theory of Philanthropy
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The Alberta Family Wellness Initiative:  

Theory of Philanthropy 
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New Protective Interventions

Protective Interventions Can Build Resilience and Improve 
Life-long Health and Well-being

Significant Adversity 

Healthy Developmental Trajectory

Parenting Education, Sound Nutrition, Stimulating 
Experiences, and Health-Promoting Environments
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• Welcome to Parenthood (W2P) Project 

• ACEs Alberta Study in Primary Care

• Breast Cancer Supportive Care Foundation - Recovery 

Group Program

• Supporting Father Involvement Program

• The Breakup Earthquake

• Filming Interactions to Nurture Development (FIND)

• Mindfulness based cognitive therapy for distress in 

pregnancy

• Action Team on Triadic Attachment and Child Health 

Interventions

Examples of a few knowledge application projects
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AFWI - so what? 
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AFWI Has Been Effective at Informing, Educating, and 

Mobilizing Change Agents 

Findings: Factors Enabling and Hindering Change 

Knowledge 
mobilization 

activities 

Source: Key informant interviews; Reflective Practice Sessions and Ripple Effects Mapping Sessions; Participant survey  

Survey Respondents’ Ratings of AFWI Activity Effectiveness 

3% 

4% 

3% 

4% 

2% 

3% 
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13% 
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9% 

8% 

14% 

41% 

35% 

24% 

27% 

33% 

34% 

20% 

41% 

48% 

56% 

58% 

56% 

56% 

65% 

Demonstration projects (n=29) 

Research Support (n=23) 

Professional Development Resources (n=25) 

EBBD Symposia (n=79) 

RFA Symposia (n=45) 

Accelerating Innovation (n=119) 

Professional Development or Training (n=66) 

1 = Not at all effective 2 3 4 5 = Very effective 

Learning Teams and Innovation Teams 

Learning Teams were effective at strengthening 
relationships, but were less effective at helping 
participants develop actionable next steps. 
 
Innovation Teams have been more successful. 

Tools and Resources 

AFWI tools and resources have been very 
effective, especially the core story concepts and 
metaphors and the “Building Brains” video.  

Findings: Factors Enabling and Hindering Change
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Participants Credit AFWI With Contributing to Systems Change 

Findings: Factors Enabling and Hindering Change 

Source: Key informant interviews; Reflective Practice Sessions and Ripple Effects Mapping Sessions; Participant survey  

Survey Respondents’ Ratings of AFWI’s Contribution to Systems Change 

2% 

11% 

17% 

11% 

13% 

15% 

4% 

6% 

56% 

28% 

43% 

38% 

30% 

52% 

24% 

33% 

52% 

46% 

50% 

56% 

43% 

71% 

Funder mindset shifts (n=9) 

More cross-sector dialogue or shared language (n=46) 

More innovative programs (n=28) 

More cross-ministry collaboration (n=16) 

More cross-sector collaboraiton or shared work (n=27) 

Specific organizational or programmatic changes (n=23) 

Shift in policy or government strategy (n=17) 

1 = Not at all 2 3 4 5 = A very great extent 

Of the 138 survey respondents who answered an open-ended question about 
systems change: 
 
74% said AFWI contributed to the systems changes they have observed 

Findings: Factors Enabling and Hindering Change



37

FSG.ORG

© 2014 FSG

Findings: Factors Enabling and Hindering Change

Change Agents Have Benefitted from Factors That Have 

Enabled Them to Make Changes

Participants named a number of enabling factors:

• The science and the core story give people confidence to make changes and 

provides accessible, credible language that resonates broadly

• Palix’s reputation, leadership, and high expectations as well as feeling part of 

something bigger are motivating

• AFWI’s engagement of multiple people within individuals’ sphere of influence 

creates support

• Existence of a shared language among players, even those who have not 

participated directly, facilitates change

• AFWI’s intentionality about involving the “right” decision makers and influencers

has engaged people who were in a position to make changes directly or support 

change

• Alignment with existing work has made some changes easier

• The timing and conditions have been right for change



38

FSG.ORG

© 2014 FSG

AFWI Theory of Action

Participants Have Also Faced Barriers That Have Slowed 

the Pace of Change

Participants named a number of barriers to change:

• Participants are encountering difficulty translating the knowledge into practice

• For some, there is a perception that changing their practice would lead to additional work

• Participants are encountering reluctance among others to give up or change existing practices

• Some participants are constrained by unsupportive or unaligned leadership

• A number of structural inadequacies at the organizational and systems level are slowing progress

• Turnover and organizational instability have been barriers to change

• Some participants are questioning whether a critical mass of supporters exists

• Some participants are concerned that the core story is not resonating with non-mainstream 

cultures

• Some participants have a perception that the Palix Foundation has a singular vision of quality 

addiction services and is not open to other ideas

• The political and cultural environment does not place a high priority on prevention
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AFWI Is Contributing to Changes in Individuals, Organizations, and 

Systems, but the Amount of Change Varies  

Some Change Significant Change

Individual 

Change

Organizational 

Change

Systems 

Change

Increasing conversation

Discussing changes to 

activities

Sharing the core story

Adopting new practices

Increasing sense of 

priority

Institutionalizing the core 

story

Change in activities
Funding reallocation

Changing policy or 

strategy

Changing professional 

practice standards

Funding reallocation

Ownership over policy 

implementation

Increasing cross-sector 

work

Approving high-visibility 

policy documents

Increasing cross-sector 

dialogue

Efficacy and role in 

creating change 

Changing behaviors

Forming or deepening 

relationships

Increasing understanding

Findings: Overall Summary



40

• Symposium held in Banff, Edmonton and Calgary, Alberta

• Over 473 participants from around the province of Alberta, 

Canada, Britain and Germany in over 150 organizations 

within:

 Research

 Policy

 Practice

• Focused on early brain development, children’s mental 

health and addiction prevention treatment and recovery

• Key objective to create positive change and outcomes for 

children by mobilizing knowledge about the 

intergenerational impact of addictions and toxic stress on 

the developing brain

Individual Change

2010-2014 Symposia Series
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Individual Change

Alberta: Innovation Teams
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High River

Medicine Hat

St. Paul

Fort MacLeod

Red Deer

Grande Prairie

Fort McMurray

Lethbridge

Edmonton

Calgary

Olds/Didsbury

Canmore/Banff

Hinton/Edson

Hanna

Cardston

Airdrie

Beaumont

Individual Change

Community Meetings & Outreach
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• Spruce Grove - October 17, 2015

• Red Deer - October 20, 2015

• Grande Prairie - October 22, 2015

• Medicine Hat - October 30, 2015

• Lethbridge - November 12, 2015

• Airdrie - January 29, 2016

• Calgary - February, 2016

• Edmonton - June 7, 2016

• Edmonton - September 7, 2016

• Calgary - September 25, 2016

• Cold Lake - October 13, 2016

• Beaumont – October 15, 2016

Individual Change

Professional Engagement Across the Sectors
Professional Development Days 2015/2016
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Individual Change

Alberta: growing network of change agents 
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Implement a free, province-wide course using a standardized, 

common curriculum based on the core story of brain 

development for everyone who works in:

• Health

• Human services

• Education

• Justice sectors

Supports the development of core competencies in: 

• Brain development, adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), 

the effects of stress on brain development, behaviour and 

other mental health interventions for parents and children

Periodic comprehension tests will be required to “pass”

Certificate of completion will be provided

Individual Change

Brain Story 101: Online course using AFWI 

Website and Resources
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Individual Change

Other Professional Development 

• Association of Faculties of Medicine (AFMC)Tools 

• Clinical Neuroscience Curriculum



Core Story of Brain Development Vignettes
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AFWI Website
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Origami Core Story Cards & Posters
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Apple Magazine
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The Brain Architecture Game builds understanding of the powerful 

role of experiences on early brain development- what promotes it, 

what derails it, with what consequences for society.

The Brain Architecture Game



New AFWI Resources



Seniors Commercial 
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AFWI Is Contributing to Changes in Individuals, Organizations, and 

Systems, but the Amount of Change Varies  

Some Change Significant Change
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practice standards

Funding reallocation

Ownership over policy 

implementation

Increasing cross-sector 
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Approving high-visibility 
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Increasing conversation

Discussing changes to 

activities

Sharing the core story

Findings: Overall Summary
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Organizational Change

Change in Mind

10 human services organizations in the U.S. and 5 in Alberta working 

together to demonstrate the larger impactful role of the nonprofit 

sector as an educator, convenor, advocate, and true influencer of 

getting appropriate systems aligned to the brain science with the 

goal of impacting outcomes across the life course.

Goal: the creation and implementation of an American and Albertan 

cohort of non-governmental, human-serving organizations committed 

to deepening their knowledge of brain science, and transforming 

their capacity to accelerate the integration of science within their 

organizations, their communities and the public sector systems 

intersecting with their work.
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Organizational Change

Change in Mind

Collaboration with Alliance for Strong Families & Communities 

and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation

Alberta sites:

1-Sheldon Kennedy Child Advocacy Centre - Calgary

2-Big Brothers, Big Sisters of Calgary & Area

3-Boyle McCauley Health Centre - Edmonton

4-CASA Child, Adolescent & Family Mental Health - Edmonton

5-CUPS Health, Education, Housing - Calgary
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Organizational Change

Building the continuum of care

• Multiple organizations developing competencies

• Sharing competencies with other organizations

• Create connections to comprehensively serve individuals and 

families

• Full continuum of services for children, youth and families

Prevention        Early Intervention          Treatment         Recovery 
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•Creating Connections

•Let’s Talk About the Early 

Years

•Together We Raise 

Tomorrow 

•Valuing Mental Health

Systems Change

Alberta Policy Documents
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Systems Change

Parenting After Separation



Alberta Ministry of Human Services Contract

61



62

Summary



In summary: moving research to impact 

A collective impact model for social change based on knowledge:

Synthesized knowledge translated into a core story – basis for knowledge 
products and curriculum

Developing Theories of Change and Action 

Tried-and-true communications approach 

Private foundation as broker, catalyst, funder

Relationships, relationships, relationships 

Favorable policy environment and alignment

Timing – right timing, takes time

Distributed leadership

Creating demand – system “pull”, public engagement  

Early intervention = prevention = better physical and mental health outcomes 
for all children and families




