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Executive Summary 
 
In August and September 2011, health and human service organizations in Oregon and SW Washington 
were invited to participate in focus groups and an online survey designed to gather information about 
how front-line staff access resources  and  services  to  meet  their  clients’  needs. The project was 
sponsored by a broad spectrum of nonprofit and government agencies interested in developing tools to 
better support the efforts of front-line staff to connect their clients to critical resources. 
 
Eighteen staff participated in a series of four focus groups, and 193 staff responded to a follow-up 
survey. The respondents included case workers, outreach workers, receptionists, information and 
referral specialists, health clinic staff, and managers from a wide range of organizations. Their input 
provides valuable insights into how staff access information, the barriers they face, and the tools and 
systems changes that would enable  them  to  more  effectively  address  their  clients’  diverse  needs. 
 
How do front-line staff access information about available resources? The focus group participants and 
survey respondents rely on a variety of different tools to access information about the services and 
resources  available  to  meet  their  clients’  needs.  The  most  common  tools  include: 

 Networking and information-sharing with colleagues within their agency and with staff from 
other agencies; 

 Databases and resource binders developed in-house or compiled from other  organizations’ 
printed information sheets and brochures;  

 Google searches and searches of other  organizations’  websites; 
 Web-based  resource  guides  such  as  211’s  website,  Resources  Galore,  and  the  Coalition  of  

Community Health Clinics website; 
 Printed  resource  guides  such  as  the  Rose  City  Resource  Guide  and  211’s  resource  book. 

 
What barriers do front-line staff face in getting information and connecting clients to resources? 
Respondents face multiple barriers that make it difficult to effectively connect their clients to resources. 
These include: 

 Lack  of  resources  to  meet  clients’  needs; 
 Inadequate staff time to provide clients with the level of attention they need; 
 Lack of real-time information on available resources; 
 Lack of communication and coordination among service agencies; 
 Available information and referral resources are difficult to use and/or not always accurate (i.e 

lack of real-time information and a difficult to use search engine.)  
 
What strategies and tools would support staff’s  efforts  to  connect  clients  to  resources? Respondents 
identified a number of tools that would enable them to more effectively keep track of available 
resources and assist their clients in accessing those resources. The most popular ideas were: 

 One-page, topic-specific information sheets about local health and human services resources, 
available online and printable; 

 An online tool that allows users to create customized, printable, easy-to-read information sheets 
about resources, highlighting just the information the user needs; 

 An online health and human services database that allows service providers to edit and update 
their  agencies’  service  listings  directly,  in  real  time; 

 A small, printed resource directory updated quarterly or annually; 
 Easy to use online translation tools that enable users to translate information and referral 

materials into multiple languages. 
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Introduction 
Now more than ever before, the clients served by health and human service organizations have complex 
needs that span across multiple service areas. In August 2011, 211info and a broad spectrum of partners 
sponsored a series of focus groups to better understand how the front-line staff of health and human 
service organizations access information and connect their clients to resources. The focus groups were 
followed in September 2011 by an online survey that aimed to gather broader input on the ideas that 
emerged as priorities from the focus group discussions. 
 
The focus group and survey questions were designed to illuminate how staff find out about what 
community resources exist to  meet  clients’  complex  needs,  what  tools  they  have  available  to  them  for  
accessing this information, what barriers they face, and what additional tools or strategies would 
support their efforts to access information and connect clients to resources.   
 
The project was sponsored by nonprofit and government organizations interested in supporting and 
strengthening the work of health and human service organizations. They include 211info, the Coalition 
of Community Health Clinics, the  Portland  Housing  Bureau,  Multnomah  County’s  Department of County 
Human Services, Cash Oregon, NPower Northwest, the Portland Office of Emergency Management, 
Street Roots and the United Way of the Columbia-Willamette. 
 
 

Summary of Focus Group Findings 
The focus groups were designed and facilitated by an outside consultant. They included eight open-
ended questions along with a written questionnaire. Participants were also asked to respond to a brief 
online survey when they signed up to participate. A list of the focus group and survey questions is 
included in the appendix. 
 
Profile of focus group participants 

Invitations to participate in the focus groups were sent out by e-mail to hundreds of health and human 
service organizations  from  the  sponsoring  organizations’  mailing  lists.  Thirty-four people expressed 
interest in participating in a focus group, and 18 ultimately participated in one of four focus groups. A 
list of focus group participants is included in the appendix.  
 
The focus group participants represent 15 organizations working on a range of issues. Sixteen of the 
participants work in Multnomah County, one works in Salem, and one works in Clark County. Eight of 
the organizations provide primarily health-care related services, three are culturally-specific service 
providers, three serve homeless clients, and two focus on domestic violence services. 
 
The focus group participants play a variety of roles within their organizations. Seven identified 
“information and referral” as their primary role (though all participants are engaged in information and 
referral in some capacity), two are receptionists, two are case managers or social workers, three are 
outreach workers, and five are managers (including executive directors, program directors and assistant 
managers). 
 
Most of the participants work with clients primarily in an office or clinic setting, either communicating 
with clients in person or on the phone, while three work with clients out in the field. Regardless of their 
organizations’  specific  area  of  work,  almost  all  of  the  participants  work  to  provide  clients  with  
information about a wide variety of services and resources to meet their needs. 
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Participants ranged from newcomers to the field (three had worked in their current field in Multnomah 
County for less than one year) to long-timers (two had worked six to ten years and three had worked for 
more than ten years.)  
 
How do front-line staff access information about available resources? 

Focus group participants use a variety of tools and strategies to access information about available 
resources. In the pre-survey,  participants  were  asked,  “In the context of your job, which of the following 
tools do you use on a regular basis to find information for clients?”  Responses were as follows: 

 Rolodex: 0% 
 Rose City Resource Guide: 33% 
 Flyers or bulletin boards: 44% 
 Phone: 50% 
 Internet: 94% 
 E-mail: 39% 
 Facebook or other social networking sites: 11% 
 Blogs: 0% 
 Cell phone applications: 17% 

 
The focus group discussions provided additional insights. The tools that participants use most commonly 
for identifying potential resources for clients include: 

 Internal organizational databases with customized resource lists developed in-house or 
compiled from  other  organizations’  lists    

 Resource binders that staff have made for themselves by compiling resource lists and brochures 
distributed in hard copy from other agencies and printed from websites 

 Topic-specific resource lists created and distributed by other agencies  
 Coalition of Community Health Clinics website 
 Resources Galore 
 211 website and resource guide (some also call the 211 hotline, but more commonly they refer 

clients to call the hotline directly) 
 Rose City Resource Guide  
 Issue-specific hotlines  such  as  Portland  Women’s  Crisis  Line 
 Personal networks and relationships 
 Suggestions from colleagues  
 Referring  to  other  organizations’  websites  for  information  about  their  services 
 Google 
 Information compiled from clients themselves based on their experiences with trying to access 

services 
 
How do front-line staff connect clients to resources? 

Once front-line staff have  identified  information  about  resources  or  services  to  meet  a  client’s  needs, 
most of the focus group participants provide the information directly to the client. At that point, it is up 
to the client to follow up on the information in order to access the services. For this reason, many 
respondents rely on printed information that they can hand out to clients. This includes one-page 
information sheets created in-house or by other agencies, as well as information printed from websites. 
Many respondents identified the Rose City Resource Guide as a useful tool for handing out to clients 
because it is pocket-sized and includes information on a wide range of services. However, some noted 
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that it can be overwhelming in its comprehensiveness and that for clients just looking for one type of 
resource, a one-page, issue-specific resource sheet may be preferable. 
 
Many participants acknowledged the limitation of just providing clients with phone numbers and 
information and expecting them to follow up. As  one  put  it,  “We  give  them  the  information,  and  what  
they  do  with  it  is  up  to  them.”  Many  clients  do  not  have  the  skills necessary to engage in the level of 
follow up or advocacy necessary to get their needs met. To address this challenge, some participants try 
to do as much as they can to assist the clients by making phone calls to other agencies on clients’ behalf, 
trying to secure commitments from other agencies to provide clients with services, and giving clients 
detailed information about what to expect. However, many front-line staff do not have the time to 
provide this level of attention, or it is not within their job purview or expertise. Many participants said 
that the lack of time and resources to provide all clients with the level of attention that they need is a 
key barrier. 
 
What challenges do staff face in getting information and connecting clients to 
resources? 

Focus group participants identified a range of challenges that they face in identifying information about 
resources and connecting clients to appropriate services. Key themes included:  
 Lack  of  resources  and  services  to  meet  clients’  needs. Clients have a wide range of needs, and staff 

are often unable to assist clients in accessing services to meet all of their needs because appropriate 
resources do not exist. Almost all respondents agreed that lack of resources is the biggest challenge 
they face. Many  noted  that  the  challenge  has  increased  during  the  recession:  “The  need  is  greater  
than  ever  before.” 

 Too much information to track. There are so many different services and resources to track, it is 
hard for staff to maintain the level of knowledge necessary  to  be  able  to  respond  to  clients’  requests  
for  information.  As  one  participant  put  it,  “There’s  just so much information!” 

 Lack of real-time information on resource availability: It is difficult (and sometimes impossible) to 
get up-to-date, real-time information on what resources are actually available. The lack of real-time 
information on resource availability means that front-line  staff  often  “end up just giving information 
without knowing  if  it  will  do  any  good.” As a result, clients  “get  bumped  around a lot.”  

 Issue silos: Organizations  operate  in  silos  and  often  don’t  have  adequate  information  about  other  
organizations and issue areas. When staff do not have direct knowledge of the programs or 
organizations to which they are making referrals, it is hard to have confidence in the referral. 
Relationship-building is an important tool in overcoming this problem, but staff rarely have the time 
to do the kind of networking that would be necessary to truly break down the barriers. 

 Difficulty  making  “warm”  referrals: Staff often do not have enough information about available 
resources or adequate relationships to enable them to connect clients to the right person within the 
right  agency.    As  a  result,  they  frequently  rely  on  “cold”  rather  than  “warm”  referrals, which means 
that  clients  are  often  sent  to  agencies  that  can’t  actually  help  them  while  the  agencies  are  often 
deluged with clients who are not appropriate for their services. 

 Complex eligibility requirements: Clients have to qualify for every program separately, which makes 
it hard to track which resources may be appropriate for a client, and creates a lot of work for the 
clients. The system is not client-centered enough. 

 
Challenges specifically related to 211 
Focus group participants identified a number of challenges specifically related to 211: 
 211’s  website  is  not  easily  searchable,  making  it  hard  to  find  resources  quickly  or  in  some  cases  at  

all.  
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 The 211 taxonomy is not intuitive, and it is hard for general users (service providers or clients) to 
effectively use it to search for specific resources. 

 211’s  call  center  sometimes  refers  clients  to  organizations  when  those  organizations  are  unable  to  
serve them. As one respondent put it, “we  get  dumped  with  a  lot  of  issues  that  really  aren’t  our  
focus,  and  that’s  frustrating.” 

 211’s information is not always current. If  users  don’t  have  full  confidence  that  the  information  is  
valid and up-to-date,  then  they  won’t  use  the  tool. 

 211’s  database doesn’t  always  include  enough information on the services an organization provides, 
including eligibility criteria for each program, current availability, etc. 

 211  often  relies  on  a  single  contact  person  within  an  agency  to  update  that  agency’s  information,  
but in large agencies with multiple programs, a single contact rarely knows enough about each 
program to provide effective information. 

 When  211  staff  enter  information  about  an  organization  into  211’s  database,  they  sometimes  use  
language  that  is  not  consistent  with  the  organization’s  language  and  that  can  be misleading or 
inappropriate. 

 Many focus group participants did not know about all the features of 211 that currently exist, and 
some participants seemed to have an inaccurate understanding of 211 services and operations. 

 
Challenges that clients experience 
Focus group participants also identified challenges that clients experience when trying to access 
information about resources: 

 Clients are often referred to agencies inappropriately, which is frustrating for the clients and the 
agencies. 

 Clients who do not speak or read English have difficulty accessing information about services 
because the primary resources are in English. Some resources are available in Spanish, but there 
are few resources for speakers of other languages. 

 Clients struggle to use web-based application forms that are required for some programs (such 
as Healthy Kids) as well as web-based information and referral resources, because they are 
difficult to use and clients are not always internet savvy or may not know the appropriate 
“lingo”  to  use  in  search  tools. 

 Service  providers  often  don’t  answer  clients’ calls. 
 The  Rose  City  Resource  Guide  is  less  available  than  it  used  to  be,  so  some  organizations  don’t  

have enough to hand out to clients. 
 
What strategies would help to address those challenges? 

Focus group participants shared various ideas for strategies that would help to address the challenges 
that they face in identifying information and connecting clients to resources. Key themes included: 

 Real-time information on service availability: Provide up-to-date information on what 
resources are actually available on a daily basis. This could be in the form of an online list or 
daily e-mail that is modified in real time. Key priorities for real-time information include utilities, 
rent assistance, shelters, transitional housing, and pet resources. (Real-time information on 
service availability was the strategy identified most frequently across all of the focus groups.) 

 Develop strategies to increase meaningful referrals: Use networking and information sharing to 
enable staff to provide more meaningful referrals rather than just passing clients off to an 
agency without knowing if they will actually get served. When staff are able to learn about an 
organization directly from that organization’s  staff,  they  can  provide  more  appropriate  referrals  
and can help to prepare the client for the experience. 
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 Provide web-based resources that can be printed: Provide web-based information tools that 
can be printed out into one-page handouts or customized information sheets for clients. This 
would combine the benefits of electronic information – easily updated, low-cost, widely 
accessible – with the ability to provide clients with a hard copy handout. 

 Streamline access to services through systems alignment: Coordinate eligibility criteria and 
documentation so that clients who qualify for one program automatically qualify for other 
programs and can be accepted into those programs without additional paperwork. This could 
include a central database where providers from different agencies can share their eligibility 
information, application forms, and information on resource availability. Similarly, co-location of 
services can help to overcome silos and create a more client-centered delivery system. 

 Better information: Provide better, more searchable tools that staff can use to identify potential 
services for clients with detailed and realistic information about what services are really offered, 
eligibility criteria, actual resource availability, etc. 

 Online bulletin boards: Improve communication within and across agencies by creating an 
online bulletin board that providers can send information to about upcoming events, service 
opportunities, resource availability, etc. It would need to be moderated by an entity such as 211 
to ensure that the information was kept up-to-date. 

 Create a community hub: Develop a wrap-around database that would enable providers to 
directly access resources provided by other partners in the hub. This would enable providers to 
not just provide referrals but to actually secure the necessary resources for their clients in real 
time. 

 Translation services online: Provide tools to enable clients who do not speak English to access 
web-based and written information about services and resources. For example, add a button to 
211’s  website  that  a  user  could  click  to  get  a  translation  of  a  particular  page. 

 Better technology: Make better technology available for service providers who need it. Some 
providers are unable to effectively utilize web-based databases and other information tools 
because of their outdated technology. 

 Service provider exchanges: Promote more communication and cross-fertilization among 
agencies. When staff are able to hear about a program or service directly from the agency that 
provides it, their referrals are improved. One idea: create a  “service  provider  exchange  
program.” 

 Improve referrals by DHS, 211, and other providers: Improve the way that referral agencies 
provide information to clients so that their referrals are more targeted and appropriate. 

 
Suggestions related specifically to 211 
Participants also identified strategies specifically related to 211: 

 Enable providers to directly update their own information on the 211 database. 
 Engage  a  broad  range  of  staff  from  each  agency  in  updating  their  agency’s  information  so  that  

the most relevant staff are the ones providing information on their programs. 
 Provide more detail about each program and service. 
 Create a more user-friendly search tool with more intuitive search features and advanced search 

options to enable users to narrow down the search by increasingly detailed criteria. 
 Provide real-time information on resource availability. 
 Underneath each listing, indicate the date when the information was last updated. 
 Put an application on the 211 website that allows staff and clients to provide immediate 

feedback about their experience using 211. 
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What kinds of tools would be most useful?  

Focus group participants were given a questionnaire with a list of ideas for potential tools that could be 
developed to support their efforts to connect clients to resources. Participants were asked to rate the 
usefulness of each item on the list on a scale of one to four, with the following instructions:  “A score of 
“4”  means  the  tool  would  be  useful  to  you  and you would have the time and capacity to use it. A score 
of  “1”  means  it  would  not  be  a  useful  tool  and/or  you  would  not  have  the time  or  capacity  to  use  it.” 
 
The table below summarizes participants’  ratings  as  well  as  the  comments  on  each  tool  that  emerged  
during the discussion after participants had filled out the questionnaire. 
 

Potential Tools Not useful Neutral Somewhat 
useful Very useful 

Regular (monthly or bi-monthly) in-person meet-ups with 
service providers in other sectors 11% 11% 44% 33% 

Comments: 
 Many participants said that networking with other organizations is a critical tool for learning about other 

programs and building relationships that facilitate better referrals. But many cautioned that they do not have 
time to attend regular networking meetings. Others also pointed out that there are existing forums for 
networking already in place. 

 Not knowing who would be there would make it hard to know whether it was worth going. It could fizzle out 
pretty quickly. 

 Maybe 211 should host an annual or bi-annual networking event instead of monthly meet-ups. 
 Providing online information with e-mail contact information may be a more realistic way to foster networking. 
One-page printed information sheet about local health 
and human services resources (customized to meet your 
needs) 

6% 0% 33% 61% 

Comments: 
 This would be useful to hand out to clients, but it would become out of date very quickly if it was circulated in 

hard copy. 
 It would be ideal to have online information sources that have regularly updated information but where staff can 

print out a customized one-page list to hand to clients with the key information they need. 
 In addition to customized sheets, it would be useful to have topic-specific handouts for key issues – e.g. a 

regularly updated information sheet on each topic that staff could pull off the web and print to hand out to 
clients. 

Small, printed resource directory updated quarterly or 
annually 12% 6% 29% 53% 

Comments: 
 A small printed guide like the Rose City Resource Guide is helpful to hand out to clients because  many  don’t  have  

computer  access,  and  it’s  useful  to  have  a  pocket-sized resource with all the key phone numbers. 
 The Rose City Resource Guide can be overwhelming,  and  because  it  is  so  comprehensive  it  can’t  go  into  a  lot  of  

detail on each issue. Combining it with one-page information sheets on each issue would be good. 
 Needs to be kept up to date, which is difficult for a hard copy resource. 

Monthly printed calendar of health and human service 
events in your area 12% 6% 18% 65% 

Comments: 
 A printed resource becomes out of date too quickly. It is better to have an online calendar that users can print 

out if they want it in hard copy. 
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Potential Tools Not useful Neutral Somewhat 
useful Very useful 

Monthly electronic calendar of health and human service 
events in your area that you could sync to your work 
calendar and/ or e-mail 

0% 17% 28% 56% 

Comments: 
 It should be updated daily; users could then access it and print it on an as-needed basis. 
 This would be a useful way to share information about events like free health screenings. 
 It would be most useful if it was searchable or could be customized to just provide information on issue areas of 

interest. 
 It would be useful to be able to pull a calendar of events related to a specific resource, such as a calendar of AA 

meetings with location information that could be printed for clients. 

Daily or weekly health and human services news e-mail 
update 6% 22% 44% 28% 

Comments: 
 Monthly, not daily or weekly. 
 I already get too many e-mails – “I’m  drowning  in  e-mail.” 

Online news information source that provides a look at 
health and human services 6% 13% 31% 50% 

Comments: 
 Some people thought this would be useful, while others said they are already inundated with information and 

couldn’t  handle  yet  another  thing  to  read. 
 It’s  only  useful  if  it  provides  added  value  to  what’s  already  out  there. 

Online social network that would connect you to other 
service providers 6% 39% 33% 22% 

Comments: 
 Many staff are not allowed to access social networks at work. 
 It would be useful to have access to the information that agencies post on their Facebook sites, but through 

another medium like an online bulletin board or centralized website that organizations can send updates to.  
 In-person networking is more useful. 
 It might be useful to have a listserv that staff could use to send out questions or queries, but not a social 

network. 
Online community website that allows users to provide 
real-time updates on services and reviews of other 
service agencies (like Yelp does for restaurants) 

6% 17% 17% 61% 

Comments: 
 It would be helpful if it included standard, up-to-date information on each provider (which only providers could 

update) plus a place for comments. 
 This could be a good tool for providing real-time information on resource availability. 
 It might be better if the comments were just visible to the agencies themselves. Getting client feedback can be 

useful, but providing a forum for unedited comments could be destructive. People are more likely to comment if 
they  have  negative  things  to  say,  and  many  clients  don’t  have  a  choice  of  which  service  provider  to  use,  so  
providing a forum for negative comments may not be very helpful. 

Online health and human services database that users 
can add to and edit like Wikipedia 0% 6% 56% 38% 

Comments: 
 This would be useful if service providers could use it to update their own information, but not if any user could 

add or update information because it would not be trustworthy. 
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Potential Tools Not useful Neutral Somewhat 
useful Very useful 

 There would be no way of guaranteeing that information would be accurate or updated on a regular basis. 
 It  would  be  good  to  add  this  sort  of  functionality  to  211’s  website  so  that  providers  could  update  their  own  

listings directly in real time. But 211 would need to remind agencies to update their information. 

Mobile phone application that would help you find 
service offerings for your clients 29% 35% 24% 12% 

Comments: 
 Outreach workers said this would be very helpful. Staff who work at desks said it would be easier to use their 

computers. 
 Some clinic staff said doctors would also use this. 
 It could also just be a mobile-friendly  version  of  211’s  website. 
 Some organizations do not allow staff to use cell phones in the office. 
 Some staff do not have work cell phones. 
 It might be useful for clients. However, while a surprising number of clients have cell phones, they do not 

necessarily have smart phones. 
 
 
What features would make electronic tools useful? 

Focus group participants were asked,  “What would prompt you to use a website or mobile phone 
application? What features would an electronic tool need to have for you to use it instead of the tools 
you currently use?”  Key  themes  included: 

 User-friendliness. 
 Searchability, including the ability to search for very specific items and to search by eligibility 

criteria. 
 Ability to print out information in a readable format from the electronic tool to hand out to 

clients.  For  example,  being  able  to  add  information  to  a  “shopping  cart”  to  customize a printed 
list for clients. 

 Detailed information on each service including maps, hours, printable directions. 
 Users would need to have confidence that the information was up to date. Information should 

include the date when it was last updated. 
 Real-time information about what resources are currently available. 
 Some agencies would need better access to technology. 
 Language translation tools so that clients who do not speak English can access the information. 

(Relying on an interpreter to translate written information usually involves a delay; clients 
should be able to access written information over the web in their language.) 

 Audio services that enable clients to click on an icon or picture to have the information read out 
loud,  for  clients  who  can’t  read. 
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Summary of Survey Findings 
In follow-up to the focus groups, a nine-question online survey was sent out by e-mail and over 
Facebook and Twitter to thousands of health and human services staff in Oregon and Southwest 
Washington. A total of 193 respondents completed the survey. 
 
The purpose of the survey was to gather feedback from a larger number of respondents on the ideas 
that were discussed during the focus groups. The survey included questions about the types of services 
and resources respondents typically seek information on for their clients, the tools respondents use to 
gather information on those resources, barriers and challenged faced by both clients and staff in 
accessing  services  and  resources  to  meet  clients’  needs,  and  potential  tools that could support staff in 
connecting clients to resources.  
 
Profile of survey respondents 

The survey respondents work for a range of different types of health and human service organizations. 
In  response  to  the  question,  “What  types  of  services  does  your organization provide? Check all that 
apply”,  the  most  frequent  responses  were: 

 Information and referral: 63% 
 Family services: 41% 
 Housing, shelter, utilities: 39% 
 Homeless services: 37% 
 Education, training, and employment services: 37% 
 Food, clothing, personal goods: 34% 
 Population-specific services (veterans, seniors, etc.): 27% 
 Counseling and mental health services: 25% 
 Financial assistance: 25% 

 
The  respondents  play  a  variety  of  roles  within  their  organizations.  In  response  to  the  question,  “What  is 
your primary role within your organization?”, the most frequent responses were: 

 Management/ administrative: 31% 
 Case manager/ social worker: 30% 
 Information and referral: 10% 
 Outreach worker/ home visitor: 8% 
 Health/mental health/ counselor: 6% 
 Receptionist: 4% 
 Resident services coordinator: 3% 
 Other: 9% (the most frequent responses were program coordinator, trainer/ educator, and 

parent engagement/ family support) 
 
Respondents work with clients in a range of settings.  In  response  to  the  question,  “When  you are 
working to connect clients to resources to meet the needs that your organization is unable to meet 
directly,  what  setting  are  you  usually  in?  Check  all  that  apply”: 

 74%  said  “communicating  with  the  client  over  the  phone”; 
 68%  said  “face  to  face  with  the  client  in  an  office,  service  center  or  clinic”; 
 39%  said  “out  in  the  field”; 
 16%  said  “other”  (the  most  frequent  responses  were  e-mails,  in  clients’  homes,  and  do  not  work  

directly with clients). 
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Clients’  resource needs 

Survey respondents seek to connect their clients to a variety of services and resources that their 
organizations  are  not  able  to  provide  directly.  The  most  common  resources  focus  on  meeting  clients’  
basic needs for housing, food, clothing, and health care. In  response  to  the  question,  “When you are 
working to connect clients to resources to meet the needs that your organization is unable to meet 
directly,  which  types  of  resources  do  you  refer  clients  to  most  frequently?  Check  the  top  three”,  the  
responses were as follows: 

 Housing, shelter, and utilities 57% 
 Food, clothing, and personal goods 47% 
 Health and medical services 44% 
 Information and referral 42% 
 Financial assistance 40% 
 Counseling and mental health services 38% 
 Homeless services 33% 
 Legal, civil, and criminal services 33% 
 Education, training, and employment services 30% 
 Domestic violence services 29% 
 Transportation 29% 
 Disability services 28% 
 Family services 28% 
 Substance abuse services 26% 
 Population-specific services (veterans, seniors, etc.) 24% 
 Culturally-specific services 20% 
 Recreation and arts 12% 
 Other1 10% 

 
Respondents  were  asked,  “Besides  lack  of  resources,  what  are  the  primary  barriers  that  your  clients  face  
in  accessing  resources  to  meet  their  needs?  Choose  the  top  three.”  Responses  were as follows: 

 Lack of transportation 58% 
 Difficulty understanding or utilizing information about available resources 55% 
 Lack of information about available resources 53% 
 Inability to follow through on referrals 51% 
 Clients  don’t  meet  eligibility  criteria for available services 49% 
 Language barriers 26% 
 Other2  12% 

 
Information sources 

Staff utilize a range of different tools and strategies to gather information about the resources and 
services that are available in the community. The most common strategies focus on inter-personal 
relationships and networking. Web-based as well as printed information are also popular. The survey 
asked,  “What  sources  of  information  do  you  rely  on  the  most  when  you’re  trying  to  find out about the 
resources  available  in  the  community  to  meet  your  clients’  needs?  Check  all  that  apply.”  The  responses  
were as follows: 
                                                           
1 There  were  no  common  themes  among  “Other”  responses  to  this  question. 
2 The  most  common  responses  under  “Other”  were  related  to  lack  of  resources,  available  resources  are  not  
available within the necessary timeline, pride/ social stigma of accessing services, difficulty navigating the system. 
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 Networks and relationships with staff at other agencies     81% 
 Suggestions from colleagues        61% 
 Google searches         56% 
 Printed information sheets and brochures from other agencies   45% 
 211 website         44% 
 Other  organizations’  websites       41% 
 Resource binders or databases that you or other staff in your organization have 

compiled in-house        39% 
 211 call center         28% 
 211 resource book        18% 
 Rose City Resource Guide       18% 
 Resources Galore        16% 
 Issue-specific websites such as the Coalition  of  Community  Health  Clinics’ 

 website         16% 
 Issue-specific hotlines such as Portland Women’s  Crisis  Line   15% 
 Facebook or other social networking sties      8% 
 Cell phone applications         1% 
 Other3           6% 
 

The  biggest  challenges  that  staff  face  in  finding  information  about  resources  to  meet  clients’  needs  
relate primarily to a lack of resources -- both a lack of resources to enable staff to spend adequate time 
with clients as well as a lack of available services to meet clients’ needs. In response to the question, 
“What  are  the  biggest  challenges  you  face  in  trying  to  find  the  information you need about available 
resources?  Check  all  that  apply”,  the  responses were as follows: 

 Lack  of  resources  to  meet  clients’  needs 70% 
 Lack of time to research services and provide clients with the level of 

attention they need 
47% 

 Lack of real-time information on available resources (e.g. whether shelter 
beds or utility assistance are available on a given day) 44% 

 Lack of coordination and communication among service agencies 41% 
 Difficulty finding information about potential services to meet client’s  

needs 
38% 

 Available  information  is  not  trustworthy  (e.g.  don’t  know  if  it  is  up-to-date 
or accurate) 36% 

 Web-based information and referral resources are difficult to use (e.g. 
search  engines  aren’t  effective,  interface  isn’t  user-friendly, etc.) 23% 

 Other4  7% 
 

Potential tools 

Respondents were asked to rate ideas for possible tools that could be created to support front-line 
staff’s  efforts to connect clients to resources. A  rating  of  “4”  meant  the  tool  would  be  useful  and  staff  
would have the time and capacity to  use  it.  A  rating  of  “1”  meant it would not be useful and/or staff 
would not have the time or capacity to use it. 
                                                           
3 There were no common themes among  the  “Other”  responses. 
4 The most common themes among  the  “Other”  responses  were lack of available services and information not 
organized in a user-friendly format. 
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Tools  rated  as  “very  useful”  by  the  majority  of  respondents: 

Potential Tool % rating the tool as very 
useful 

One-page, topic-specific information sheets about local health and human 
services resources, available online and printable 

80%  

Online tool that allows users to create customized, printable, easy-to-read 
information sheets about resources, highlighting just the information the user 
needs 

62% 

Online health and human services database that allows service providers to 
edit  and  update  their  agencies’  service  listings  directly,  in  real  time 

59%  

Small, printed resource directory updated quarterly or annually 58%  
Online translation tools that enable users to translate information and referral 
materials into multiple languages 

51% 

 
Tools  rated  as  “somewhat  useful”  or  “very  useful”  by  the  majority  of  respondents: 

Potential Tool % rating the tool as 
somewhat or very useful 

Service provider exchange program that enables staff to learn about other 
agencies’  services 

81% 
32% somewhat useful 
49% very useful 

Online  network  that  enables  member  organizations  to  access  one  another’s  
eligibility criteria and fill out application forms so that they can help clients to 
directly access services from partner agencies 

77% 
30% somewhat useful 
47% very useful 

Online calendar of health and human service events in your area that you 
could sync to your work calendar and/or e-mail 

74% 
27% somewhat useful 
47% very useful 

Online bulletin board that providers can send information to (and use as an 
information source) about upcoming service events, service opportunities, 
program changes, etc. 

74% 
32% somewhat useful 
42% very useful 

Weekly health and human services news e-mail update 66% 
31% somewhat useful 
45% very useful 

Regular (monthly or bi-monthly) in-person meet-ups with service providers in 
other sectors 

61% 
36% somewhat useful 
25% very useful 

Online community website that allows clients to provide reviews of service 
agencies (like Yelp does for restaurants) 

56% 
26% somewhat useful 
30% very useful 

 
Tools  rated  as  “not  useful”  or  “neutral”  by  the  majority  of  respondents: 

Potential Tool % rating the tool as not 
useful or neutral 

Mobile phone application that would help you find service offerings for your 
clients 

56% 
34% not useful 
22% neutral 

 



15 
 

Additional ideas for tools suggested by respondents: 
Respondents were given an opportunity to suggest additional ideas for tools. Thirty-two respondents 
shared ideas. The most compelling ideas from these responses include: 

 Monthly networking conference calls for service providers. 
 An annual meeting of service providers where programs are discussed and people can ask 

questions and network with other service providers in the community.   
 Tools to serve communities outside major metropolitan areas. For example, create a tool similar 

to the Rose City Resource guide for smaller communities. 
 Accurate and clear information about the process for accessing highly requested services 

(shelter, housing, etc.) so people in need don't “get stuck in a wrong door” when they try and 
access services. 

 Annual resource fairs for clients, similar to Homeless Connect. 
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APPENDIX A: FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANTS AND QUESTIONS 
 

Focus Group Participants: 
Debra Adams, YWCA Clark County 
Lio Alaalatoa, JOIN 
Sally Alferink Tez, Neighborhood House  
Mays Al Kadhim, Immigrant and Refugee Community Organization (IRCO) 
Ingrid Attleson, North by Northeast Community Health Center 
Enedina Brambila, Childcare Resource and Referral of Multnomah County 
Jacqueline Chandler, National College of Natural Medicine 
Tanya Chuprov, Planned Parenthood Columbia Willamette 
Elise Flanders, Transition Projects Inc.  
Tara Foley, Project Access Now 
Janet Hamilton, Project Access Now  
Diana Kruse, Childcare Resource and Referral of Multnomah County 
Emanuel Price, Black Parent Initiative  
Kim Ramsey Volunteers of America, Oregon 
Jenna Scanlan, Planned Parenthood Columbia Willamette 
Meghan Sinnott, Transition Projects Inc. 
Jo St. Clair, Oregon Health and Science University 
Kalima Torrence, NARA NW Indian Health Clinic 
 
Focus Group Questions 
(1) When you are working to connect clients to resources to meet the needs that your organization is 

unable to meet directly, briefly describe what the interaction looks like: What setting are you in? 
Who are the clients? What is your relationship to the clients? What kind of resources are you 
typically looking for? 

(2) What sources  of  information  do  you  rely  on  the  most  when  you’re  trying  to  find  out  about  the  
resources  available  in  the  community  to  meet  your  clients’  needs?   

(3) What are the biggest challenges you face in trying to find the information you need about available 
resources and in trying to communicate and coordinate with other service providers? 

(4) Aside from new resources, what is one change that you would like to see that would help to address 
those challenges?  

Fill out questionnaire 
(5) Which ideas on the list interested you the most? Why? 

(6) Which ideas interested you the least? Why?  
(7) What would prompt you to use a website or mobile phone application? What features would an 

electronic tool need to have for you to use it instead of the tools you currently use? 

(8) Do you have other ideas for tools not on this list that would be useful?  

 
Pre-Survey Questions 
(1) Name and contact information 

(2) What is your primary role within your organization? 

 Receptionist 
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 Case manager/ social worker 
 Outreach worker 
 Information and referral 
 Manager 
 Other 

 
(3) When you are helping to connect clients to resources, what setting are you usually in? 

 In the office 
 Out in the field 
 Other (please specify) 

 
(4) In the context of your job, which of the following tools do you use on a regular basis to find 

information for clients? (Check all that apply) 

 Rolodex 
 Rose City Resource Guide 
 Flyers or bulletin boards 
 Phone 
 Internet 
 E-mail 
 Facebook or other social networking sites 
 Blogs 
 Cell phone applications 
 Other (please specify) 

 
(5) How long have you worked in the field you are currently working in (either at your current job or in 

other positions) within Portland/ Multnomah County 

 Less than one year 
 One to two years 
 Three to five years 
 Six to ten years 
 More than ten years 

 
Focus Group Questionnaire 
See next page 



 

 

Health and Human Service Provider Focus Groups  
Questionnaire on Potential Tools 

 

Please rate the potential usefulness of the following tools in supporting your efforts to connect clients to resources. 
 

 A  score  of  “4”  means  the  tool  would  be  useful  to  you  and you  would  have  the  time  and  capacity  to  use  it.  A  score  of  “1”  means  it  
would not be a useful tool and/or you would not have the time or capacity to use it: 
 
 

 1 
not useful  

2 
neutral 

3 
somewhat 

useful 

4 
very useful 

 
not sure 

Regular (monthly or bi-monthly) in-person meet-ups with service 
providers in other sectors 

     

One-page printed information sheet about local health and human 
services resources (customized to meet your needs) 

     

Small, printed resource directory updated quarterly or annually 
 

     

Monthly printed calendar of health and human service events in 
your area 

     

Monthly electronic calendar of health and human service events in 
your area that you could sync to your work calendar and/ or e-mail 

     

Daily or weekly health and human services news e-mail update 
 

     

Online news information source that provides a look at health and 
human services  

     

Online social network that would connect you to other service 
providers 

     

Online community website that allows users to provide real-time 
updates on services and reviews of other service agencies (like Yelp 
does for restaurants) 

     

Online health and human services database that users can add to 
and edit like Wikipedia 

     

Mobile phone application that would help you find service offerings 
for your clients 

     

 
Please list any other ideas for tools that would be useful to you: 
  



 

 

 
 

APPENDIX B: SURVEY RESPONSES CROSS-TABULATED BY STAFF ROLES 
 
 
Question Answer Choices Management Site Staff Outreach 
What sources of 
information do you rely 
on the most when 
you’re  trying  to  find  out  
about the resources 
available in the 
community to meet your 
clients’  needs? 

Networks and relationships with staff at other agencies 85% 79% 86% 
Suggestions from colleagues 64% 63% 43% 
211 website 36% 46% 50% 
211 call center 29% 25% 36% 
211 resource book 22% 17% 14% 
Issue-specific websites 14% 19% 7% 
Issue-specific hotlines 19% 14% 7% 
Resources Galore 10% 22% 7% 
Rose City Resource Guide 10% 21% 29% 
Printed information sheets and brochures from other agencies 39% 47% 57% 
Resource binders or databases that you or other staff in your 
organization have compiled in-house 

44% 37% 43% 

Google searches 56% 59% 36% 
Other organizations’  websites 42% 43% 29% 
Facebook or other social networking sites 12% 5% 7% 
Cell phone applications 2% 1% 0% 

What are the biggest 
challenges you face in 
trying to find the 
information you need 
about available 
resources? 

Lack of resources to  meet  clients’  needs 71% 71% 57% 
Difficulty finding information about potential services to meet 
clients’  needs 

32% 37% 64% 

Lack of real-time information on available resources (e.g. whether 
shelter beds or utility assistance are available on a given day) 

42% 43% 64% 

Lack of coordination and communication among service agencies 41% 37% 64% 
Available  information  is  not  trustworthy  (e.g.  don’t  know  if  it  is  up-
to-date or accurate) 

39% 37% 29% 

Web-based information and referral resources are difficult to use 
(e.g.  search  engines  aren’t  effective,  interface  isn’t  user-friendly, 
etc.) 

19% 23% 21% 

Lack of time to research services and provide clients with the level of 
attention they need 

36% 53% 36% 



 

 

Question Answer Choices Management Site Staff Outreach 
The list below includes a 
variety of ideas for 
possible tools that could 
be created to support 
your efforts to connect 
clients to resources. 
Please use the rating 
scale to indicate how 
useful each of the tools 
would be to your work.   
A  rating  of  “4”  means  
the tool would be useful 
to you and you would 
have the time and 
capacity to use it. A 
rating  of  “1”  means  it  
would not be a useful 
tool and/or you would 
not have the time or 
capacity to use it. 

 % of respondents rating each tool as very useful 
Regular (monthly or bi-monthly) in-person meet-ups with service 
providers in other service sectors 

22% 25% 38% 

One-page, topic-specific information sheets about local health and 
human services resources, available online and printable 

66% 87% 56% 

Small, printed resource directory updated quarterly or annually 41% 63% 69% 
Online calendar of health and human services events in your area 
that you could sync to your work calendar and/or e-mail 

27% 50% 69% 

Weekly health and human services news e-mail update 19% 40% 50% 
Online community website that allows clients to provide reviews of 
service agencies (like Yelp does for restaurants) 

19% 32% 44% 

Online health and human services database that allows service 
providers  to  edit  and  update  their  agencies’  service  listings  directly,  
in real time 

46% 59% 75% 

Online bulletin board that providers can send information to (and 
use as an information source) about upcoming service events, 
service opportunities, program changes, etc. 

24% 45% 56% 

Mobile phone application that would help you find service offerings 
for your clients 

10% 17% 38% 

Online network that enables member organizations to access one 
another’s  eligibility  criteria  and  fill  out  application  forms  so  that  they  
can help clients to directly access services from partner agencies 

41% 47% 56% 

Online tool that allows users to create customized, printable, easy-
to-read information sheets about resources, highlighting just the 
information the user needs 

46% 65% 81% 

Online translation tools that enable users to translate information 
and referral materials into multiple languages 

46% 47% 50% 

Service provider exchange program that enables staff to learn about 
other  agencies’  services 

39% 48% 63% 

 
 


