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We are pleased to provide you with this special issue of the Cana-
dian Journal of Program Evaluation on program evaluation issues
and lessons emerging from the Community Mental Health Evalua-
tion Initiative (CMHEI). CMHEI is the first-ever multi-site assess-
ment of community mental health programs in Canada. It represents
a unique partnership between the Ontario Mental Health Founda-
tion (OMHF), the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH),
the Canadian Mental Health Association (CMHA)–Ontario, and the
Ontario Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care (OMHLTC). Ini-
tially conceived by Dr. Paula Goering of the Health Systems Re-
search and Consulting Unit at CAMH and funded by OMHLTC,
CMHEI was made up of seven separate research studies that evalu-
ated a range of community mental health programs in different lo-
cales in Ontario. In addition, it included a comparative multi-site
study and another supplementary project intended to identify the
generic critical ingredients within these community programs that
produce positive outcomes in their participants.

The studies making up the multi-site project were linked by a
common protocol that included measures of service use, client func-
tioning, and quality of life. Using true experimental and quasi-
experimental designs, data in the multi-site studies were collected
at three different time intervals: upon study entry, after 9 months,
and after 18 months. Clients of community mental health programs
and members of family and consumer self-help groups served as
study participants. Collected data were managed by the Health Sys-
tems Research and Consulting Unit at CAMH in Toronto. In order
to maximize the utility of findings coming out of CMHEI, an impor-
tant objective was to transfer knowledge beyond the academic com-
munity to policy developers, program managers, service providers,
and consumers and their family members. A project website con-
taining information about the initiative and its findings can be found
at <www.ontario.cmha.ca/cmhei/>.
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Given that CMHEI involved conducting research on service pro-
grams located in diverse community settings, it produced rich and
varied experiences in program evaluation for participating research-
ers. These experiences are reported in this special issue. The spe-
cial issue contains seven articles and three research and practice
notes representing seven of the eight projects making up CMHEI.
Carolyn Dewa and her colleagues begin this special issue by dis-
cussing challenges faced in coordinating a multi-site study and their
responses to these challenges. Areas of focus in the article include
managing collected data, understanding and interacting with par-
ticipating programs, collaborating with the multiple stakeholders
making up a multi-site study, and transferring knowledge effectively
from findings.

The next three articles focus on different aspects of adopting par-
ticipatory approaches to evaluating community mental health pro-
grams. Based on their involvement with four consumer/survivor
organizations, Geoff Nelson and his colleagues provide a framework
for evaluating consumer/survivor self-help organizations that in-
cludes engaging in participatory processes, analyzing program ac-
tivities at multiple levels, using mixed methods, and maximizing
the dissemination and utility of the results. Katherine Boydell and
her colleagues describe the experience and benefits of having fam-
ily members of consumers involved as co-researchers in the program
evaluation of family self-help/mutual aid organizations. Based on
methods they used in their CMHEI project, Shirley Eastabrook and
her colleagues present a methodology for employing people with psy-
chiatric disabilities as research assistants in evaluating community
mental health services.

The remaining three regular articles focus on specific methodologi-
cal issues encountered by CMHEI researchers in conducting their
evaluation research. Based on their experience of carrying out a lon-
gitudinal study in which participants with a history of homeless-
ness were followed for 24 months, Heather Smith Fowler and her
colleagues provide strategies for retaining participants in studies
that involve marginalized and transient populations. Margaret Gehrs
and her colleagues examine different case management programs
across two CMHEI projects using two different fidelity tools that
examine program structure and program processes. Their findings
demonstrate the importance of considering multiple dimensions
when assessing fidelity in program evaluation. Using data from three
different CMHEI projects, Janet Durbin and her colleagues demon-
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strated the reliability, feasibility, and utility of the Multnomah Com-
munity Ability Scale as an outcome monitoring tool for evaluating
community mental health services.

Finally, the special issue includes three research and practice notes
that discuss other methodological issues and processes encountered
by CMHEI researchers. Brian Rush and his colleagues report on
their efforts in developing a generic assessment tool that is “model-
free.” In line with the focus in program evaluation of opening the
“black box” of interventions, the tool is intended to identify the criti-
cal ingredients across different types community mental health pro-
grams. Carolyn Dewa and her colleagues present some of the
difficulties faced by researchers conducting multi-site studies in ob-
taining approval from research ethics boards. Mariette Blouin and
her colleagues describe their experience with using the “production
of welfare approach” created by researchers in England for costing
services and supports in a comprehensive manner. The special is-
sue concludes with a book review of a book authored by CMHEI
researchers that provides an analysis of the mental health system
based on case studies of three mental health organizations in the
Kitchener-Waterloo area.

The CMHEI gave a unique opportunity to all involved. This multi-
year evaluation initiative created a large provincial network of lead-
ing community mental health researchers. This growing evaluation
community also included students, community stakeholders, and
policy makers. The researchers collaborated on many levels, jointly
engaging in critical dialogue and the construction of knowledge, in
exposing each other to alternative research approaches, and in ex-
ploring how their evaluation research could be most credible and
relevant. Many lessons were learned through the process.

As researchers participating in the CMHEI, we thank the Cana-
dian Journal of Program Evaluation for the opportunity to present
some of the lessons learned in program evaluation through this ini-
tiative. We believe that these lessons — whether using participa-
tory approaches to evaluation, adopting strategies for engaging and
keeping participants in longitudinal studies, measuring program
fidelity from multiple perspectives, finding ways of opening up the
“black box,” or costing services and supports in the community in a
comprehensive way — are applicable to the larger field of program
evaluation. The experience of this multi-site and multi-year evalua-
tion initiative in community mental health in Ontario clearly speaks
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to the central role of evaluation research in system planning and
implementation as well as to the increasing research capacity among
large number of mental health researchers, service providers, and
consumers and their family members. This provincial evaluation
collaboration increased the relevance of research products in the eyes
of stakeholders and had the desirable effect of increasing commit-
ment to evaluation research at both program and policy levels.


