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encouraging 
mental 
health
was the first priority studied to gain insight into how we 

might best affect change in this area.

Using the Outcome Harvesting* evaluation method, 

we learned about changes in the field of mental health 

and wellness. With additional learning from grant reports, 

research data and consultations with key community 

organizations, two questions emerged:

1)  What changes in connectedness 

have marginalized Calgarians 

experienced?

2)  What changes in capacity have 

organizations working in the field of 

mental health experienced?

* See last page of report for explanation.

learn
plan
catalyze
In order to ensure our granting has 

the greatest impact possible, 

we need to learn from the community 

about pressing issues our city is facing.

After extensive conversations, 

the Calgary Foundation chose 

its current five Vital Priorities.

In order to strategically grant for the most impact, 

it is necessary to study each of the priority areas 

to learn how to best support the work 

that needs to be done.

This Impact Report will help us  

in our role as grantmaker, convenor 

and community catalyst.
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What changes have 

marginalized Calgarians 

experienced?

Basic needs
Many service providers noted that providing basic needs 

is a key preventative factor in encouraging mental health, 

and is at the foundation of their missions.

An important finding in our research is that basic 

needs transcend the traditional idea of food and water. 

Some semblance of personal mobility, community 

connectedness to friends and family, and active 

participation in community all contribute to the mental 

health of an individual.

As a result, those for whom basic needs are being met 

are generally healthier. And healthier individuals reduce 

the strain on the healthcare system. Meeting one’s basic 

needs helps family members reconnect, reduces anxiety, 

as well as fosters confidence and a feeling of being safer.

Client engagement 

Though the approaches for client engagement and 

empowerment varied from organization to organization, 

the net finding is that positive impacts across the board 

are coming from a progression toward a more human-

centred approach. This is seen as a positive transition 

away from the previous “program-focused” planning 

method that looked at clients as a group instead of 

individuals. Clients report a greater sense of belonging, 

they participate more in community development, 

are more invested in programs and note a reduction 

in the stigmatization that accompanies mental health 

challenges.

Cross-diversity connections
Facilitating connections across diverse groups 

(intergenerational, ethno/cultural and socio/economic 

populations) leads to a greater sense of social inclusion. 

When clients learn new skills and establish social 

connections they would not have otherwise made,  they 

share knowledge and learn about acceptance. This 

furthers the normalization of mental health issues which, 

in turn, contributes to greater social acceptance and 

inclusion within the community.

Our research determined that these themes are mutually 

reinforcing — positive impacts seen in different areas 

help to improve the results in others. The corollary is 

also true: the system suffers if resources and supports 

diminish in any area.

Basic
Needs

Social
Inclusion

Mental
Health

Empowerment

Stigma

This causal loop 

diagram illustrates 

interconnected 

relationships and 

identifies how the 

sector can respond 

in different areas.
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What have been the changes in 

the mental health sector over 

the past three years?

Collaboration
Organizations working in the area of mental health have 

been adapting to the changing needs in Calgary by initiating 

and participating in collaborations that range from local to 

international in scope. Some collaborations have included 

partnering with “outside” agencies (i.e. government, for-profit 

corporations). The benefits of new networks streamline 

service options for the community while increasing the 

capacity for success amongst organizations. The purpose 

of these collaborations is to fill in each others gaps by 

offering a more holistic service to clients and the community. 

Unfortunately, not all organizations can collaborate because it 

often calls for dedicated staff that is in short supply.

Sharpening the tool
As the charitable sector becomes increasingly competitive, 

individual organizations need to find ways to stay relevant, 

increase effectiveness and enhance their service offerings. 

This work takes time and resources, but 85 per cent of 

charities report that administrative costs have become a 

“dirty word” amongst many funders and private donors. 

Many organizations have participated in enhancing their 

internal resources and abilities through strategic capacity-

building exercises for better organizational planning (i.e. 

communication plans, fundraising strategies, etc.) and 

professional development. Staff and Board development 

is necessary to sustain, grow and become more effective 

service providers. Access to unrestricted funds allows 

organizations to achieve their ultimate goal of impacting 

mental health outcomes for clients.

Addressing the needs
Grantees have consistently mentioned that the flexibility 

of Calgary Foundation’s grant making (i.e. administration, 

reporting, staff accessibility) has allowed them to be 

more adaptable in shaping preventions and interventions 

in responsive ways from multiple approaches. Calgary 

Foundation’s approach to grantmaking allows charities 

to explore new avenues of engagement and enable 

program design that is rooted in progressive learning 

experience. Calgary Foundation also offers grant recipients 

free workshops on human resource management, board 

recruitment, governance, information technology/information 

services and risk management. Post-workshop surveys 

reveal increased confidence levels amongst participants and 

satisfaction with the ability to connect face-to-face with other 

service providers to troubleshoot common challenges.
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When capacity- 

building connections 

are mapped, one particular link 

stands out as needing increased 

support: the ability (or inability) to 

collaborate due to staffing issues. 

Calgary Foundation is addressing 

this challenge by providing grants 

to collaborative groups, while 

continuing to support 

individual charities.

Organizational Capacity causal loop diagram
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*Outcome Harvesting 

For the purpose of this evaluation, data was “harvested” 

from a combination of existing grant reports, email 

correspondence, annual reports and thank you 

letters to uncover any changes in the community 

resulting from the Calgary Foundation’s support. This 

information was used to form preliminary outcome 

statements in response to the evaluation questions. 

Those statements were then discussed with a variety of 

service organizations to substantiate the claims and add 

the unique perspective of frontline organizations. The 

substantiation phase was conducted during telephone 

call interviews.

Lessons for the 
work ahead

Evaluation of Calgary Foundation’s Vital Priority 

on mental health paves the way for smarter grantmaking 

with greater impact.

Our grantmaking will play a critical role by:

1.  Advancing work meeting an individual’s basic needs to 

foster a greater sense of belonging;

2.  Supporting work that is human-centred as a highly 

effective preventative measure;

3.  Convening and encouraging conversations across 

social groups to address mental health stigma;

4.  Supporting charities’ sustainability and effectiveness 

through development workshops and collaborative 

opportunities.

This is the purpose

of setting priorities,

to accelerate change 

in our community.
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