Navigating Crises and Bridging Gaps in Police and Support Services in Owen Sound

The rise of mental health crises, substance misuse, and homelessness has increased police-
public interactions and the provision referrals to social and health services by the police following
these actions. Several initiatives aimed at enhancing support for community members experiencing
crises have been developed, such as co-response teams (i.e., a police officer responding to calls
alongside a mental health professions). However, critical gaps in the literature related to referrals
remain: the voices and experiences of individuals who come into contact with the police or
alternative response models are underrepresented, and there is a limited understanding of the factors
that facilitate or hinder referral uptake and service utilization by community members after police-
public interactions. This study sought to address this gap in Owen Sound, Ontario with the support of
the Owen Sound Police Service (OSPS) and local community partners (e.g., Safe ‘N Sound).

Owen Sound is a small city that attracts individuals from the surrounding rural counties
seeking access to community services, making it an epicenter for those experiencing crises. A co-
creation process involving stakeholders from Owen Sound and members of the Police Research Lab
at Carleton was utilized to establish the project's goals, methodology, and ethical framework. This
process included several meetings and rounds of reviewing project materials with the various service
providing agencies. Together, we determined that the use of person-focused, qualitative interviews
would be best suited for understanding community members’ experiences accessing services in the
city. We successfully conducted 19 interviews with community members, aged 21 to 72, who
frequently come into contact with police due to various challenges they experience (e.g., mental
health, substance misuse, homelessness).

A thematic analysis of the interviews is ongoing, but early results suggest that individuals
who frequently interact with police in Owen Sound are experiencing complex crises often
characterized by homelessness, substance use, and mental health comorbidities. Participants
generally reported negative experiences with the police, noting that support services were rarely
recommended during these interactions. Instead, referrals to local resources often came from the
hospital, social workers, or the drop-in service called Safe ‘N Sound. These service providers were
consistently perceived as more effective than the police in “meeting people where they are at” (e.g.,
in terms of their needs, willingness for support, and physically). The availability and accessibility of
appropriate resources emerged as major challenges. Some participants shared that they were on a
7+-year long waitlist for housing, without any shelters available to serve them in the interim. They
also identified several other barriers that prevented them from accessing services, including strict
requirements (e.g., needing an ID), a lack of information about existing services, inaccessible
transportation, and limited hours of availability. These challenges were perceived by participants to
be further compounded by community stigma, which they felt is magnified in a smaller city like
Owen Sound. Personal stigma was also an issue; some participants expressed feelings of shame,
judgment, and guilt for trying to access resources. In contrast to these views, other participants felt
that being in a smaller city allowed them to form more meaningful connections with other service
users and service providers. Support from family and friends, a trusting relationship with service
providers, services being in close proximity to each other, collaboration among different service-
providing organizations, and informal options for help (e.g., talking to people going through similar
situations) were all described as facilitators to individuals using community services.

The findings can be used to improve residents’ quality of care in Owen Sound to create a
more supportive environment, serving as a model for other rural communities attempting to address
complex community issues. By leveraging these insights, evidence-based policies, interventions, and
training are being developed for the OSPS and other service-providing organizations in Owen Sound.



