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The great shutdown
In mid-March, the province of Ontario shutdown. A pandemic. Unprecedented.
In an instant, everything changed. Workplaces sent employees home, schools closed, the majority of stores and many
businesses closed, and most programs and services looked for new ways to serve clients without coming into physical
contact. It was far from business as usual for Ontario residents as everyone did their part to flatten the curve.
The shutdown left a large number of people in need of support. People lost their income, seniors and those with health
risks were forced to isolate, and information was changing daily.
As with many crises before, the role of 211 Ontario as the front door to community programs and services became
more apparent and more important. In fact, 211 became a trouble shooter for people, services and systems that were
overwhelmed with challenges.
We want to thank the Ontario government’s Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services for surge funding they
provided to help us increase our capacity in response to the dramatic increase in demand for 211 we knew was coming,
and United Way Centraide Canada who provided additional funding through a one-time investment from the federal
government to scale up services across the country.
The following pages lay out how we rose to the challenge. I believe our resilience, ability to adapt, change and advance
makes 211 Ontario stronger to not only help the province manage a second wave of COVID-19, but future crises as well.

Karen
Karen Milligan, Executive Director, Ontario 211 Services

211 jumped into action
Even as the pandemic started to spread around the world, nobody anticipated the effect it would have on our society.
As COVID-19 cases spread to Canada and the world shutdown, we had a few days to anticipate the same in Ontario
and knew there would be an impact on 211.

OUR FOCUS HAD TO BE

1

1

2

3

SETTING UP
211 STAFF TO
MAINTAIN
STABILITY IN
THE DELIVERY
OF OUR SERVICE

INCREASING
CAPACITY TO
MANAGE THE
SURGE IN
CONTACT VOLUME
WE WERE
EXPECTING

INCREASING
EXTERNAL
COMMUNICATIONS
TO ENSURE
ONTARIO
RESIDENTS KNEW
WHERE TO TURN
FOR HELP

4

FORMING
NEW
PARTNERSHIPS

5
STRENGTHENING
COMMUNICATION
WITH THE
PROVINCIAL
GOVERNMENT TO
HIGHLIGHT THE
VALUE OF THE
SERVICE

SETTING UP COMMUNITY NAVIGATORS AT HOME
The 211 Ontario system has planned for emergencies in the past, which better prepared our system
to respond quickly and effectively. Staff were able to work from home almost immediately; an Incident
Command System was put in place shortly after March 16 and multiple task groups were created to
get work done.
Most importantly, our team was able to work in a way that was safe and Ontario residents never
experienced a disruption to the 211 service.

GETTING THE WORD OUT
As the province shut down, the rate of information pouring in was fast and furious. We knew residents
needed a space that could point them to the right information, so we developed a 211 Ontario COVID-19
microsite. Within one week, we launched a fully bilingual website that included resources and
information for cities and regions across Ontario and updates on government support programs from
all levels. We have continued to update the website with pertinent information related to COVID-19,
resources for Ontarian’s, news, and information on partnerships.

KEEPING PACE: NEW STAFF AND COORDINATED TRAINING
Over the last two weeks of March, demand for 211 services jumped 50% compared to the weeks and
months before. To ensure we could continue to deliver the level of service Ontarians expect, we needed
to quickly hire new staff and onboard them into the system to help manage call volume. This prompted
managers to develop a standardized training program to be used across the province. We also developed
a Provincial Follow-up Team, which will not only allow us to increase the number of follow-up calls, but
will also provide us with deeper data on needs and unmet needs.
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Demand for 211 increased
CONTACT VOLUME*

WEB TRAFFIC

2020 compared
to the previous year

2020 compared
to the previous year

PERIOD

2019

2020

PERIOD

2019

2020

MARCH 16-31

11,519

16,411

43%

MARCH 16-31

13,222

49,088

APRIL 1-30

23,778

34,166

44%

APRIL 1-30

24,570

84,951

MAY 1-31

21,877

28,324

30%

MAY 1-31

23,848

71,056

JUNE 1-30

18,387

27,554

50%

JUNE 1-30

22,584

48,129

JULY 1-31

19,938

25,997

30%

JULY 1-31

23,630

40,524

AUGUST 1-31

19,494

25,937

33%

AUGUST 1-31

22,630

43,440

SEPTEMBER 1-16

8,616

12,239

42%

SEPTEMBER 1-16

11,678

22,710

% INCREASE

% INCREASE

153%

*Contact volume includes calls, emails, chats and texts.

TOTAL CONTACT VOLUME OVER TIME

CLOSURE OF SCHOOL

1100

1000

900

800

CLOSURE OF DAYCARES, LIBRARIES, BARS

NUMBER OF INQUIRIES

1200

700

600

500
JAN 1

3

JAN 11

JAN 21

JAN 31

FEB 10

FEB 20

MAR 1

MAR 11

MAR 21

MAR 31

APR 11

APR 21

APR 30

MAY 10

MAY 20

MAY 31

JUNE 11

JUNE 21

JUNE 30

JULY 11

JULY 21

JULY 31

AUG 11

AUG 21

AUG 31

SEPT 11

SEPT 16

Orillia Councillor Ted Emond praised the support 211 has offered during
the pandemic, referring a significant amount of traffic and easing the load
within the city. “It’s a service that has proven exceptionally valuable over
the last six, seven months,” he said. “It’s a service we certainly rely on
constantly,” said Orillia Councillor Pat Hehn.
– ORILLIAMATTERS.COM, OCTOBER 17, 2020

WHAT OUR COMMUNITY NAVIGATORS
HEARD FROM RESIDENTS
A new population looking for support: Across the province, Community
Navigators found they were dealing with a high number of individuals who had
never used 211 service before but suddenly found themselves in need of support
due to the effects of the shutdown.
Generally, these individuals were looking for a better understanding of the
service, help sorting through new government programming supports, as well
as ensuring their basic needs could be met.
Emotions are high: Community Navigators found most people they were in
contact with were very emotional. Many residents were anxious, overwhelmed
and desperate. Others were frustrated trying to find clear information about
how services and programs were changing. A large number were crying and
in crisis. Seniors reported feeling isolated and concerned about finding basics
necessities and care.
Looking for help with the basics: Income assistance and help with food access were among the highest needs identified
at the beginning of the pandemic. With many volunteer programs unavailable and family told to stay away, seniors were
calling 211 for help finding grocery delivery services. Transportation to appointments also became an issue as everyone
worked to maintain physical distance from others.
Confusion reigned: Throughout the pandemic, public health guidelines quickly changed, as did information about new
government programs for various segments of the population. A large number of those contacting 211 were looking for
clarity both on public health guidelines and how to access new assistance programs. Many were frustrated because they
were not able to reach the agency or program they needed.
The 211 team was updating information at a rapid pace, ensuring Community Navigators had the most up to date
information to pass on to residents.
Rising unmet needs: The social services sector experienced an abrupt loss of revenue from the cancellation of fundraising
events due to pandemic restrictions at a time when demand was increasing. On top of this loss, most also needed to find a
new way to serve clients that worked within new public health guidelines. Because of this, Community Navigators felt more
unmet needs were being communicated by those reaching out to 211.
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What happens when you call
When a 211 Community Navigator answers the call, they go far beyond simply passing
along information; they become advocates for the individuals they are helping.

Hello, Bonjour.
How can I help you today?

NEEDS
ASSESSMENT

INFORMATION
AND ASSISTANCE

ADVOCACY
AND FOLLOW-UP

DOCUMENTATION
OF CONTACT FOR
SOCIAL REPORTING

Referrals; Follow protocols tailored to local agencies and crisis lines
(eg. intake, warm transfer); Conduct follow-up with callers, care coordinators, navigators

CONFIRM NEXT STEPS
ARE UNDERSTOOD,
HELP PRIORITIZE

PROVIDE REFERRALS, OFFER
ADVOCACY FOR VULNERABLE,
AT-RISK CALLERS AND CARE
PROVIDERS WHEN
APPROPRIATE

FOLLOW-UP OCCURS
IF ACCEPTED

5

INDIVIDUALS WITH UNMET
NEEDS, THOSE WITH
MENTAL HEALTH NEEDS,
OR AT-RISK ARE OFFERED
FOLLOW-UP CALL(S)

211 goes above
and beyond the call
211’S COMMUNITY NAVIGATORS ADVOCATE FOR ONTARIANS BY:
Calling agencies to confirm service and hours of operation
Requesting flexibility within eligibility criteria (eg. age, out of catchment, vulnerable),
Requesting expanded service from nearby agencies (eg. asking shelters to provide meal for someone
who is hungry but does not need shelter)
Providing intake details when a caller is in crisis or upset and filling in gaps to ensure eligibility
Providing language support
Following up to find out if the individual’s needs were met
Working with the client to identify other solutions and support where services don’t exist

AT A SYSTEM LEVEL 211 WORKS TO ENABLE BETTER SERVICES

OUTSIDE OF CONTACT
WITH RESIDENTS, THE
211 TEAMS TAKE THE
INFORMATION THEY HAVE
AND THE STORIES THEY
ARE HEARING AND USE
IT TO ADVOCATE FOR
BETTER SERVICES AND
PROGRAMS WITHIN THEIR
COMMUNITIES

211 REGIONAL SERVICE
PROVIDERS PARTICIPATE
IN A NUMBER OF
COMMUNITY TABLES/
RESPONSE TEAMS WHICH
ALLOWS THEM TO FLAG
EMERGING NEEDS AND
TRENDS QUICKLY

ONTARIO 211 SERVICES
HAS REGULAR
COMMUNICATION
WITH PROVINCIAL
GOVERNMENT PARTNERS
TO SHARE INFORMATION,
FLAG EMERGING NEEDS
AND TRENDS, AS
WELL AS SUPPORT ON
PROVINCIAL INITIATIVES
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Needs and
Unmet Needs

TOP 5 NEEDS
March 16 to September 16, 2020
compared to same needs in 2019

Needs represent a breakdown of the specific areas of concern identified by those who contact 211.

NEED IDENTIFIED

HEALTH INCLUDING 
MENTAL HEALTH A
 ND
ADDICTIONS

% OF CONTACT
VOLUME

TOTAL
CONTACTS

TOTAL
CONTACTS

2020

2020

2019

19%

30,083

23,027
31%

Mental health assessment and treatment/
Substance use disorder services/Public health

FOOD/MEALS

% INCREASE
YEAR-OVER-YEAR

14%

21,766

4,562

12%

19,880

11,646

377%

Access to food assistance

INFORMATION
SERVICES

71%

Medical and municipal information services,
eg. Quarantine Act enforcement

INCOME SUPPORT/
FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE

10%

16,125

5,328
203%

CERB information/EI/
Looking for financial assistance

OTHER GOVERNMENT/
ECONOMIC SERVICES

10%

Tax organization services/
Financial assistance for business owners
Top 5 Needs in 2019 included Housing (12,211) and Legal/Public Safety (9,242).
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16,435

12,160

35%

TOP 5 UNMET NEEDS
March 16 to September 16, 2020
compared to same needs in 2019
Unmet needs represent a situation where 211 cannot provide a referral to a community service (some services have
been stopped due to COVID-19, some have lengthy wait times, some callers cannot afford the fees, etc.) These are
used to identify gaps in community social services.

NEED IDENTIFIED

INCOME SUPPORT/
FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE

% OF CONTACT
VOLUME

TOTAL
CONTACTS

TOTAL
CONTACTS

2020

2020

2019

19%

884

80
1,005%

CERB information/EI/
Looking for financial assistance
HEALTH INCLUDING 
MENTAL HEALTH A
 ND
ADDICTIONS

18%

823

729

12%

568

89

Mental health assessment and treatment/
Substance use disorder services/Public health

FOOD/MEALS

% INCREASE
YEAR-OVER-YEAR

13%

538%
Access to food assistance

OTHER GOVERNMENT/
ECONOMIC SERVICES

12%

539

87
520%

Tax organization services/
Financial assistance for business owners

HOUSING

11%

Emergency shelters/Subsidized housing/
Housing options

516

204

153%

Top 5 Unmet Needs in 2019 included Utility Assistance (107).
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Getting our
message out
With information during COVID rapidly evolving, getting our message out to those who were
looking for support was critical. At the same time, in-person communication measures, which made
up a large portion of how regions reached residents, were canceled.
With some creativity and a shift to digital platforms and partnerships, we were able to share our
message with those needing help, and at the same time engage with partners, governments and
ambassadors within our 211 networks.

Help Starts Here
MORE INFORMATION

www.211ontario.ca

CONNECTING
WITH INFLUENCERS
211 recognized early into the pandemic that we needed our community influencers and
ambassadors to have a solid understanding of what 211 is, and how to communicate about the
service to their network.
Across the province, we reached out to politicians, first responders, and other community leaders to
remind them about the role 211 plays in times of crisis, providing them with easy-to-use language,
and provided graphics they could share far and wide.

9

STICKERS, POSTCARDS,
AND FLYERS
Demand for food access jumped dramatically at the start of the pandemic.
As partners realized the importance of letting clients know there were
additional supports available, they reached out to 211 to develop stickers,
postcards and fliers that were included in food deliveries. 211 worked with
each partner to develop the materials that best met their needs.

Programs and services
to help you during COVID-19
Do you feel overwhelmed or anxious about COVID-19? Do you want
information on mental health services to manage those feelings?
Do you have money needs because of self-isolation measures?
Do you have questions about applying for Employment Insurance?
Do you need help getting groceries or running errands while you are
at home sick or self-isolating?

211 Ontario can help you
find support during COVID-19
Our calls, chats and emails are answered by caring and professional staff
who can help you understand and access programs available to you.
Speak with us by phone. Dial 2-1-1 on your cell phone or home phone
to speak with us. Our phone service is available 24 hours a day,
7 days a week and in 150 languages.
Chat with us online. Visit www.211ontario.ca and click the ‘Live Chat’
button. Chat service is available 7am to 9pm Monday to Friday.
Search our online listing. Visit www.211ontario.ca and search
by location and topic. We regularly add new programs, services
and financial supports to the listing as we learn about them.
211 is a telephone helpline and online database of Ontario’s community and social services. The service is
free and confidential and is available during COVID-19 and beyond – whenever you need the support!

Help Starts Here
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SOCIAL MEDIA MESSAGING
Across the province, 211 ramped up social media messaging as a way to reach more Ontarians. Ambitious content
calendars were put into place with graphics that helped communicate our message in a concise way.

“MAKE THE RIGHT CALL” CAMPAIGN
We also worked with the Police Association of Ontario, the Ontario Paramedic Association and the
Ontario Association of Fire Chiefs to created a coordinated social media campaign called, “Make the Right Call.”
This campaign was aimed at raising awareness to the general public on when to call 9-1-1 and when to call 2-1-1.
A microsite, custom graphics and GIFS were created accompanied by an integrated social media campaign shared
between all groups.

Now more than ever,
it’s important
to make the
right call.

9-1-1

responds to life or property
threatening emergencies

2-1-1

connects individuals to
non-emergency community health
and social services in their area

We are in this together
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SOCIAL MEDIA REACH AND AUDIENCE INCREASE

PLATFORM

2019

2020

% INCREASE

93,311 IMPRESSIONS

889,356 IMPRESSIONS

853%

167 NET FOLLOWERS

642 NET FOLLOWERS

284%

969 ENGAGEMENTS

11,695 ENGAGEMENTS

1,107%

7,125 IMPRESSIONS

59,422 IMPRESSIONS

734%

340 NET FOLLOWERS

1,022 NET FOLLOWERS

201%

747 ENGAGEMENTS

10,496 ENGAGEMENTS

1,305%

1,788 IMPRESSIONS

5,179 IMPRESSIONS

190%

23 NET FOLLOWERS

78 NET FOLLOWERS

239%

86 ENGAGEMENTS

353 ENGAGEMENTS

297%

TWITTER

INSTAGRAM

LINKEDIN

211ONTARIO.CA
Social media referrals
to the 211 Ontario website

MOBILE TRAFFIC

982

4,609

369%

49

395

706%

12

254

2,017%

10

77

43,068 USERS

123,208 USERS

670%

186%
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211 forging
new partnerships
RENFREW COUNTY VIRTUAL TRIAGE
AND ASSESSMENT CENTRE
As Renfrew County grappled with the reality of the pandemic, plans were quickly established that would
strengthen access to primary care for all residents while offering a virtual system that would protect 9-1-1
resources and emergency departments.
With the help of 211’s established phone system, the Renfrew County Virtual Triage and Assessment Centre
(RC VTAC) was developed – a collaboration between Renfrew County Primary Care teams, the County of
Renfrew Paramedic Service, Renfrew County Hospitals, and the Renfrew County and District Health Unit.
This partnership helped RC VTAC to continue to deliver the right care at the right time while avoiding
unnecessary use of 911 resources and emergency departments. 211 continues to connect Renfrew County
residents with other critical social services through this pandemic including food access, mental health
supports, and financial assistance programs.

ONTARIO PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION
211 Ontario and the Ontario Psychological Association (OPA) expanded their partnership to ensure
frontline workers across the province have access to the mental health care they need. This partnership
enables frontline workers without extended health benefits to access psychological services at no cost
throughout the course of the COVID-19 pandemic response. OPA’s Disaster Response Network can
provide up to six mental health treatment sessions with a psychologist at no cost for frontline workers in
any industry as well as their dependants. They can access this service by calling 2-1-1.

#HowsMyFlattening
A group of expert physicians, medical students, computational health researchers, designers, and
epidemiologists have joined forces to fight the spread of COVID-19 with the help of information.
#HowsMyFlattening connects experts and presents data in an easy-to-digest, actionable way to help
decision makers act decisively as evidence grows and time ticks by. Through the website, the group
identifies the most useful data available and puts it in one place. A group of more than 150 experts is
helping to gather and analyze the spread of the virus. One of the data sets the group is watching is from
211 Ontario’s public dashboard.
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PARTNERSHIP IN THE REGIONS
Niagara Region: We partnered with United Way Niagara, Niagara Region, and Community Support Services
of Niagara to ensure seniors in Niagara had access to information about the supports and services available to
them. Following a press release, posters containing the details and information directing people to 211 were
disseminated via email and made available on each partner’s website.
United Way Simcoe Muskoka Urgent Needs Fund: 211 became the first point of contact for all individual and
agency referrals to an emergency financial assistance program. A collaborative leadership model determined how
requests would be screened, what program indicators would be tracked and reported and where clients would
access the funds. 211 managed assessment, screening, and intake, and created and managed online tools for
tracking and reporting so the group could monitor the project in real time.
Toronto: In April, the City of Toronto launched a new mental health strategy to support people made vulnerable
by COVID-19. 211 acts as the front door to primary mental health service providers to enable residents improved
access and connection to services and mental health supports in the city. This arrangement has increased visibility
for the 211 service in Toronto as Mayor John Tory makes mention of the helpline frequently in interviews and press
conferences.
Thunder Bay: Due to COVID-19 concerns, all Regional Food Distribution Association food banks consolidated into
one centralized food bank with help from the Salvation Army. The 211 system was instrumental in the success of
this move. 211 registered more than 1,500 callers and 450 home delivery hampers for shut-in seniors. In addition,
211 Community Navigators are making other referrals as required based on the needs assessment of individuals
and families in crisis.
Brantford-Brant: Seniors in the Brantford-Brant region have a new way to combat social isolation with the launch
of BuzzMe. Funded by the United Way, and launched in partnership with 211, BuzzMe is a call centre service
that connects seniors to caring volunteers who are trained to engage in a warm and relaxing manner, creating
opportunities for meaningful connection at a time when so many are missing it. Seniors in the region will be
connected through 211 between 8 am and 8 pm.
Windsor-Essex Food Insecurity COVID Emergency Response: With the emergence of the COVID pandemic in
March, many Windsor-Essex food banks were closing. Those that continued to operate were experiencing food
shortages, an increase in demand for food support, and trying their best to adapt to new models of service
delivery. In response to this emergency, the United Way Centraide Windsor-Essex spearheaded a Food Security
Response Group as part of the Windsor-Essex COVID Care Coalition. One of the strategic outcomes was the
establishment of a short-term emergency Food Help Line to register applicants to access new services including
centralized drive-thru food hubs, food hampers, meal and grocery delivery services, and gift card distribution.
During this initial phase, 211 expertise was leveraged to develop call flow processes and scripting for this temporary
emergency helpline. In early June, the second phase of the strategy was implemented and the services of the
emergency Food Help Line were re-integrated back to 211. From March through to August over 5,200 inquiries
regarding food security were received in Windsor-Essex and thousands of children and adults received much
needed food support.

14

ONTARIO 211 SERVICES | 6-MONTH COVID-19 UPDATE

211 making
a difference:
REAL CALLER STORIES
A woman’s daughter woke up and was not feeling well. She was coughing and had a sore throat. The woman’s husband
works out of town and has been travelling. Worried about COIVD-19, she called the Public Health Unit who advised them
to self-isolate and monitor symptoms. The family receive social assistance and would not get their next payment for
another week. No longer being able to access the food bank, the woman started panicking, and she called 211 for help.
Once she explained her situation, the Community Navigator connected her to the RFDA Food
Delivery Program through the enhanced 211 follow-up and advocacy COVID-19 in-house program.
Within a few hours of calling 211, the family had a food hamper delivered to their door.

A father contacted 211 concerned for his 14-year-old son who has high functioning autism. The father indicated
his son was exhibiting an increase in stress as he was out of his normal routine. The impact of COVID as well as
not being able to leave the home was taking a toll on the son and whole family’s well-being.
The family lived in a rural area and access to services was limited. The 211 navigator provided a referral for Telehealth and the
Kids Help Phone as an option for the son to contact as he was comfortable using the computer to “chat.” The father was also
provided a referral for Autism specific counselling for the child and respite care. When the 211-navigator followed up with the
family, the father indicated he spoke with Telehealth who guided him to a virtual doctor, and that the service was very helpful.
By contacting the Autism resource, the family was placed on a wait list for respite care and the son had accessed Kids Help
Phone. The father was very happy with the 211 service and the referrals provided and comforted in knowing that 211 was there
if he needed additional assistance anytime 24/7 in the future.

We partnered with a regional United Way Stormont, Dundas and Glengarry to help seniors and people who couldn’t
leave their homes register for home-delivered food hampers.
As one of the volunteers delivered a hamper to a senior, the senior advised the volunteer they were
grateful for the help, and that the only thing they’d had in their house prior to receiving the hamper was
a single can of soup.
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Looking ahead
With the second wave of COVID-19 well underway in parts of the province, we know demand will
continue to be high over the next six months.

BASED ON WHAT WE SAW DURING THE FIRST WAVE, WE ANTICIPATE
REQUESTS WILL CONTINUE TO BE HIGH IN THE FOLLOWING AREAS:

FOOD

MENTAL
HEALTH

FINANCIAL
ASSISTANCE

EMPLOYMENT

PROGRAMS
FOR SENIORS

IN ADDITION, BASED ON OUR 18 YEARS OF EXPERIENCE WE KNOW NEEDS
WILL ALSO INCREASE IN THE FOLLOWING AREAS:

SEASONAL PROGRAMS
Holiday hampers, winter clothing

HOUSING

211 is here for the long-haul to respond to the needs of people
and report on those emerging needs and trends.
We know the effects of the pandemic and the responses taken
to reduce the spread of COVID-19 will have a long lasting effect
and we will continue to support individuals and communities
throughout the recovery stage of this pandemic.
We will also continue to pursue opportunities to integrate
our work and our data with other systems to provide a better
understanding of what’s happening in communities.

UTILITY RELIEF

This next stretch is
going to be the greatest
test of public leadership.
DR. ANDREW BOOZARY
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF HEALTH
AND SOCIAL POLICY, UHN

And we will continue to explore partnerships with governments, communities, and organizations to further
support efforts to ensure planning and investments are directed where they are needed most.
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Help Starts Here
MORE INFORMATION

www.211ontario.ca

