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The Data Advantage
BY BROOKS HANEWICH
DIRECTOR, GATEWAY ASSOCIATION

Read any publication in the social service or 
social innovation sphere and you’re bound to 
find several articles about data.

 There is big 

data and open 

data, as well 

as impact data and data storytelling. 

Some articles sing the praises of using 

data while others suggest caution 

when wading through the data waters. 

At Gateway Association we are 

interested in using data to better 

understand the work that we do, the 

needs of the community, and ultimately 

the impact that we’re having. However, 

it’s not always an easy road to travel. 

Historically, those facing marginalization 

have been measured and coded and 

put at odds with the numbers that have 

defined them and directed their lives. 

And rightfully, this has made many of 

them skeptical of the idea that numbers 

and data will somehow make things 

better. It is imperative that we recognize 

the role numbers have played in the 

history of marginalized groups and 

ensure that when we gather data and 

make insights, we remain sensitive to 

the people we serve. Ultimately, we 

want to ensure that our insights are 

directed by and match what the people 

we serve are experiencing. 

We’re also interested in ownership 

and knowing that the information 

shared with us is kept safe and is used 

exclusively to make services better. 

This means transparency, but it also 

means being mindful about how we 

use the information and with whom we 

share our insights. 

What do we think will change?

Frankly, we believe that many of our 

assumptions are either incorrect or we 

simply do not have the full story. We 

know some of the needs of families 

and individuals, but we have been 

unable to examine broader trends or 

factors creating impacts and ripples 

in their lives. Seeing the trends will 

allow us to direct our services more 

effectively and proactively, while 

giving our staff and the people we 

support a clearer picture of our 

services and what we are collectively 

trying to accomplish. 

Second, we are hopeful that data will 

allow us to better understand whether 

we are accomplishing our purpose, 

vision, and mission. It’s incredibly 

difficult to operate any type of 

service, be it private or public, without 

knowing if you’re accomplishing 

what you set out to accomplish. Data 

informs what work we should continue 

and what we need to either rethink or 

cut out entirely.

Third, we want to effectively tell the 

story of the people that we serve. My 

colleagues at Gateway are some of 

the best storytellers in this sector and 

represent the people that we support 

with accuracy and grace. Data will 

allow us to connect these individual 

stories into a broader narrative about 

the successes and challenges that 

persons living with disabilities face. 

Inversely, we will also be able to pull 

out meaningful insights from individual 

stories that could turn into directed 

services or may even direct policy 

changes at the government level. 

Although we are just beginning 

our journey into using data, we’re 

committed to collecting and using data 

in humanized and meaningful ways. 

We will be documenting and sharing 

our learning with others, as others have 

shared with us. 

With all of this in mind we present our 

newest edition of thelens to explore 

“The Data Advantage.” We have had 

the great fortune of learning from 

several people and organizations that 

are using data to offer better and more 

impactful services. As we embark on 

our data journey we are looking to 

these people to inform and guide us. 

We hope that their stories and insights 

in this issue of theLens do the same 

for you. 

Brooks Hanewich has been the Executive 

Director at Gateway Association since 

2016. He works to establish the vision for 

the organization while also ensuring that 

Gateway is healthy and thriving. One of 

his main goals is to continue to establish 

Gateway as a leader in the disability sector by 

forming key partnerships with organizations 

outside of specific sector silos.

“Seeing the trends will allow 
us to direct our services more 

effectively and proactively, while 
giving our staff and the people 
we support a clearer picture of 
our services and what we are 

collectively trying to accomplish.”
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James has recently been housed by 
Bissell Centre’s Housing Services

Data and Decisions
Over the past few years, Bissell Centre has been 

working to build an enhanced data infrastructure that will enable 
us to make decisions based on evidence, not just our intuition. 

Humans tend to make decisions 

based on information that’s easiest to 

remember, in other words most easily 

available, rather than confirmed facts. 

For example, an extended family mem-

ber of mine recently won a significant 

sum of money in the lottery. I’ve never 

played the lottery, knowing the chanc-

es of winning are minute. However, 

knowing that my cousin won has made 

me wonder “What if.”. My brain took a 

shortcut, and made me feel like my 

odds were somehow better, when in 

fact, they are exactly as minute as they 

were beforehand. It’s much simpler to 

consider the experience, than to con-

sider the numbers.

This type of irrational thinking is known 

as the availability heuristic.

At Bissell Centre, we seek to combat ir-

rational thinking with increased insights 

through data. We are at the start of this 

exciting journey, and our central aim is 

to discover how participants who ac-

cess our programs see improvements 

in their lives because of the supports 

we provided them.

An example of something that we would 

like to better understand because of our 

data is the types of situations that the 

people we work with are encountering 

in their lives. For instance, we want to 

know what proportion of people we 

work with are currently experiencing 

housing instability (which is more than 

half, or 56%). We want to learn whether 

people who are experiencing homeless-

ness also experience other barriers to 

engaging in daily life such as increased 

issues with physical health (people are 

roughly twice as likely to experience 

increased issues with physical health). 

In order to do this, we have a compre-

hensive conversation with participants 

when they first come to Bissell Centre 

and then follow-up with them at a later 

BY STEPHANIE BREAKEY 

“At Bissell Centre, we seek to 
combat irrational thinking with 

increased insights through data.”

HOUSING STATS
More than half of the 

people who access Bissell 

Centre are experiencing 

homelessness or are in 

unstable housing

Homeless or 

transistional 

housing

56%

Housing is 

secure

43%
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date to see what has changed. So far, 

we’ve spoken to 1,450 people in Start-

ing Point, our intake program.

One of our hunches that has been sup-

ported by data in recent weeks is that 

family is a big motivation for people 

who are working towards 

maintaining their housing. As 

we were interviewing people 

about the impact that our 

eviction prevention program, 

Community Bridge, has had 

on their lives, we discovered 

that having a safe place for 

children or grandchildren 

is one of the most stirring 

factors for people to find the 

resources they need to keep 

their housing. 

Data from Starting Point 

offers additional insights 

in this area. There’s a stark 

difference in household 

make-up for people whose 

housing is not stable: peo-

ple who access our services 

who are living in homeless-

ness are up to five times 

more likely to live without 

children than those who are 

stable in their housing. 

Another thing we have 

learned from data is peo-

ple’s support networks are 

statistically related to their 

housing stability. Because 

of this, we can deduce that 

supporting people to build 

community is a meaningful 

way to help people maintain 

housing in the long-term. 

This should prompt us to consider 

what we can do to support people with 

relationship building within their com-

munity. Anecdotally, we hear stories of 

people who’ve experienced prolonged 

homelessness and find housing in a 

different part of the city, who then have 

a tough time settling into that housing. 

Having the data to demonstrate the 

link between housing stability and 

support network gives us even more 

reason to expand our current  

follow-up supports and to explore  

the idea of moving into community  

building activities. 

In fact, support networks are not just 

connected to housing stability. Of all 

the areas of strength or vulnerability  

that we study, support network is  

the one area that is connected to  

others most often. In addition to  

being connected to housing stability,  

it is connected to physical health,  

mental health, and people’s access  

to services. 

Discovering statistics that 

demonstrate connections 

like these gives us a better 

understanding from which 

to make decisions, or ask 

new questions. Some of 

these questions include 

whether we should expand 

our focus on community 

building; the data gives 

us one rationale to do so. 

Other day-to-day decisions 

are also informed by data, 

including simple things like 

knowing that we’ve had 

1,450 people complete our 

intake this year alone which 

allows us to plan to have 

enough staff to support 

people next year. 

Here at Bissell Centre, 

there’s an increasing sense 

of excitement about how 

we can do our work better 

because we’re increasingly 

getting a better under-

standing of our work. That’s 

good for us, and even bet-

ter for people who access 

our services. 

Stephanie Breakey has worked at Bissell 

Centre for almost two years, and has been 

working as the Senior Information Systems 

Analyst for the past year. Her position is 

responsible for ensuring that Bissell Centre 

has the correct data at the right time.

HOUSING AND PHYSICAL HEALTH
People whose housing is not stable are more than  

twice as likely to have physical health issues  

than those who have stable housing

HOUSING STABILITY AND 
HOUSEHOLD COMPOSITION

People who have children living in their household  

are much less likely to experience homelessness  

than those who do not live with children

EXPERIENCING
HOMELESSNESS

VULNERABLE

PHYSICAL HEALTH 
STABLE

SAFE THRIVINGSTABLE

PHYSICAL HEALTH
NOT STABLE

Without 

Children

With 

Children

Housing

Stable

Housing not 

stable

534
575

224

88

394

71
58

131126139

72
109

3350
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Data Visualization At Work
We run an 

analytics company; data and 
analytics are our domains. 
However, several years ago 
we noted that despite finding 
better answers and more 
efficient processes for our 
clients, we couldn’t always 
convince them it was the 
correct approach or the  
right answer. 

Our analysis was accurate but uncon-

vincing. In researching a remedy we 

discovered data visualization. Now data 

visualization permeates every aspect 

of our work. 

The first step in understanding the 

power of data visualization is to know 

what it can accomplish when executed 

well. Take a look at the two tables of 

numbers below and count the number 

of ‘5’s that are present in each table. 

I’ll bet you were able to identify the 

count more accurately and far more 

quickly with the second table. That’s 

because our visual system has evolved 

into an incredibly effective processing 

machine. The second image capitalizes 

on preattentive attributes – things like 

the color, size, and position of things  

that we recognize without even think-

ing about it.

Data visualization takes advantage of 

our innate capabilities to help us un-

derstand data quicker and better. 

So how do you use data visualization to 

communicate more effectively?

Know Your Purpose

Before you get started, you need to 

consider your goals. Visualization can 

confuse and mislead as well as it can 

clarify and direct. In order to apply 

good visualization principles, you 

need to know to what end they are 

being applied.

Know Your Audience

To craft a story with your data you 

need to know who it is for. What do 

they know already? What assumptions 

do they take for granted? What 

context are they already aware of and 

what context do you need to provide 

them with? 

Knowing your purpose and your au-

dience are the north star and sextant 

as you navigate your data visualiza-

tion process. Every subsequent step 

in your process should refer back to 

them for guidance.

Explore Your Options

There is no ‘one correct way’ to visual-

ize data. Don’t be afraid to explore and 

experiment to find the right visual form 

for your message.

Remove to Improve

Once you’ve found the right form for 

your data, take some time to strip away 

as much clutter as possible. 3D effects, 

BY JOEY CHERDARCHUK

1 3 0 4 0 6 8 7 9 6 7 9 0 5 4 5 3

8 6 9 5 8 6 1 9 7 1 5 3 4 9 7 4 2

3 4 9 1 2 8 7 5 6 9 4 1 9 3 2 8 4

1 3 0 4 0 6 8 7 9 6 7 9 0 5 4 5 3

8 6 9 5 8 6 1 9 7 1 5 3 4 9 7 4 2

3 4 9 1 2 8 7 5 6 9 4 1 9 3 2 8 4

Joey Cherdarchuk
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too many colors, excessive labeling and 

grid lines make it harder to read the data. 

Emphasize Sparingly

There are a number of ways you can 

emphasize aspects of your data. The 

key here is restraint. 

If you attempt to emphasize too many 

elements, or use too many different 

forms of emphasis, you risk confusing 

your audience. For example, color is 

one of the most common and effective 

ways to draw attention to a specific 

aspect of your data, just ensure it is 

serving your purpose.

Putting It All Together

Visualization can help people under-

stand facts and figures with a clarity 

that words or tables of numbers can’t. 

Take this table released by the U.S. 

Congressional Budget Office (figure 1). 

It outlines the impact of repealing the 

Affordable Care Act (Obamacare) and 

replacing it with a proposed American 

Health Care Act in terms of the number 

of uninsured individuals.

While the data and analysis that went 

into creating those results must have 

taken quite a bit of effort, the message 

it contains is not immediately clear. 

However, if we apply our data visual-

ization principles to a graphic of that 

same analysis, the results are much 

more apparent.

The second graphic (figure 2) may just 

be a line chart, but with the care and 

attention in its creation, it clearly illus-

trates the impact that the Affordable 

Care Act has had on the ranks of the 

uninsured and the steep, disappoint-

ing return of previous levels the new 

proposal would have caused.

Your data is chock full of value, but it’s 

worth can go unnoticed and your rec-

ommendations unheeded unless your 

audience can fully grasp the impact of 

what your data means. Applying good, 

often simple, data visualization princi-

ples can ensure your audience doesn’t 

miss out on all that potential. 

Joey Cherdarchuk is a cofounder and the design lead 

at Darkhorse. His work as a data visualization expert 

has been featured in Fast Company, the Huffington 

Post, and the Washington Post. Joey developed his 

design expertise after a 15-year quantitative analysis 

and consulting career. He offers training on data 

visualization and his Data Looks Better Naked series is 

used in visualization curricula around the world. He is a 

sought-after speaker and lectures on Data Visualization 

at the University of Alberta.

Millions of People, by Calendar Year
2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026

Total Population Under Age 65 273 274 275 276 276 277 278 279 279 280

Uninsured Under Current Law 26 26 27 27 27 27 27 28 28 28

Medicaida * -4 -6 -9 -12 -13 -13 -14 -14 -14
Nongroup coverage, including marketplacesb -1 -8 -8 -10 -9 -9 -8 -7 -6 -6
Employment-based coverage * -2 -2 * 1 1 * -1 -2 -3
Other coveragec * * * * * * * * * *
Uninsured 1 14 16 19 21 21 21 22 23 23

Uninsured Under the AHCA 28 41 43 46 48 48 49 50 50 51

Percentage of the Population Under Age 65
With Insurance Under the AHCA

Including all U.S. residents 90 85 84 83 83 83 82 82 82 82
Excluding unauthorized immigrants 92 87 87 85 85 85 85 85 85 84

For these estimates, CBO and JCT consider individuals to be uninsured if they would not be enrolled in a policy that provides financial
protection from major medical risks.

AHCA = American Health Care Act; * = between zero and 500,000.

a.
b. Under current law, many people can purchase subsidized health insurance coverage through the marketplaces (sometimes called 

exchanges) operated by the federal government, by state governments, or as partnerships between federal and state governments.
People also can purchase unsubsidized coverage in the nongroup market outside of those marketplaces. Under the AHCA, people
could receive subsidies for coverage purchased either inside or outside of the marketplaces.

c. Includes coverage under the Basic Health Program, which allows states to establish a coverage program primarily for people whose
income is between 138 percent and 200 percent of the federal poverty level. To subsidize that coverage, the federal government
provides states with funding that is equal to 95 percent of the subsidies for which those people would otherwise have been eligible.

Table 4 - EFFECTS OF  H.R. 1628, THE AMERICAN HEALTH CARE ACT OF 2017, AS PASSED BY THE HOUSE OF 
REPRESENTATIVES ON MAY 4, 2017, ON HEALTH INSURANCE COVERAGE FOR PEOPLE UNDER AGE 65

Includes noninstitutionalized enrollees with full Medicaid benefits.

Sources: Congressional Budget Office; staff of the Joint Committee on Taxation.

Change in Coverage Under the AHCA

Estimates are based on CBO’s March 2016 baseline, adjusted for subsequent legislation. They reflect average enrollment over the course 
of a year among noninstitutionalized civilian residents of the 50 states and the District of Columbia who are under the age of 65, and they 
include spouses and dependents covered under family policies.

Figure 1 Figure 2
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Assessing Job Performance: 
What and How?

One of the queries I often hear concerns the 
assessment of employees’ job performance. What I find most 
interesting is not the question, per se, but rather why is it even 
being asked? Shouldn’t the measurement and use of job-
performance data be a given in modern organizations? When 
it comes to performance measurement, two critical questions 
need answers: What to measure? How to measure it? In this 
article I will try to briefly touch on both questions.  

What to measure? 

Let’s begin with the most obvious. For 

virtually any job there will be a set of 

behaviors and tasks that are unique 

to one’s particular role, position, 

occupation, or profession – the stuff in 

the job description! Flight attendants, 

for instance, routinely explain and 

demonstrate safety procedures and 

check the general condition of the 

aircraft cabin before take-off. Now let’s 

move to two less obvious aspects of 

the performance domain. 

It turns out that being a good perform-

er – for virtually any job – involves a set 

of behaviors that go beyond the ex-

pected activities found in job descrip-

tions. One category of these extra-role 

behaviors involves those deliberate 

day-to-day acts that add value; things 

like helping others without being 

asked to do so, working with enthu-

siasm and high effort, demonstrating 

a positive work attitude, attending/

participating in optional staff func-

tions and following company policies. 

These “citizenship behaviors” are 

job-general in the sense that every-

one should demonstrate proficiency in 

these areas. 

Finally, being a good performer 

means NOT doing things that hurt or 

harm the work environment. Exam-

ples of these counterproductive acts 

would be things like, stealing, break-

ing equipment on purpose, wasting 

time and resources, lowering work 

outputs, substance abuse, gossiping, 

being rude, impolite, and discourteous 

towards others, demonstrating hostil-

ity towards others, and being verbally 

or physically abusive. Like citizenship 

behaviors, counterproductive behav-

iors are job-general in the sense that 

everyone needs to abstain from these 

negative behaviors.  

So, the answer to the “what should 

we measure” question is: (a) demon-

strating proficiency at one’s specific 

tasks, duties, and responsibilities; (b) 

demonstrating citizenship behaviors 

that contribute positively to others 

and the organization as a whole; and, 

(c) abstaining from behaviors that are 

harmful to others or the organization. 

Failure to collect data in each of these 

areas risks a situation where a “high 

performer” is retained and rewarded 

yet s/he acts in ways that undermines 

coworkers or the organization overall.  

How to measure? 

There are essentially two ways to 

assess performance. The first is to 

have one or more individuals rate how 

often this individual demonstrates the 

behaviors that define being a good 

performer for the job in question. Rat-

ings like this are very flexible and can 

be used for virtually any job. However, 

supervisor ratings are subjective and 

can be influenced by a variety of rating 

biases (e.g., halo errors; similar-to-me 

bias). The best way to offset potential 

biases is to involve multiple raters and 

to focus ratings on observable, job-rel-

evant, and verifiable behavior. Doing 

so will increase the reliability, validity, 

utility, and acceptance of both the 

measures themselves and the feed-

back provided to the target individual. 

The second way to assess perfor-

mance is to use existing organiza-

tional records that tend to emphasize 

performance outcomes and results 

BY IAN R. GELLATLY

“For instance, good measures of call 
times or units sold might exist, but 
tell you nothing about the quality 

of the interaction with clients 
or how well the individual works 

within his/her team.”
P
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“A good performer – for virtually 
any job – involves a set of behaviors 
that go beyond the expected activi-

ties found in job descriptions.”
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(e.g., sales, units produced, accidents, 

attendance). While many managers 

are drawn to indicators and metrics 

that appear to be more objective, 

a caution is that these data are not 

typically available for all aspects of 

the performance domain. For instance, 

good measures of call times or units 

sold might exist, but tell you nothing 

about the quality of the interaction 

with clients or how well the individual 

works within his/her team. The con-

cern is that these so-called “objective” 

measures are often deficient in that 

they tend to bring forward aspects of 

the job that are easy to measure and 

are silent on aspects of performance 

where objective indicators are not 

readily available. 

Do you go with subjective measures 

that touch on behaviors and work 

processes or do you go with more 

objective measures that focus more on 

outcomes and results? Both approach-

es have their virtues and both have 

limitations. In short, to assess perfor-

mance effectively is a fairly complex 

decision involving answers to two 

questions: What and how to measure 

performance? Good luck! 

Ian R. Gellatly, Ph.D. is a professor of organizational be-

havior and human resource management in the Alberta 

School of Business at the University of Alberta, Edmon-

ton, Alberta, Canada. His research interests to date have 

been focused on employee-organizational relationships 

and performance management/employee engagement. 

Ian is an academic partner within the Canadian Disability 

Participation Project (CDPP), and, since early 2015, has 

been working closely with Gateway Association on 

several research initiatives aimed at helping people with 

disabilities participate more fully in employment settings.

WHAT SHOULD  
WE MEASURE?

A  Demonstrating proficiency 

at one’s specific tasks, 

duties, and responsibilities

B  Demonstrating 

citizenship behaviors 

that contribute positively 

to others and the 

organization as a whole

C  Abstaining from behaviors 

that are harmful to others 

or the organization

Ian R. Gellatly
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Data To Understand
Terra Centre is a non-profit agency that has been 
supporting teen parents and their children in the 

Edmonton area since 1971. Our programs and services assist 
young parents in developing parenting competencies and 
overcoming challenges.

To ensure our programs and services 

are effective and relevant for partici-

pants, we rely on staff, volunteer and 

participants surveys, comprehensive 

data collection and a new position 

dedicated to helping Terra collect, ana-

lyze and disseminate data.

Our Terra Talkback Survey, which we 

ask participants to complete annu-

ally, provides information about the 

effectiveness of our programs and 

allows us to report on program out-

comes. Through this survey we gain 

an understanding of what participants 

have learned, if they feel supported in 

reaching their personal and parenting 

goals, and if they feel knowledgeable 

and confident in raising their children 

and meeting their family’s basic needs.

Our participant information system, Ef-

forts to Outcomes, is a data collection 

tool that gives us insight into our young 

families and their goals. Capturing this 

information allows us to monitor and 

analyze the program service direction 

and financial resources required to 

make program improvements or ad-

justments. The macro data that we col-

lect provides specific information that 

supports service location initiatives and 

potential partnership developments.  

We also collect data from surveys ad-

ministered to staff and agency volun-

teers. This information informs policy, 

orientation process, and program or 

organizational improvements. It also 

ascertains our impact on young fami-

lies, helps us understand factors that 

contribute to or threaten workplace 

health, and identifies professional de-

velopment requirements and resourc-

es that volunteers and staff need to 

effectively do their jobs.

Our Resource Development team uses 

Raiser’s Edge, a donor management 

and fundraising database, to track 

and analyze information pertaining to 

donors, volunteers, funders, alumni and 

partners. This data informs our fund-

raising and donor stewardship activities 

and enables us to be more strate-

gic with our fundraising efforts and 

communication. Reports from Raiser’s 

Edge also provide valuable information 

on donor and volunteer retention and 

are used to help us understand which 

initiatives resonate most with donors. 

Recently we developed a position to 

focus on an evaluation framework and 

foster and cultivate a culture of evalu-

ation appreciation and practice. This is 

an innovative direction for a non-profit 

organization and will assist us with data 

discovery, interpretation, dissemina-

tion, and digging deeper into quality 

of service to fully understand how our 

programs are impacting young families.  

The driving force behind Terra’s direc-

tion is reflecting on the past practice 

of collection of outputs (quantitative) 

and anecdotal stories. This information 

allowed us to communicate efforts of 

service and inspire community stake-

holders through participant stories. 

Outputs and anecdotal stories provide 

valuable information about a pro-

gram, however they pose limitations 

when interpreting and proving impact. 

Creating space to think of and ask big 

questions, to hold discussions, and to 

be critical and persistent, a change in 

evaluative practice and engagement 

was needed1.

Without the data, we would only be 

guessing at what our young families 

need. At Terra, we are exited about the 

future impact we can have with the 

assistance of data. 

(1) Patty, S., 2013., Getting to What Matters: How to Design 
and Develop Evaluation. Dialogues in Action. Portland Or.

Laura Fulmer has worked for Terra Centre for Teen Par-

ents for the past 17 years and is currently in the position 

of Director Knowledge, Learning & Evaluation. Laura is re-

sponsible for continuous development and maintenance 

of the participant information system (database), Increas-

ing educational and career opportunities for teen parents, 

and monitoring the Agency Evaluation Framework. 

BY LAURA FULMER
DONNA MA
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Undefined By The Numbers
Many people with Fetal Alcohol Syndrome 

(FAS) have trouble finding, and holding onto long-term work. 
“According to the University of Washington, about 50% of 
adults with FASD have trouble finding a job, 60% have trouble 
keeping a job, and only 18% were living independently.” (National 
Organization on Fetal Alcohol Syndrome) 

I started at McDonald’s at the age 

of fifteen and worked there for three 

years, eventually being promoted to 

Crew Trainer. In the fall of 1992 I moved 

out of my parent’s house. I was defiant 

of structure and was rebelling against 

the rules; I thought I knew it all.

Within four months of living on my 

own, McDonald’s demoted me. Two 

months later I was let go. The routine 

and structure my parents created for 

me was gone; it was a couple of years 

before I would find a new job.

My next job was at Chili’s Texas Grill 

where I started out as a dishwasher and 

over a period of seven years, I made 

my way to the top where, with super-

vision, I was making weekly schedules 

and running dayshifts. I even opened 

another restaurant in Calgary. Initially I 

was slower than everyone else. It took 

me six months just to learn how to flip a 

burger and even longer to learn the pa-

tience required during lunch and dinner 

rushes. When I was hired, another staff 

member told the hiring manager that I 

had Fetal Alcohol Syndrome. Unfazed, 

he simply said, “OK.” 

I got in the door because someone 

gave me a chance.

Later I learned that a thick pamphlet 

about FAS was placed in my file for 

managers to read. Highlighted were  

phrases like, “Individuals with FAS may 

have tantrums” and “they won’t learn 

from experience” and “they are easily 

overwhelmed” – all of this is true about 

me. They did not let that pamphlet 

define who I am and believed in me. It 

wasn’t easy; there were a lot of bumps 

and stress. They didn’t lower the stan-

dards for me, rather they gave me more 

time to learn, achieve and become part 

of the team. Chili’s would have been 

justified to let me go at any given time 

for just about every reason possible, 

but they had made a commitment to 

“take me under their wing”. 

After Chili’s, I worked at Outback Steak-

house for three years and Boston Pizza 

for five. Both restaurants hired me with 

the understanding that I have FAS and 

they made allowances for mistakes 

like late or missed shifts, my inability to 

work under pressure, and the fact that I 

cannot seem to remember the simplest 

of things. Eventually some of these is-

sues became too great and we did have 

to part ways, but they made an effort to 

support me while I worked with them. 

Now I am working in the kitchen at 

Bon Ton Bakery. I started last year as 

a simple cookie packager, but I have 

moved on to shrink-wrapping rolls 

and loaves. I make boxes with a power 

stapler every week and maintain a 

weekly list of different prep items to 

do on specific days. My manager is 

excellent at diffusing difficulties when 

problems arise and is patient with my 

health issues. The Bon Ton owners and 

supervisors understand me and deal 

with my frustrations in a way that is not 

noticeable or demeaning. For example, 

I work at a little counter in the back of 

the kitchen so I can chat with peo-

ple as they pass by while not feeling 

overwhelmed by the crowd. I have the 

freedom to structure my day as best 

suits me and when my mind gets too 

tired, I let my manager know and he 

simply says, “OK, let’s call it a day.”

I love my job. 

Dave Vanden Brink has been a prep packager at Bon 

Ton Bakery for 15 months. Before Bon Ton he also worked 

at Gateway Association for six years as a surveyor for 

the Persons with Developmental Disabilities “My Life” 

Personal Outcomes Index. Dave started as a Surveyor 

and finished as a Senior Surveyor. He and his “My Life” 

co-workers had a large impact as they gathered valuable 

information on how people living with disabilities feel 

about their independence, finances, and many other 

important metrics.

“They did not let that pamphlet 
define who I am and believed in me. 
It wasn’t easy; there were a lot of 

bumps and stress.”

BY DAVE VANDEN BRINK
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Gateway’s 
work is driven 
by our desire 
to transform 
community.
Through the lens of disability, our nonprofit — with a 42-year history in 

Edmonton and its surrounding areas — has empowered many people; 

families; schools; employers; and government to accept and see the 

value in all people.

We will continue, as influencers, innovators, and change-makers, to 

build strength and capacity in our community.
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