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CONNECTING THE UNCONNECTED 
THROUGH 211 AND OTHER 

CENTRALIZED CALL CENTERS
By Greg Cox

NACo president
Supervisor, San Diego County, Calif.

When I first got involved in NACo 
more than 15 years ago, I never 
would have thought that I would 
be serving years later as NACo’s 

president. As I led NACo over the past year, I 
have enjoyed partnering with my colleagues 
in the 3,069 counties, parishes and boroughs 
across America to determine how best to reach 
out and serve residents in our communities. 

If there’s one thing I’ve seen time and time 
again during my years of service, it’s the impor-
tance of local government. We know that local 
government works. We pursue solutions and achieve results. 
We are closest to the people, and they rely on us in both good 
times and bad.

But how do we connect people in our counties? How do we 
make sure that residents know about the services we and 
our many partners provide? 

This is an ongoing challenge and the reason for launching 
NACo’s “Connecting the Unconnected” initiative. 

This initiative explored the many ways counties connect 
people in our society. Every day, we see that when people 
are left behind and isolated, it creates unhealthy, negative 
consequences in our communities. 

NACo demonstrated how counties deliver people-centered 
services, maximize government efficiency and ensure re-
sponsible stewardship of taxpayer dollars.

We focused on achieving these goals and educating policy-
makers in three key areas:

1. Technology – NACo showcased best-in-class tech-
nology that helps counties deliver critical services. This in-
cludes 211 and other centralized resource centers; telemed-
icine; broadband and public transportation technologies.

2. Data – NACo demonstrated the impor-
tance of data-driven decision-making in im-
proving resource allocation. We’re using data to 
create targeted delivery models for core coun-
ty services like mental health programs, sub-
stance abuse treatment, justice reform, hous-
ing, transportation and veterans’ resources.

3. Financing – NACo illustrated the impor-
tance of public-private partnerships to ensure 
sustainable funding and coordination of ser-
vices. This includes partnerships with neighbor-
ing jurisdictions, community-based organiza-

tions and other public and private sector partners to provide 
long-term resources to support county programs.

In my home county, I had seen how our local 211 call sys-
tem had connected San Diegans to different services and 
resources. So, I was incredibly proud to see the initiative 
take root and expand, whether it be through the creation of 
a statewide 211 in South Dakota or through the expansion 
of the system we have in other states, including California, 
where 211 covers 58 counties that total 39.6 million resi-
dents.

“Connecting the Unconnected” is designed for counties of 
all shapes and sizes. There is no cookie-cutter approach to 
connecting residents; what works in one county may not work 
in another. But we share similar challenges and can learn 
from one another’s experiences to be an immense force for 
the public good. 

The promise of public service that inspired me to seek pub-
lic office remains as vital as ever. I look forward to continuing 
to work with you to help people live well and thrive. 
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by Mary Ann Barton

Anywhere from 1,000 to 1,500 calls come in 
each day from the public to 211 San Diego, a 
call center that helps connect people to housing, 
food, transportation and other social services. 

“It’s not just a phone number,” said John Oha-
nian, president and CEO of 211 San Diego, who 
has worked for the center the past 11 years. “We’re 
assessing their risk and vulnerability —whether it’s 
food insecurity or housing and any of these things 
that basically allow people to live life.”

In 2018, across the country, more than 12 million 
calls were made to 211. The toll-free call connects 
people to community resource specialists who can 
help callers find local services and resources. In many 
states, dialing 211 provides people in need with a short-
cut through what can be a confusing network of health 
and human service agency phone numbers. By just di-
aling 211, those in need of assistance can be referred, 
and sometimes connected, to appropriate agencies and 
community organizations.

The service is available to 94 percent of the U.S. popu-
lation or 270 million people, according to the Federal Com-
munications Commission (FCC).

Eighteen years ago, United Way and other non-profits lob-
bied the FCC to make 211 a dedicated number for people in 
need. United Way of Greater Atlanta was the first organization 
to make information and referral services accessible using 
211. Today, United Way operates or provides funding for more 
than 70 percent of 211 centers.

Joshua Pedersen, 211 director of United Way Worldwide, 
said that another primary funder of 211 centers are local gov-
ernments. “Each 211 is managed independently — it’s very 
community-based, bottom up,” he said. “There isn’t a 211 in 
every county, so they might be regional-based.”

For county officials who are uncertain about the benefits of 
helping support a 211 center in their community, “there’s ob-
viously a cost savings, because people are getting resources 
before it gets worse,” Pedersen said. “My advice to a county 
would be to make an investment in the community and pool 
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your resources with a local United Way. That creates a level 
of sustainability for both.” If there isn’t a United Way in your 
county, you can contact the nearest one, he noted.

In San Diego, about one-third of the 211 San Diego’s 
annual $13 million budget comes from San Diego County. 
The center also has federal and state contracts, and also 
depends on grants and fundraising to round out its budget, 
Ohanian said.

The center also has a department that helps callers en-
roll in benefits. “We don’t make callers eligible for services, 
but we help them prepare applications,” said Ohanian.

The call center, which is open 24 hours a day, seven days 
a week, features about 140 full-time employees; the center 
offers translation services in up to 200 languages. Volun-
teers are brought in to handle even more calls that come 
in during emergencies such as wildfires. The center also 
hires veterans and former military to help transition active 
military personnel and “all the issues that come with that,” 
Ohanian said. The center also hears from the public via 
email, texting and online chat.

In San Diego, they look for different people with varied 
backgrounds and expertise when hiring. “They need to 
know how social services work,” Ohanian said. New em-
ployees are put through several weeks of training before 
answering calls.

How do people find out about the 211 service? Many 
times, “depending on their situation, the agency they’re 
working with says ‘You know what? We don’t do that here 
but call 211,’” Ohanian said.

What do most people call about? According to United 
Way, across the country, the main issues that most people 
called about in 2018 included:

■■ Housing or utilities assistance
■■ Physical or mental health services
■■ Help finding and obtaining employment
■■ Services to address and prevent homelessness

By calling 211, people might also get information about 
supplemental food and nutrition programs, emergency in-
formation and disaster relief, services for veterans, health 
care, vaccination and health epidemic information, addic-
tion prevention and rehabilitation programs, reentry help for 
ex-offenders or a safe and confidential path out of physical 
or emotional domestic abuse. 

At 211 San Diego, Ohanian said that awareness of 211 
goes way up during disasters.

Pedersen, with 211 United Way Worldwide, said that is 
becoming more of a trend for 211 centers. “We’re seeing 
more and more the use of 211 during and after a disas-
ter,” he said. “911 plays a crisis role of course, but a day or 
two later, people are asking ‘Where is the food drop? What 
about FEMA? Disaster food stamps? The foodbank? The 
cleanup process?’”

Ohanian noted that the 211 center in San Diego is “in a 
unique position to see emergency needs and trends in our 
community.” One of the trends, he said, includes doing as 
much as possible virtually to speed up help to residents. 
“We do telephonic signatures, virtual consent — so a lot of 
that can happen over the phone,” he said.
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2-1-1 RECEIVED MORE THAN

1.9 MILLION
REQUESTS FOR UTILITIES PAYMENT 
ASSISTANCE IN 2018

 2-1-1 RECEIVED MORE THAN

350,000
REQUESTS FOR TRANSPORTATION 
ASSISTANCE, MANY RELATED TO 
MEDICAL APPOINTMENTS, IN 2018.

STEP 3:
When 2-1-1 follows up 
with Matt via text, he 
mentions that he cannot 
take his father to physical 
therapy appointments 
and continue attending 
classes.

STEP 2:
A 2-1-1 specialist helps Matt 
find financial assistance to 
pay their utilities bill, plus 
connects him to an agency
that helps patients navigate 
complicated hospital bills.

STEP 4:
A 2-1-1 specialist 
arranges for his father 
to access free 
transportation to and 
from his appointments, 
so Matt can focus on 
attending class. 

Matt finishes his semester’s coursework, and his father is back on his feet. 
Help people like Matt achieve financial stability by supporting 2-1-1’s 
employment assistance efforts and other services.
www.211.org

STEP 1:
Matt’s father injured his back 
and is unable to work. 
Concerned about paying 
hospital and utilities bills, Matt 
is advised to call 2-1-1 for help.

2-1-1 IS AVAILABLE TO 94%
OF THE U.S. POPULATION, 

24/7/365

HOW DOES 2-1-1 WORK?
2-1-1 is a free and confidential service in that helps people find the local resources 
they need 24/7.

MEET MATT:
Matt is a community 
college student living 

at home.  THIS IS
MATT’S
JOURNEY

© 2019 United Way Worldwide  |  COMM-0119

The center also follows up on 
high-risk clients and keeps their 
information, with their permission, 
so the center can monitor them to 
see how they’re doing. “When we 
make referrals to agencies, they 
can report back to let us know if 
they have been served,” he said. 

The community information ex-
change makes the service “more 
person-centered,” he said, so that 
the center can better coordinate 
service delivery among agencies. 
“There’s a central record so we’re 
not duplicating efforts,” he said. 
About 50 non-profits are sharing 
about 65,000 client records.

Russ Jensen, director of 311 for 
the City of Knoxville, had worked 
with 211 services in the past, 
when he created the second 211 
service in the country back in the 
late 90s. Now, he and his staff jug-
gle both 311 and 211 calls under 
the same roof.

“It is ridiculously cost effective,” 
he said. “All of the 311 employees 
are cross-trained [on both 211 
and 311 calls]. Our cost per call 
on a 211 call is in the $3.50 per 
call range. Most call centers are 
three and four times that.”

The center has access to about 
1,500 different agencies, most of 
which are non-profits. “And that’s 
where most calls are sent,” he 
said. 

Getting the word out about 211 
is important, Jensen said. One way 
they’re doing that? Hosting a legis-
lative breakfast with their health-
care partners for county and state 
officials to kick off a yearlong infor-
mation rollout about 211. 

“We’re saying, ‘Here’s 211, here 
are the benefits,” he said. “People 
need to be using it.’” 
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HOW 211 WORKS IN DISASTERS
211 can play a major role in communicating with the com-

munity during disasters. From hurricanes in North Carolina, 
to flooding in Iowa, to active shooter response in Clark Coun-
ty, Nevada, 211 has been a critical tool in providing life-sav-
ing information to those in need.  

Counties across the nation have used 211 to update citi-
zens on road closures, evacuation information, shelter loca-
tions and post-disaster cleanup. Key lessons learned from 
these experiences include:

■■ Create a central repository for resource information

■■ Develop a method for capturing and sharing real-time  
 information

■■ Develop protocols for volunteers

■■ Create generic disaster records (e.g. hurricane, fire, flood)

■■ Develop back-up agreement

■■ Develop overview of center to share with a back-up center 

■■ Host regular partner meetings focused on disaster   
 preparation and to practice community response 

■■ Establish communication methods with local officials  
 and media to ensure accurate representation of   
 211 and what information 211 has available 

In 2018, 211 specialists connected over 285,000 veterans with help related 
to medical care, food assistance, housing expenses, utilities payment assis-
tance, education, employment resources, childcare, crisis support and more.

More than 200,000 connections 
for people impacted by disasters 
and mass shootings in 2018.

HOW 211 WORKS FOR THE MILITARY COMMUNITY
In many communities, there is no sin-

gle agency addressing veterans’ needs 
holistically.  Many veterans slip through 
the cracks while trying to navigate a 

complex system of agencies, orga-
nizations, and government services 
ad-hoc.

211 provides an efficient model 

that brings together diverse community 
organizations to provide coordinated, 
ongoing, individual services to veter-
ans 24/7. 211 provides veterans with 
easy access to people whose mission 
it is to say “yes” and provide access 
to numerous housing, employment, 
health, education, transportation, crisis 
support and other services.  

Many 211s even have veteran peer 
navigators specially trained in services 
and resources for veterans, or offer 
veteran-specific hotlines. More informa-
tion is available at www.unitedway.org/
mission-united.

Source: Data produced by UWW and AIRS: June 2018. 
*Coverage is calculated by U.S. Census data.

PERCENT OF POPULATION COVERED BY 211 IN EACH STATE

100%

81% - 90%

61% - 80%

41% - 60%

21% - 40%

Less than 20%
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[211 IMPACT INFOGRAPHIC]211 IMPACT

yes no

DO YOU HAVE A 211 IN YOUR COUNTY?
(go to: www.211.org)

Contact your local 211

Meet with them and learn about 
your local 211’s services, 
programs and role in your 

community

Know that many 211’s are in 
various stages of development, 
but with the right partnerships, 

anything is possible

What goals and objectives does 
your county have that align with 
“Connecting the Unconnected,” 
and how you can leverage your 
211 in connecting residents to 

services?

Start with a small project, 
create a team of learning and 
use this toolkit for ideas and 

ways to create what is best for 
your community

Contact United Way in your 
community, if you need help 

contact United Way Worldwide 
at www.uww.org

Identify and contact an informa-
tion and referral organization or 
community collaborative – your 

local community resource 
librarian

What goals and objectives does 
your county have that align with 
“Connecting the Unconnected,” 
and how you can leverage your 
211 in connecting residents to 

services?

Start with a small project, 
create a team of learning and 
use this toolkit for ideas and 

ways to create what is best for 
your community

There is increasing demand from health partners and agencies to better coordinate services related 
to social determinants of health. Your local collaborative can be a great resource for those partners.

Lorem ipsum

WHAT DO I DO NEXT?

211: The 211 service is available 
throughout the United States by 
phone, text and web. A toll-free call to 
211 connects people to a community 
resource specialist who can help 
find services and resources that are 
available locally that can improve and 
save lives. 211.org

211counts.org: Click on any 
states in green and you can see what 
their call volume looks like and what 
their top calls are about.

Alliance of Information & 
Referral Systems: The 
accreditation agency for 211s and 
professional membership association 
for Community Information and 
Referral as well as Information 
and Referral/Assistance providers. 
Membership consists of individuals, 
agencies, community organizations, 
governmental departments and others 
who help connect people to services 
they require. AIRS.org

American Telemedicine 
Association: The American 
Telemedicine Association, established 
in 1993, is a non-profit organization 
with a goal to promote access to 
medical care for consumers and health 
professionals via telecommunications 
technology. https://www.
americantelemed.org/

Health coverage for 
homeless and at-risk youth: 
This demographic is likely to be eligible 
for health care coverage under the 
Affordable Care Act (ACA). The ACA 
vastly simplifies and expands access 
to affordable health care, including 
for low income and homeless youths 
and allows states to expand eligibility 
for Medicaid, a health care program 

for low-income individuals. Find local 
help by ZIP code: https://localhelp.
healthcare.gov/#/

Center for Connected Health 
Policy: CCHP keeps abreast of 
telehealth-related laws, regulations 
and Medicaid programs. https://www.
cchpca.org/

Nutrition.gov: Find information 
here on the USDA’s Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).

United Way: About 50 percent of 
211 call centers are internal to United 
Way and 75 percent of 211 centers 
receive funding from United Way. 
https://www.unitedway.org/

Mr. Joshua Pedersen
211 Director Network Operations & 
Performance, United Way Worldwide
joshua.pedersen@uww.unitedway.org
703.836.7110 x226

Mr. John Ohanian
President & CEO, 211 San Diego
johanian@211sandiego.org
619.708.8227
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