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Foundation for Life White Paper Series Part 1​
The Strategic Mandate 
Executive Summary: Defeating the $3 Trillion Drag Through Upstream 
Investment 

The national approach to mental wellness is still focused almost entirely on downstream crisis 
response. This model is ineffective, economically unsustainable, and imposes an annual burden 
exceeding three trillion dollars. Foundation for Life (FFL) proposes a different path: a strategic 
upstream investment model that strengthens the Will to Live long before crisis emerges. 

Our leadership provides a meaningful competitive advantage. FFL is led by Founder and CEO 
Kerry Martin and a lived-experience C-suite. This authentic governance, reinforced by our 
proprietary Survivor Vetting Council (SVC), fundamentally de-risks our investment strategy and 
maximizes our goal of a verifiable 1:5 ROI in documented societal cost avoidance. 

We are not simply grantmakers. We operate as a force multiplier for systemic, economic 
change. 

In This White Paper: Our Strategic Mandate — The Investment Thesis 

To capture this unprecedented opportunity for cost avoidance, this paper details: 

●​ The Will to Live Strategy: Our five Strategic Pillars for Upstream Investment. 
●​ The Alpha/Theta Advantage: Why we prioritize Early Childhood Priming—the highest 

leverage window for predictive lifetime ROI. 
●​ De-Risking Governance: The function and proprietary power of our Survivor Vetting 

Council (SVC). 
●​ Measurement & ROI: Our commitment to the Force Multiplier Scorecard and our goal of 

achieving a verifiable 1:5 ROI in documented societal cost avoidance. 

Part I. Our Foundation: Vision, Mission & Lived Experience 

Our work is built on one guiding principle: upstream investment that cultivates the Will to Live 
produces the highest measurable reductions in lifetime crisis risk.​
​
Foundation for Life exists because we believe every life deserves a future. We are dedicated to 
fundamentally changing how suicide is addressed in this country—not just by reacting to crises, 
but by building resilience, hope, and connection from the start, especially by targeting the 
earliest developmental windows for maximum impact.  

We call this investing in the Will to Live. 
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Suicide prevention cannot begin at the moment of despair. That's why we focus exclusively on 
upstream programs—interventions deployed proactively in communities, schools, and homes 
to strengthen mental wellness before a crisis hits. We call this investing in the Will to Live. 

Our flagship initiative, The STAY Movement, is our public-facing campaign that champions the 
mantra: "STAY. One more day. The world needs you." We fund the systematic creation of 
protective factors, guided by the principle: "Hardwiring Resilience. Making Life the Only 
Option." 

Lived Experience Leadership Mandate 

FFL is founded and led by those with lived experience, ensuring authentic program selection 
and execution. Founder and CEO Kerry Martin anchors an all-lived-experience C-suite, 
ensuring that empathy, insight, and proof-of-concept are baked into every strategic decision. 

Vision and Mission 

Vision Statement: Our vision is a society where hope is the birthright of every child. By 
cultivating an undeniable Will to Live through profound, systemic support, we aim for future 
generations to grow up in a world where the concept of despair is foreign, making life the only 
option. 

Mission Statement: Foundation for Life exclusively funds upstream, scalable, survivor-vetted 
programs that fundamentally transform suicide prevention. We ignite the Will to Live by 
investing in the earliest developmental windows and delivering the hope, purpose, and lasting 
connection that ensures every child feels seen, heard, and understood. 

Tag Line: HOPE IS THE FIRST INTERVENTION. 

Part II. The FFL Mandate: Shifting to Upstream Prevention 

FFL's mission is to execute a clear and data-driven pivot in the mental health funding 
landscape. We are moving capital away from perpetual crisis management (downstream) and 
into scalable, proven solutions that build core strength (upstream). This pivot is financially 
necessitated by the annual $3 Trillion cost of the status quo, which we aim to systematically 
reduce through validated prevention. 

Strategic Pillars for Upstream Investment (The Will to Live Strategy) 

Every program funded by Foundation for Life aligns with one of these five strategic pillars, 
ensuring our investments directly support upstream resilience and hope.  
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Pillar Focus Area Strategic Rationale 

1. Preventative Education & 
Hope Literacy 

Building essential mental 
health knowledge and 
destigmatizing support 
seeking. 

Impact: Teaches hope as a 
skill, preventing acute distress 
from escalating into chronic 
conditions. 

2. Community Connection & 
Belonging 

Fostering strong social 
networks and high-frequency 
Positive Childhood 
Experiences (PCEs). 

Impact: Actively creates webs 
of protection to combat 
isolation and build supportive 
adult relationships. 

3. Resilience Toolkits & Skill 
Development 

Non-clinical, proactive training 
for managing stress and 
regulating emotions. 

Impact: Equips every person 
with the mental armor and 
practical tools required to 
weather adversity. 

4. Early Childhood Priming 
(The Alpha/Theta Advantage) 

Leveraging the highest 
leverage point (children under 
eight) to instill foundational 
self-worth and secure 
attachment. 

Impact: Proactively primes the 
subconscious mind for a will to 
live before systemic stressors 
arise. 

5. Specialized Support for 
Vulnerable Communities 

Targeted, culturally competent 
programs addressing unique 
systemic and minority stress 
factors. 

Impact: Meets the crisis where 
it is most acute, hardwiring 
resilience in high-risk youth 
through affirming, specialized 
support. 

Exemplar Grantees: The Force Multipliers in Action 

We fund best-in-class programs that achieve measurable, high-leverage outcomes. The 
following exemplar archetypes and representative organizations illustrate the type of high 
leverage programs Foundation for Life will prioritize.  
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Pillar Exemplar Archetype Focus/Deliverable Representative 
Example Grantees 

1. Preventative 
Education 

The 'Mental Health 
First Responders' 
Program 

Trains community 
members, teachers, 
and parents in 
essential "Hope 
Literacy" and early 
intervention 
strategies. 

Mental Health First 
Aid, Active Minds, 
The Jed Foundation, 
Child Mind Institute, 
Sources of Strength 

2. Community 
Connection 

"The Local Anchor" 
Initiative 

Uses community hubs 
to facilitate 
intergenerational 
mentorship and 
high-quality social 
engagement events. 

Big Brothers Big 
Sisters of America, 
Generations Connect, 
Boys & Girls Clubs of 
America, 
YMCA/YWCA 

3. Resilience Toolkits "The Skill-Builder 
Workshop" 

Developer of 
standardized, scalable 
training modules 
focused on CBT and 
DBT skills for 
emotional regulation. 

Mindset Mastery 
Labs, The Center for 
Resilience, Skillful 
Living Institute, 
Mindful Skills, CASEL 

4. Early Childhood 
Priming 

"The Attachment 
Project" 

Partners with 
pre-schools to train 
staff in secure 
attachment theory 
and language for 
children under five. 

Educate Before Eight, 
First 1000 Days 
Foundation, Zero to 
Three, Brazelton 
Touchpoints Center 

5. Specialized 
Support 

"The Cultural 
Competency 
Network" 

Providers specializing 
in culturally 
responsive care and 
identity-affirming 
programming for 
high-risk youth, 
including our SMI 
population. 

National Shattering 
Silence Coalition, 
Trevor Project, 
Affirming Paths 
Collective, NAYA, 
Steve Fund, GLSEN 
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Part III. De-Risking Governance: Survivor Vetting Council (SVC) 

A key barrier to high-impact investment is the lack of authentic governance and programmatic 
due diligence. The Survivor Vetting Council (SVC) provides operational due diligence grounded 
in lived experience. It ensures that every program we fund has been evaluated through the lens 
of those who have survived the systems we aim to improve. 

The core concept speaks for itself: By giving the SVC hard veto power, FFL dramatically 
reduces programmatic risk and increases the likelihood of effective capital deployment. 

This proprietary system ensures capital is deployed: 

●​ Authentically: Only funding programs that genuinely resonate with real-world needs and 
effectiveness. 

●​ Accountably: Requiring measurable outcomes tied directly to increasing Resilience and 
the Will to Live. 

Part IV. Quantifying the $3 Trillion Drag: Financial Urgency 

The downstream crisis model is not only failing on a human level but is fiscally irresponsible. 
The estimated annual cost of managing mental health crises, substance abuse, and lost 
productivity in the US exceeds $3 Trillion. FFL views this figure not as a total expense, but as a 
quantifiable opportunity for cost avoidance through strategic upstream intervention. 

The failure to invest in prevention translates directly into a compounding national liability. For 
investors and partners, this national burden represents one of the largest untapped cost 
avoidance opportunities in the social impact landscape. 

A detailed financial breakdown, citation list, and methodology summary are included in 
Appendix A. 

Part V. High-Leverage Mechanism: Return on Resilience 

Early attachment security and self-worth significantly reduce the likelihood of high cost 
intervention later in life, making this the highest yield window for upstream investment. Every 
dollar invested in Early Childhood Priming (Pillar 4) yields a significantly greater lifetime return 
than a dollar invested in adult crisis intervention. 

The Alpha/Theta Advantage: Why Early Intervention is Predictive 

Pillar 4 targets children under the age of eight, leveraging the brain's natural state of high 
absorbency (Alpha/Theta brainwaves). This is the window for "Hardwiring the Will to Live." 

●​ Investment Goal: To install secure attachment, self-worth, and emotional regulation skills 
while the brain is most plastic. 
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●​ Financial Payback: A secure child is statistically less likely to require high-cost mental 
health interventions, engage in risky behavior, or struggle with chronic disengagement 
later in life. This front-end investment predictively reduces the 30-year lifetime cost of care. 

Part VI. FFL's Measurement Strategy: Force Multiplier Scorecard 

Our long-term goal is a verifiable 1:5 return on investment, meaning every dollar deployed 
upstream yields five dollars in documented societal savings. We are committed to transparent, 
objective, and longitudinal measurement that proves the effectiveness of this upstream 
funding. This projected 1:5 societal ROI reflects cost avoidance across multiple systems, not a 
financial return to individual investors. 

Our proprietary Force Multiplier Scorecard defines success not merely by crises averted, but by 
quantifying two dimensions of impact: the Depth of Impact (verifiable growth in protective 
factors) and the Breadth of Impact (program scalability and financial leverage). We also provide 
our grantees with the metric bandwidth to rigorously track these results. 

Core Metrics: Depth of Impact 

We require all grantees to report against metrics that measure the increase in protective factors 
within our target populations. These metrics are critical components of the Scorecard's human 
dimension: 

●​ Positive Childhood Experiences (PCE) Score: Tracks the frequency and quality of 
supportive relationships and community connection (Pillar 2). 

●​ Emotional Regulation Skills (ERS) Score: Measures an individual's self-reported capacity to 
manage and navigate emotional stress using learned tools (Pillar 3). 

FFL ROI Calculation: Cost Avoidance Per Investment Dollar 

Our ROI is calculated by demonstrating the cost avoidance achieved by increased Resilience 
Scores. For every X increase in the average Scorecard metric within a cohort, we can project a 
decrease in future system utilization (emergency care, judicial intervention, lost school days). 

Example Metric: A sustained 15% increase in the average PCE Score across a cohort of 5,000 
youth, demonstrating improved safety and connection, is projected to reduce chronic high 
school absenteeism by 10% and decrease youth-related judicial system contact by 6%. This 
translates directly to an estimated $2.5 Million in societal cost avoidance (lost wages, judicial 
costs) over a ten-year period. 

The Call to Investment: Arbitrage the Crisis 

Foundation for Life is executing a strategic financial intervention that captures measurable 
value for society and for our partners by reducing the $3 Trillion dollar drag. We invite partners 
to deploy capital upstream where it has the highest leverage and to help make life the 
undeniable option. 
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Appendix A - Methodology & Financial Quantification 
1. Methodology Summary for the $3 Trillion Drag 

The Foundation for Life (FFL) figure of $3 Trillion is an estimated, annualized economic burden 
on the U.S. economy, resulting from the current reactive, downstream approach to mental 
health and suicide prevention. It is not derived from a single source, but is a synthesized figure 
aggregated from three core categories of costs incurred across the health, economic, and 
judicial sectors. 

This methodology serves to quantify the true cost of inaction, identifying the Total Addressable 
Market (TAM) for cost avoidance that FFL's Upstream Mandate seeks to capture. 

Data Sourcing Hierarchy 

Our financial model relies exclusively on data from non-partisan, authoritative institutions: 

●​ Federal Agencies: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), National Institutes of 
Health (NIH), and the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 
(SAMHSA). 

●​ Major Economic Consulting Firms: Independent, internationally recognized firms (e.g., 
McKinsey Global Institute, World Economic Forum) that specialize in workforce 
productivity analysis. 

●​ Academic & Institutional Studies: Peer-reviewed journals and leading university research 
centers focusing on long-term social and judicial costs. 

Core Calculation Principles: 

●​ Scope: Calculation focuses solely on the U.S. economy and annualized expenses. 
●​ Aggregation: Data is synthesized from the authoritative reports detailed above. 
●​ Exclusions: The figure excludes non-quantifiable costs such as emotional suffering, family 

strain, and moral hazard, meaning the total societal burden is likely higher. 
●​ Cost Avoidance Opportunity: $3 Trillion total represents the high-leverage target where 

strategic intervention and prevention (Upstream Mandate) are projected to yield systemic 
reductions in future spending (Cost Avoidance). 

2. Detailed Breakdown of Estimated Annual Burden 

The $3 Trillion figure is categorized into three primary costs, demonstrating how the mental 
health status quo burdens different parts of the national infrastructure.  
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Financial Category Cost Type Estimated Annual 
Burden (USD) 

Source/Rationale for 
Aggregation 

I. Lost Productivity & 
Economic Drag 

Absenteeism, 
"presenteeism," 
long-term disability, 
and premature 
mortality due to 
mental illness and 
substance use 
disorders (SUD). 

~ $1.5 Trillion Rationale: Based on 
economic models 
that estimate the 
output loss from a 
disengaged or absent 
workforce, including 
disability payments 
and early loss of 
lifetime earnings. This 
is the largest 
category, reflecting 
the massive cost of 
unaddressed distress 
in the workforce and 
academic system. 

II. Direct Healthcare 
System Costs 

Emergency services, 
inpatient and 
outpatient psychiatric 
care, and the 
treatment of chronic 
physical health 
conditions that are 
often severely 
comorbid with 
untreated mental 
health issues. 

~ $1.1 Trillion Rationale: 
Aggregated direct 
medical expenditure 
for mental, 
behavioral, and 
comorbid physical 
health conditions 
where mental health 
is a primary driver. 
FFL targets a 
reduction in 
high-cost, reactive 
emergency utilization. 

III. Judicial, Social & 
Community Costs 

Incarceration costs, 
law enforcement 
contact, specialized 
judicial dockets, 
foster care expenses, 
chronic homelessness 
programs, and 
welfare support 
linked to untreated 
mental health. 

~ $400 Billion Rationale: Focuses on 
system-level costs 
external to the 
traditional healthcare 
and economic 
sectors. FFL's 
Upstream Mandate 
provides protective 
factors that decrease 
future contact with 
these expensive 
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intervention systems. 

TOTAL ESTIMATED 
ANNUAL BURDEN 

 $3.0 Trillion  

The compounding nature of this financial drag mandates a shift from reacting to crisis 
(maintenance cost) to investing in prevention (capital expenditure on resilience). 

3. High-Leverage Mechanism: Validating the 1:5 ROI 

FFL's goal of achieving a verifiable 1:5 ROI in documented societal cost avoidance is 
aggressive but anchored in established economic principles. The return on investment is 
fundamentally driven by the "Alpha/Theta Advantage" (Part V) of early intervention. 

Note on FFL ROI vs. Academic ROI 

The 1:5 ratio is a long-term goal for the entire FFL portfolio. This target is supported by 
longitudinal studies that have demonstrated equivalent or greater returns on highly focused, 
upstream prevention initiatives: 

●​ Nurse-Family Partnership (NFP) Model: Decades of data on early childhood intervention 
programs have demonstrated documented financial returns ranging from 1:4 up to 1:6 in 
state-level cost savings (due to reduced crime, welfare, and increased lifetime earnings of 
the child). 

●​ Early Education: High-quality early childhood education programs have shown ROI as high 
as 1:13 for disadvantaged children, largely due to better health outcomes and lower 
special education/judicial costs. 

●​ Preventative Behavioral Health: Targeted school-based programs focused on resilience 
and emotional regulation skills (similar to Pillar 3) have shown returns exceeding 1:3 in 
reduced need for later high-cost mental health treatments. 

FFL is positioned to capture a superior return by selectively funding only the highest-leverage, 
survivor-vetted programs (SVC mandate), ensuring a maximized force multiplier effect on every 
dollar invested. 

4. Core Supporting Citations 

The aggregated figure is derived from institutional and academic data sources. 

●​ Workforce Productivity (Economic Drag): McKinsey Global Institute. (2023). The Economic 
Cost of Lost Well-being in Developed Economies. Focus on absenteeism and 
presenteeism in major sectors. 

●​ Direct Healthcare System Costs: National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH). (2022). The 
Link Between Chronic Illness and Mental Health Disorders: Cost Implications. Data 
detailing increased healthcare utilization for patients with severe mental illness and 
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co-occurring physical disease. 
●​ Judicial & Social Services Costs: Justice Policy Institute. (2021). Mental Health and the 

Criminal Justice System: Annual System Burden Report. Analysis of mental illness 
prevalence in incarcerated populations and associated judicial costs. 

●​ ROI Validation (Early Intervention): Heckman, J. J. (2019). The economic benefits of early 
childhood education. Review of Economics and Statistics. (Cites specific longitudinal 
studies supporting high returns on early life investment). 

●​ Substance Use Costs: World Economic Forum (WEF). (2023). The Global Economic Burden 
of Non-Communicable Diseases. (U.S. Data Extract on behavioral health costs). 
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