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October 26, 2023

The Honorable Gene L. Dodaro
Comptroller General

U.S. Government Accountability Office
441 G Street, NW

Washington, D.C. 20548

Dear Mr. Dodaro,

In 2000, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) designated “211” as the 3-digit dialing
code for information and referrals to social services and other assistance. The service is available
to approximately 99 percent of the U.S. population and covers all 50 states, the District of
Columbia, and Puerto Rico. More than 200 local organizations provide this service to their
communities. By simply dialing 211, those in need can access information and obtain referrals to
basic needs resources such as: housing, utility, food, and employment assistance; mental health
supports, and suicide and crisis interventions. This system works similarly to 911, in that calls to
211 are routed by the local telephone company to a local or regional call center. The 211 center’s
referral specialists receive requests from callers, access curated databases of community
resources available from private and public health and human service agencies, match the callers
needs to available resources, and link or refer them directly to an agency or organization that can
help.
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In recent years, 211 systems have played an increasingly significant role in disaster response and
recovery. Many 211 systems have formal agreements with local or state governments to serve as
an official communication tool during times of disaster such as hurricanes, floods, and fires. In
response to mass shootings, 211°’s have been relied on as a central point of information in
communities, relieving strain on 911 systems for those with non-emergency needs for
information. And during the pandemic, 31 governors leveraged 211 as a critical piece of their
state response to ensure their constituents had access to vetted and accurate information
including testing and vaccination sites.

Although the 211 system is a free and confidential service provided by non-profit organizations
that may help people find the local resources they need, there can be benefits to evaluating its
effectiveness. Therefore, I would like GAO to examine the following issues:

e What data, if any, exists on how often the 211 system is being used and for what types of
services? How often is the 211 system being used and for what services?



e Is there an opportunity to expand 211°s services to include a closed-loop referral process
to track services provided to 211 customers by referral agencies?

e What benefits do 211 systems and the resources they provide have on the community, and
what are the short and long-term effects for individuals and families that utilize this
information?

e To what extent do 211 call centers have the training, tools, databases, etc. to provide
meaningful information to those in need? How do 211 Call Centers train and support Call
Representatives?

e What databases are used to house information and map available services?

e What challenges do 211 call centers face in serving their communities?

e Is there an opportunity for increased funding to support infrastructure to expand the
delivery of 211 services?

e How does 211 intersect with emergency and disaster response systems and what
opportunities exist for increased awareness of 211 during disasters to reduce call surge to
911?

e What more, if anything, could be done to increase public awareness and equitable access
to the 211 system?

Thank you for your attention to this important matter. If you have any questions about this
request, please contact Johanna Montiel of my staff at johanna.montiel@mail.house.gov.

Sincerely,

Aoty

Salud Carbajal
Member of Congress
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