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When the End of Our Service Isn't the End of Someone's Journey...

Throughout my career, there is one sentence | have heard repeated across nearly every helping profession: "There's
nothing more we can do."

It is rarely spoken without compassion. More often than not, it is said with genuine disappointment, frustration, or
sadness by professionals who wish they had another option to offer. Whether spoken in a hospital, a police service,
a shelter, a counselling office, or a community agency, the words usually reflect the same reality: a mandate has
ended, eligibility has not been met, resources have been exhausted, or there is simply no further intervention
available within that particular service.

The statement itself is often accurate.

What concerns me is not that we sometimes reach the limits of our role. Every organization operates within
legislation, funding models, organizational policies, and finite resources. Those realities are unlikely to disappear,
nor should every service be expected to do everything for everyone.

What concerns me is what the person sitting across from us may actually hear.
While we may be communicating, "Our agency has reached the end of its mandate," the individual seeking help
may hear something entirely different: "You're on your own."

Those are not the same message.

The people who concern me most are rarely invisible. In fact, many of them are well known to our systems. They
have visited emergency departments, spoken with police officers, met with counsellors, connected with victim
services, accessed shelters, or reached out to community agencies. Their stories have been heard by many caring
professionals. The challenge is that those stories are often heard one chapter at a time, while the individual is living
the entire book.

Over the past several months, I've written about what | call the Grey Area of Care - the space where individuals do
not quite meet the threshold for intervention, yet are clearly not safe, stable, or well. The paragraph above helps
explain why that grey area exists. It isn't because people are invisible to our systems. More often, it is because each
service sees only one chapter of a much longer story.

Perhaps this is where we need to shift the question.
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Rather than asking, "Is there anything more our agency can do?" perhaps we should begin asking, "Who else can
help carry this person forward?"

That is a subtle distinction, but | believe it changes the entire conversation. It acknowledges that while one
organization may have reached the end of its formal role, another relationship, service, or support may be just
beginning. The goal is not to expand every mandate beyond its capacity; the goal is to ensure that people are not
left standing alone simply because they have reached the edge of one system.

Sometimes that next step is remarkably simple. It may be a warm handoff instead of a referral list. It may be a
phone call to another agency while the individual is still present. It may be a collaborative safety plan, a follow-up
call a few days later, or an introduction to someone who can continue walking alongside them. These actions do
not eliminate the structural gaps within our systems, but they can soften the landing while someone searches for
the next bridge.

One of the greatest burdens carried by helping professionals is the belief that they somehow failed when a
person leaves without the outcome everyone hoped for. | have watched extraordinary professionals carry those
stories home, wondering whether they could have done more.

I'd like to offer a different perspective.

You weren't the failure. The bridge was missing.

That distinction matters because it moves the conversation away from blaming individual professionals and
toward improving the systems they work within. Our communities are not suffering because people care too
little. If anything, they are filled with dedicated professionals who care deeply. What we often lack are the
connections between our services; the intentional bridges that allow people to move safely from one point of
support to the next.

Perhaps the future of human services is not found in asking every organization to do more. Perhaps it lies in
helping our organizations connect better. Because every time someone hears, "There's nothing more we can do,"
my hope is that the sentence is immediately followed by another: "...but let's see who can."

For the person seeking help, that small shift in language may be the difference between feeling abandoned and
feeling accompanied. And perhaps that is where truly human-centred systems begin; not at the edge of a

mandate, but at the beginning of the next connection.

Human-centred systems are built one bridge at a time.

© Eva Zachary 2026  pg. 2/2

www.evazachary.ca



