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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 

2 



What is the knowledge base? 
 

The core story of child 
development: 
•Brain architecture 
•Serve and return 
•Toxic stress 
•Air traffic control 

 

National Scientific 
Council on the 
Developing Child - 
synthesized and 
condensed body of 
knowledge 

 

FrameWorks 
Institute  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Source: Center on the Developing Child (2010) 
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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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Findings: AFWI Change Agent Theory of Change 

AFWI Activities 
• Convening change 

agents 

• Sharing brain 
science 

Short-term Outcomes 
• New and strengthened 

relationships 

• Shared narrative and language 

• Increased understanding of the 
brain science 

Intermediate Outcomes 
• Increased understanding of 

own role in system change 
efforts 

• Increased confidence in own 
work 

• Increased willingness to 
innovate and collaborate 

• Increased aspirations for and 
ownership of driving change 

Baseline 
•Inconsistent narrative and 

incomplete understanding of 
the brain science 

•Siloed work (a narrow focus 
on one’s part of the elephant) 

    “If…”        “And…”     “Then…” 
!!! 

? 

? 

? 

? 

AFWI Change Agent Theory of Change 

Long-term Outcomes 
• Increased experimentation and 

innovation in professional 
practice based on brain science 

• Intentional and unintentional 
pollination of brain science 

across networks 



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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AFWI Is Contributing to Changes in Individuals, Organizations, and 
Systems, but the Amount of Change Varies   

Findings: Overall Summary  

Some Change Significant Change 

Individual 
Change 
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Change 

Systems 
Change 
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Efficacy and role in 
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Sharing the core story 
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Increasing sense of 
priority 
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Funding reallocation 
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Increasing cross-sector 
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Ownership over policy 
implementation 

Increasing cross-sector 
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Changing professional 
practice standards 

Funding reallocation 
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In summary:  
A collective impact model for social change:  

Synthesized knowledge translated into a core story 

Private foundation as broker and catalyst 

 “Hybrid” knowledge entrepreneurs  

Relationships, relationships, relationships  

Favorable policy environment 

Right timing 

Engagement and enthusiasm  

Distributed leadership 

Multi-level action 

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



Provocative Questions 
 

• How do we prevent and buffer toxic stress? 

• How do we prevent adverse childhood experiences? 

• How do we prevent the intergenerational transmission 
of poor outcomes?  
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