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The Alberta Family Wellness Initiative (AFWI) 

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

• 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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What is the knowledge base?  
The Core Story of Brain Development 



The National Scientific Council Working Papers 
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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 each other 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  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



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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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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© 2014 FSG 

AFWI Is Using an Emergent Strategy to Catalyze Systems Change 

AFWI’s work: 
•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”) 
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Improved health & 
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* 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 Alberta Family Wellness Initiative:   
Theory of Philanthropy  
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New Initiatives and Resources 
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CAAHMP ACES GUIDE 
 
Child & Adolescent Addiction, Mental Health and 
Psychiatry Program (CAAMHPP) have created an 
ACE/Trauma Informed Resource Guide. 
 
This guide is meant to provide an overview of 
CAAMHPP’s investment in ACE including mission 
and implementation plan, brief background 
information and research connected to ACE, 
practice considerations, resiliency in the context 
of ACE as well as resources and references.  

JAMA PEDIATRICS ARTICLE HIGHLIGHTS 
ACES 
 
Dr. Jack P. Shonkoff of the Centre on the Developing Child at 
Harvard University has published the article Using Science to 
Reduce Health Consequences of Early Childhood Adversity. 
This article looks how we can reduce health consequences 
from adverse childhood experience by leveraging the science 
behind it.  
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•  15 site cohort (5 in Alberta, 10 in USA) 
•  We know the “why”, we’re creating the “how” 
•  Infusing the Core Story of Brain Development into   
  organizational, systems, and policy change 
•  Developmental Evaluation & Rapid Testing 
•  Acceleration & infusion of change that is knowledge- 
  driven to avoid instability of political, social and  
  economic climate changes.  
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Positive or negative experiences, especially in early childhood, change Brain Architecture so that it 
becomes more or less resilient to stress—resulting in better or worse health outcomes across the 
lifespan.  

 
 
Fulcrum  Positive = easier time “bouncing back” from significant 
stresses.  
Fulcrum  Negative = need more social supports (which provide 
positive experiences) to counterbalance the scale’s natural tendency 
to tip towards negative health outcomes.  

The Resilience Scale 
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The fulcrum’s position is not set in stone. 
  
Over time, the presence of stable, attentive caregivers can shift the fulcrum 
in a more resilient direction by providing social supports and Serve and 
Return interactions that strengthen Brain Architecture.  

The Resilience Scale 



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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