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COVID-19 Hits Saskatchewan
On March 12th, 2020, Saskatchewan witnessed the province’s first case of COVID-19 and everything changed. Following public health
orders, businesses closed, individuals started to convert to working from home, and in-class education moved online. For fear of the
unknown, people were encouraged to limit their contact with others, and human and social services pivoted to serve their clients
according to the new safety precautions. The province declared a state of emergency six days later on March 18th.
Navigating the ever-changing restrictions had many in Saskatchewan feeling isolated and facing challenges they had never encountered
before. This global pandemic caused stress on personal finances and mental health. Being forced to distance and isolate from others
limited the options for access to in-person support networks.
The need for access to programs and services significantly increased. Individuals and families who did not need support before COVID
didn’t know how to connect or where to turn for help. 211 Saskatchewan was the solution. The 211 team quickly adapted to ensure the
service was able to meet these new and emerging needs. 211 stepped up to connecting people to the information and supports they
were seeking.

211’s Response
The spread of COVID-19 affected the public and service providers across the province. The 211 team quickly took action to develop
a response strategy.

OUR STRATEGY IS:
1

2

3

SET UP OUR
RESOURCE TEAM
TO WORK FROM
HOME TO ENSURE
CONTINUOUS
UPDATES TO
RECORDS

WORK WITH
SERVICE PARTNERS
TO ENSURE THE
ANTICIPATED SURGE
IN CONTACTS CAN
BE MANAGED

ADAPT
COMMUNICATIONS
AND WORK WITH
PARTNERS TO
ENSURE PEOPLE IN
SASKATCHEWAN
KNOW WHERE TO
CALL FOR HELP

1

1

4

FORM NEW
PARTNERSHIPS AND
ENHANCE EXISTING
PARTNERSHIPS

5

LOOK AHEAD
AND PREPARE FOR
WHAT IS TO COME

SETTING UP 211 SASKATCHEWAN TO WORK FROM HOME
Recognizing the need to adapt, the team made the transition to working from home. This pivot required an update
to existing technology to be able to access systems from home. Through this change the team was able to continue
to provide the most up to date information to the public without interruption. There were no negative effects on the
211 service.
211 staff was supported through this transition and able to carry out their duties. Regular verification work of
program records rapidly shifted to concentrate on updating program closures, service interruptions, and changing
records to reflect how support services were operating differently in response to the pandemic.

PUBLIC COMMUNICATION
In response to COVID-19, it was crucial that 211 provided people with up to date information. The 211 Saskatchewan
team took action in updating program records to reflect changes in available services and service interruptions and
closures. As always, 211 was available to help navigate services through phone, text, and web chat or for independent
search online. Service providers were encouraged to update us on changes so we could provide accurate information
to callers. 211 worked with partners to ensure the public knew the right place to call, depending on the help they
were seeking. The team connected with community partners to keep updated on what was happening with service
changes locally. These connections included, but were not limited to, the Regina Community Well-being table,
the Saskatoon Inter-agency Response to COVID-19 (through regular e-mails with service updates), social media
connections, and information coming through our Community Navigators.
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Increased Need = Increased Support
CONTACT VOLUME*

WEB TRAFFIC

2020 compared
to the previous year

2020 compared
to the previous year

MONTH

2019

2020

% CHANGE

MARCH

131

465

APRIL

106

MAY

% INCREASE

MONTH

2019

2020

% CHANGE

+255%

MARCH

11,926

16,835

+41%

322

+204%

APRIL

13,972

10,399**

-26%**

120

249

+108%

MAY

15,247

10,167**

-33%**

JUNE

136

224

+65%

JUNE

15,814

15,988

+1%

JULY

111

250

+125%

JULY

15,899

17,895

+13%

AUGUST

135

216

+60%

AUGUST

17,480

20,292

+16%

SEPTEMBER

141

206

+46%

SEPTEMBER

16,269

21,703

+33%

OCTOBER

140

217

+55%

OCTOBER

15,930

23,081

+45%

NOVEMBER

165

225

+36%

NOVEMBER

14,772

23,817

+61%

DECEMBER

141

340

+141%

DECEMBER

13,099

22,947

+76%

+105%

*Contact volume includes calls, e-mails, web chats, and texts.

% INCREASE

+23%

**Issues with our SSL certificate prevented many users from
accessing our website during these months

TOTAL CONTACT VOLUME OVER TIME
CONTACT NUMBERS

WEBSITE USAGE
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OPPORTUNITY FOR 211 ENHANCEMENT
The surge in usage created an opportunity to enhance 211’s services. An anonymous donor, who saw the need for 211 services
increase through COVID provided funding to enhance the website. This update will provide a modern and more functional website,
including additional data analytics and search engine optimization.
Employment and Social Development Canada provided funding to the national 211 network. This funding, administered by United
Way Centraide Canada, allowed 211 Saskatchewan to enhance technology allowing the 211 team to transition to work from home,
dedicate staff capacity towards making COVID-19-related updates reflecting closures and service changes, work on partnership
development, and improve the website’s functionality.

WHAT COMMUNITY NAVIGATORS HEARD FROM CALLERS
During the first six months of the pandemic, 211 saw a 90% increase in contacts
compared to the previous six months. Mental health and substance use were the top
reasons for contacts before COVID, while in the six months post-COVID, health care was
on top.
People were new to looking for support: An increasing number of people found
themselves in need of services. Many of these people had never reached out for help
from human or social services in the past. As a result, many did not know where to start.
As organizational changes were occurring due to shut downs, people were having
difficulty finding correct and up to date information. People were looking for clarity and
direction to where they could find the resources they needed.
Emotions were high: Callers were feeling stress and uncertainty. Community
Navigators reported that emotions were much higher than usual. People were frustrated
looking for information, inquiring about services that were still open.
Basic needs: Requests for income support increased by over 90%. Job losses due to
shutdowns, and financial stress were prevalent amongst callers. Regarding the basics, food security was a concern. There were nearly
30% more requests addressing food related needs. Shelter and housing needs were growing. Social distancing created challenges for
service providers.
Addressing confusion: With rapidly changing information for public health and safety measures, confusion was common. New
programs available to support people through the pandemic were introduced, and many people did not know if they were eligible, or
how to access those programs.
211 remains dedicated to keeping records updated to reflect changes to services ensuring Community Navigators have the most up to
date information to provide to callers.
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What happens when you call

Thank you for calling
211 Saskatchewan.
How can I help you?

NEEDS
ASSESSMENT

CONFIRM NEXT STEPS
ARE UNDERSTOOD

INFORMATION
AND ASSISTANCE

FOLLOW-UP, WHEN
APPROPRIATE AND ACCEPTED

PROVIDE
REFERRALS

FOLLOW-UP OCCURS
IF ACCEPTED

5

DOCUMENTATION
OF CONTACT FOR
SOCIAL REPORTING

IF DEEMED APPROPRIATE,
FOLLOW-UP OFFERED

211 Supports
211 SASKATCHEWAN SUPPORTS OUR PROVINCE BY:
Connecting with agencies to confirm services available and hours of operation
Providing specific information about a program, such as eligibility to ensure a service is appropriate for the caller
Providing 211 services over the phone in over 175 languages, including 17 Indigenous languages
When appropriate and accepted, providing follow-up to ensure the caller’s needs were met
Working with the caller to identify other solutions and support where services don’t exist
Ensuring program records are up to date reflecting closures and changes in services
Participating in community networks
Working with partners to ensure appropriate communication and complementing approaches
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Needs

TOP 5 NEEDS
March 1st to December 31st, 2020 compared to
the same needs for the same period in 2019

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

NEED IDENTIFIED

HEALTH

% OF CONTACT
VOLUME

2020

40%
470%

including COVID-19 information, health clinics,
assessment and referral, patient/family support

MENTAL HEALTH
AND SUBSTANCE USE

% INCREASE
OVER 2019

21%

44%

including counselling, care facilities, self-harm,
addiction services

BASIC NEEDS

16%

35%

including food, material goods, shelter, utilities

INCOME SUPPORT
AND EMPLOYMENT

12%
94%

including financial assistance

ORGANIZATION/COMMUNITY

6%

82%

including federal, provincial, municipal,
rural programs, information, public services
The top five needs in 2019 were: 1) Mental Health and Substance Use, 2) Basic Needs, 3) Health, 4) Income Support and Employment,
5) Organization/Community.
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Communication
With rapidly changing messages, information, restrictions, and recommendations, communication was critical.
This, coupled with confusion around where to call for what information demonstrated the importance for 211
to deliver a clear message on how the service could help.
Our traditional means of in-person communication to deliver our message was no longer available. The 211
team adapted to delivering online presentations and information and finding new ways to raise awareness
of 211. We utilized digital platforms to reach service providers and partners and existing relationships to
distribute information to individuals in communities.

Help Starts Here
MORE INFORMATION

www.211ontario.ca

CONNECTING WITH PARTNERS
211 worked with partners to create clearer messaging about which service to call for specific needs, such as the
811 HealthLine or other services and information provided by the Saskatchewan Health Authority.
Utilizing existing relationships, the team reached out to partners in communities across the province to help
communicate that 211 was available to support them. Activities included posting 211 posters in businesses,
including 211 handbills in grocery deliveries, and asking service providers to recommend their clients to use 211.
Partners were also asked to communicate the message through their own channels.
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RESOURCES DISTRIBUTED

Twitter post from STOPS to Violence

To raise awareness, handbills and wallet cards were distributed across the
province. This included distribution at pharmacies, by police officers, and
included in grocery deliveries. These materials were also made readily available
to service providers for their clients.

Twitter post from United Way Centraide Canada

Front of 211 Saskatchewan Wallet Card
Twitter post from Prime Minister Justin Trudeau

Twitter post from 211 Saskatchewan

Back of 211 Saskatchewan Wallet Card

CONNECT WITH 211 ON SOCIAL MEDIA

@211sask
Twitter post from United Way Regina
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@211sask

@211sask
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SOCIAL MEDIA MESSAGING
Through the 211 social media channels (Facebook, Twitter and Instagram), posts were created to inform the public about the types
of services and resources people can connect with through 211. Below are examples of the messaging and creative.

The most pressing needs as reported by the Community Navigators were used to develop the key messaging. They were basic
needs, such as food and shelter, mental health supports, feeling overwhelmed, and access to health information.

Twitter post from the Saskatchewan Health Authority
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New and Enhanced
Partnerships
MINISTRIES OF JUSTICE AND ATTORNEY GENERAL
AND CORRECTIONS, POLICING, AND PUBLIC SAFETY
The Government of Saskatchewan introduced a new public awareness campaign to address interpersonal violence and
abuse. As part of the campaign, the Government collaborated with United Way and 211 Saskatchewan to upgrade
the 211 web content on interpersonal violence and abuse. This content will continue to be updated as part of the
Government’s investment of $400,000. The site can be found at www.facetheissue.ca.

SASKATCHEWAN HEALTH AUTHORITY
The Saskatchewan Health Authority and 211 Saskatchewan enhanced communication between the two
organizations to align messaging and awareness of services offered. In addition to collaborative communication,
211 Saskatchewan provided information on service offerings to Saskatchewan Health Authority frontline workers.
This education ensured referral to the appropriate resource.

The Saskatchewan RCMP’s partnership with 211 SK was developed to help
victims of intimate partner violence who often struggle in silence. Our hope is
that these victims will reach out and break their silence. Adding the valuable
service provided by 211 SK to the RCMP business card will not only allow these
victims to build a connection with an RCMP officer, but we will be connecting
them to the community-based services they need through 211 SK, when they
need them. Every RCMP business card handed out, no matter the reason, will be
an opportunity to help those who are struggling or in crisis.”
– CST. JOELLE NIEMAN, RELATIONSHIP VIOLENCE COORDINATOR

SASKATCHEWAN RCMP
The Saskatchewan RCMP received funding through the RCMP’s Family Violence Initiative Fund to complete a divisionwide general duty business card re-print. The new business cards include the RCMP contact information on the front and
211 Saskatchewan information on the back, in English and French.
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For someone experiencing violence, the path to support is often not clear – this can discourage people from seeking assistance.
Front line RCMP officers will use the business cards to inform clients of 211 Saskatchewan and provide them with an avenue of outreach
when a social issue is beyond the RCMP’s scope or ability to help. 211 Saskatchewan will be an avenue to help empower victims to
reach out for help and feel confident knowing they can access the services they need immediately and within their community.
A video of Inspector Tammy Patterson explaining the partnership between the Saskatchewan RCMP and 211 Saskatchewan can be
viewed here.

Front of RCMP Business Card

Back of RCMP Business Card

12

211 SASKATCHEWAN | COVID-19 UPDATE

211 Makes
a Difference:
REAL CALLER STORIES
A young woman seeking emotional support for her anxiety, heightened due to the pandemic, connected
with 211. Her work situation was unstable due to COVID-19 related restrictions, and she was feeling
worried about making ends meet. Her stress was being compounded by feeling isolated and anxious
about the pandemic.
The Community Navigator explored the woman’s need for food and shelter, but the caller indicated she
was okay at the time. To assist with her anxiety, the caller was referred to an online and over the phone
mental health and substance use support that she could access from the safety of her home. The woman
was told that if she ever needed anything in the future, she can connect with 211 again.

A caller connected with 211 looking for supports for their elderly parent. Their parent is high-risk with
COVID-19 because of their age and pre-existing health conditions. As such, the parent needed delivered
meals and rent assistance.
The caller was referred to local food security organizations that were offering free delivery of food hampers
for immune compromised people. They were also referred to a provincial COVID-19 Response Program for
rent assistance.

A child was sent home from school with a sore throat. Unsure of the process to take, the young boy’s
mother called 211.
After listening to the mother’s situation, the Community Navigator informed the mother about where
to find information on the COVID protocols in Saskatchewan and referred her to a drive-through testing
site. 211 also informed her of the 811 HealthLine for further assessment.
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Looking ahead
During the second wave of COVID-19 in Saskatchewan, we know demand will continue to be high.

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

HEALTH

MENTAL
HEALTH

FOOD

SHELTER/
HOUSING

INCOME
SUPPORT

BASED ON OVERALL NEEDS AND THE SITUATION IN SASKATCHEWAN, 211 IS
ANTICIPATING ADDITIONAL NEEDS FOR:

INTERPERSONAL VIOLENCE
AND ABUSE

ADDICTIONS

The Saskatchewan Domestic Violence Death Review Report (Government of Saskatchewan, 2018) stated that
Saskatchewan has the highest rate of police-reported interpersonal and domestic violence of all provinces and
across all relationships. With the added stress of isolation, financial pressure, and lack of access to informal
networks such as family and friends, interpersonal violence and abuse remains an issue in our province.
There has been an epidemic within the pandemic in the province – drug overdoses have been rampant. The
Saskatchewan Coroners Service reports that the number of overdose deaths in Saskatchewan in 2020 is the highest
on record to date.
211 is here to respond to people’s needs. Data is collected, recorded, and analyzed. The data is used to inform and
identify trends.
The pandemic has been taxing on everyone and 211 can help.
211 will continue to partner with service providers in the province to ensure effective and responsive service.
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Meet the Team

KRISTIN NELSON
Director

ALISON JESTADT
Manager of
Resources,
Publications and
Quality Assurance

TAMMY HICKS
Resource Specialist

JOYLYN SRIPATHI
Resource Specialist

Thank You
Thank you to partners and donors of United Way Regina and United Way of Saskatoon and Area.
Supporting your local United Way is helping to connect individuals and families to local programs across the
province.
With continued support and generosity, 211 can continue to evolve with the growing needs in our
communities.
Thank you to the Community Initiatives Fund for supporting 211 Saskatchewan. This funding allowed 211
Saskatchewan to expand services to include province-wide phone, text, web chat, and e-mail options – all
available 24/7 to better meet the connection needs of individuals and families across Saskatchewan.
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For more information, visit sk.211.ca.

