
he Temporary
Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) 
program in El Paso
County (Colorado

Springs), Colorado, considers
itself a child abuse and neglect
prevention program, while the
child welfare program considers
itself an anti-poverty program.
These philosophical changes in
program orientation were
adopted to implement El Paso
County Department of Human
Services’ bold new vision of
eliminating poverty and family
violence. 

This vision grew out of the
recognition that many of the
families involved with the child
welfare system are also involved
with the cash assistance pro-
gram. Historically, less than 3
percent of children who
received welfare assistance
before 1996 program reforms

moved into foster care; however,
approximately 60 percent of
children in foster care came
from families who had been
receiving cash assistance.1

Similarly, 70 to 90 percent of
the children who receive child
welfare services while remaining
with their families belong to
families receiving cash assis-
tance.2 In addition, even when
families are not involved with
both agencies, they often face
similar challenges that can
interfere with employment and
parenting. These challenges
include substance abuse, mental
health disorders, domestic vio-
lence, and poverty. In fact,
poverty is highly correlated with
child maltreatment: children liv-
ing in families with less than
$15,000 in annual income are
22 times more likely to be
abused or neglected than chil-
dren in families with incomes of
$30,000 or more.3 Thus, it was
logical to look at how the two
agencies within the Department
could work together to more
holistically and effectively
address the needs of vulnerable
children and families. 

When El Paso County consid-
ered how to bring the work of
the two agencies together, it
decided to change its whole way
of doing business—not simply
to make a few reforms here and
there. The Department sought
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to integrate its child welfare and
TANF agencies so that they
would provide seamless, family-
centered services regardless of
how the families came to the
attention of the Department.

El Paso County pursued cul-
tural change and collaboration
within both the TANF and
child welfare agencies of the
Department. However, as those
intra-agency collaborations
developed, it became clear that
inter-agency collaboration was
also needed, and the Depart-
ment took advantage of those
opportunities to build cross-
agency collaboration. In effect,
the child welfare agency and the
TANF agency moved along par-
allel, yet frequently intersecting,
tracks. The process was moti-
vated and guided throughout 
by the vision of eliminating
poverty and family violence in
the county.

Gaining Acceptance of
a New Vision

How did this vision of eliminat-
ing poverty and family violence
gain such broad acceptance in
the Department? The Director
and Deputy Director gave peo-
ple opportunities and time to
make the vision their own. In
the mid-1990s, after many years
working in the child welfare
field, Barbara Drake4 became
Acting Director of the Human
Services Department. As she
watched federal “welfare

reform” coming down the pike
and responded to state reform
efforts, she envisioned a new
system that would provide fam-
ilies with the tools and services
they needed to become self-
sufficient, as the rhetoric of
welfare reform demanded. She
wanted to create a system that
empowered people to help
themselves. Drake recognized
that the Department could not
possibly address all the needs
families receiving cash assis-
tance faced. So, she began
working with community part-
ners on the urgent need to
combine their efforts towards
the goal of increasing families’
independence. 

Over several years, she devel-
oped strong relationships with
community providers and
helped these providers discover
ways to partner with the
Department to get families the
tools they needed to succeed.
For example, she developed a
partnership with Goodwill
Industries, which now provides
half of the case management
and most of the job training, job
placement, and supported
employment services provided
to TANF recipients. Now, in
addition to the 350-person
Department staff, a 90-person
staff of community partners
works on-site at the TANF
offices. The community part-
ners have become so integrated
that, when walking through the

office and talking to people, it is
nearly impossible to tell who is a
Department staff member and
who is a community partner. 

Change Started at 
the Top

In 1997, David Berns became
the Director of the El Paso
County Department of Human
Services. Berns brought with
him a broad vision of reform
and lots of energy. During his
interviews for the position,
Berns and the County
Commissioners agreed that the
goal of welfare reform should
not be the reduction of TANF
caseloads, but the reduction of
poverty, which would in turn
reduce caseloads. Similarly,
Berns convinced the Commis-
sion that reducing foster care
costs was not the real goal, but
that improving prevention,
achieving permanency, and
obtaining good outcomes for
children, the true objective of
child welfare services, would
ultimately achieve that effect.
Berns has continued to demon-
strate the fiscal soundness of this
approach. Since his arrival, he
has decreased the need for
county funding for the
Department while expanding
prevention and early interven-
tion programs.

Berns and Drake, now the
Deputy Director of the
Department, also brought
together members of the com-
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munity, including providers,
clients, and other citizens, and
asked them to come up with
themes they thought were criti-
cal to moving toward the goals
of ending poverty and family
violence. These focus groups
developed three general themes:
(1) work must pay; (2) services
need to be available to non-
custodial parents as well as cus-
todial parents; and (3) services
need to be available to the
broader community, not just
those receiving cash aid. 

Berns and Drake then met with
frontline TANF workers and
managers and asked what they
needed to help clients achieve
real self-sufficiency. Over and
over they heard that the agency
could help people with job
search or job training, child
care, and transportation, but
that those services just weren’t
enough if the person had a sub-
stance abuse or mental health
problem or was experiencing
domestic violence. TANF staff
noted that they didn’t have the
resources to help resolve those
issues.

When Berns and Drake asked
child welfare workers what they
needed to strengthen families
and keep children safely in their
own homes, the reply was essen-
tially the flip side of the coin.
Child welfare workers noted
that they could connect parents
with mental health providers or

help them enroll in substance
abuse treatment programs but
that such services were only part
of the picture. If parents are to
stay clean and put their lives
together in a way that supports
their children, child welfare staff
felt they needed access to jobs,
transportation assistance to get
to those jobs, and ongoing child
care assistance. These were not
the sort of things child welfare
workers were accustomed to
providing.

Following these discussions,
Berns and Drake charged their
staff (frontline workers, supervi-
sors, and managers) from both
sides of the Department to
come up with a list of system
changes or approaches needed
to better serve families and to
put the three themes identified
by the focus groups into action.
The staff developed over 70
strategies, most of which were
implemented within three to
four months. However, since
that initial implementation, the
approaches have been continu-
ally refined and developed, and
new ideas are frequently tested. 

How Agency
Coordination Benefits
Families

Initially, the value of coordina-
tion was most obvious for fami-
lies being served by both the
child welfare and TANF areas
of the Department (e.g., devel-
oping coordinated case plans).

Then, the Department recog-
nized that even when families
were not in both systems, they
had very similar needs. This led
to the creation of kinship care
initiatives that worked with fam-
ilies whether they were in the
TANF or child welfare system
and that provided continuity to
those families who moved back
and forth between the two. The
set of initiatives for kinship care
families, all of which are volun-
tary, includes: financial assis-
tance, child care, assistance
obtaining legal guardianship or
adoption, support groups, and
respite care.

The Department also concluded
that the needs of teens would be
better met by cross-agency
coordination. To respond to the
needs of at-risk adolescents, the
Department developed the Teen
Self-Sufficiency Program, which
provides independent living
skills, employment and training
opportunities, and supportive
services to adolescents (ages 13
to 25) living in foster care or in
families receiving TANF 
assistance. 

The Department found that
families who receive TANF for
more than two years frequently
have significant challenges simi-
lar to many families in the child
welfare system. To address the
needs of these families, TANF
and child welfare workers com-
bined forces to assess the fami-
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lies’ strengths and needs and
offer a broad range of voluntary
services. 

The Department began to
broaden its collaboration in an
effort to reach out to families
not necessarily within either the
TANF or child welfare system.
Prevention and early interven-
tion services began to be offered
through the TANF agency
(which had developed a reputa-
tion for helping families) so 
that there would be less stigma
attached to seeking such 
services. 

The latest development in
cross-agency integration is the
Direct Link project, which pro-
vides intensive home-based
services to families with sub-
stance abusing parents who are
involved with or at risk of
becoming involved with the
child welfare agency. 

To continue moving towards its
vision of eradicating poverty
and family violence, the Depart-
ment created a cross-agency
committee to look for new
opportunities to link the serv-
ices. The committee receives
regular feedback from clients
and staff about how things are
working and where change is
needed.

Challenges and
Lessons Learned

As the Department transformed
itself in the ways described

above, there were challenges
and bumps in the road. Most of
these challenges would be faced
by any other community or
state trying to adopt El Paso’s
philosophy and approach. The
experience of the Department
in addressing these challenges
offers the following valuable
recommendations for others
considering such transforma-
tion.

1. Build Widespread
Support to Overcome
Resistance to Change.

Change is threatening and
frightening to most people
regardless of its value. Change
confronts people with the
unknown and therefore often
brings with it resistance. If
workers are overly resistant to
change, it does not matter what
policies are written or what pro-
grams are created. Changing
the way people interact with
each other is unlikely to happen
in the face of such resistance. In
El Paso County, the underlying
theme of the Department’s
vision rests upon respecting and
valuing families—recognizing
their strengths as well as their
needs. If workers are unwilling
to adopt such a philosophy, all
the policy manuals and program
guidance in the world will make
little difference. Therefore,
steps must be taken to diffuse
the resistance to change.

Taking the time to build rela-
tionships was a critical part of
what helped overcome resist-
ance to change in El Paso
County. Although many
changes were implemented in a
short period of time, the initial
process of bringing people
together to brainstorm and
develop ideas about needed
change helped lay the ground-
work for seeing others as part-
ners, rather than competitors or
adversaries. In addition, this
process followed several years
during which Drake developed
good working relationships with
numerous community partners.

The Department also success-
fully encouraged staff to make
the vision their own. The lead-
ership of the Department
defined the overall vision, but
then engaged the entire com-
munity, from clients and staff to
community providers, County
Commissioners, and others in
carrying out the vision. This
approach gave everyone owner-
ship of and investment in the
success of the initiatives—it
helped make the vision relevant
to all. 

The willingness and ability of
the Director and Deputy
Director to delegate authority
also appears to have been criti-
cal to gaining broad acceptance
of the new approach and over-
coming resistance. Only by let-
ting other staff take the vision



and run with it could Berns and
Drake tap the full potential of
their staff. Essential to the dele-
gation of authority was the
Director and Deputy Director’s
willingness to back up staff
members, even when a project
didn’t turn out as hoped. Over
and over, staff members report-
ed that they felt comfortable
with the new approach, not sim-
ply because it gave them the
flexibility to be more creative in
addressing the needs of the fam-
ilies they worked with, but also
because they knew “Dave and
Barb” put their money where
their mouths were. The El Paso
approach is both top down (in
terms of setting out the original
vision) and bottom up (in terms
of allowing staff to experiment
and be creative about how to
implement that vision). 

2. Address Issues of
Confidentiality Directly 
and Flexibly.

Issues of confidentiality fre-
quently arise when agencies are
working together and partner-
ing with community providers.
In El Paso, no statutory or regu-
latory changes were required to
permit information-sharing
among the various service
providers because the two agen-
cies are housed within the same
Department and all contracts
with outside providers require
adherence to the Department’s
confidentiality provisions.
However, it was necessary to

overcome historical beliefs
about not sharing information
with others. The team-building
that preceded the implementa-
tion of these initiatives helped
all workers understand that they
were working towards common
goals for the family and that
information-sharing among
team members was not only
acceptable but also essential.
The fact that parents and other
family members were present
and participating as team 
members made staff from all
agencies and community part-
ners more comfortable with the
information-sharing. Once
again, the vision provided a
guiding force to lead people
around a potential pitfall.

In addition, attorneys represent-
ing parents often express fear
that increased coordination or
integration of the TANF and
child welfare agencies will
increase the power the two
agencies have to make life diffi-
cult for families. In El Paso
County, this fear does not seem
to have materialized because the
entire focus of the collaboration
is to combine forces to assist
families.  

Sometimes, however, those who
are helping parents address
underlying problems that inter-
fere with employment and ade-
quate parenting must take an
adversarial role to protect the
child or children in the family.

However, in El Paso County,
this appears to be the exception
rather than the rule. The phi-
losophy of the Department
appears to be critical to making
this approach work. The follow-
through on that vision, which
necessitates providing a broad
range of services and supports
for families, is also critical. 

3. Work with and Around
Funding Silos.

In a number of locations where
collaboration or integration has
been considered, administrators
complain that funding silos—
either federal or state—create
obstacles. Funding silos have
created few insurmountable
problems in El Paso County. 
In part, that is because of
Colorado’s flexible funding
structure and its devolution of
authority to the county level. 
In addition to taking advantage
of the flexible funding streams
available in Colorado, the 
funding challenges have been
addressed through Berns’ cre-
ativity. Berns speaks frequently
about “pushing the envelope.”
Christine Schmidt, the head of
the Contracts Management
Division of the Department,
believes this willingness to take
risks is an essential component
of the Department’s success.
She said, “If you want to be able
to provide people the services
they need, you must be creative.
When it comes to federal funds,
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you sometimes have to push the
envelope to get people to think
beyond the traditional silos. You
have to try to blend or braid the
funding streams. Dave is willing
to do that, and it makes all the
difference.” 

Berns believes El Paso County’s
approach can be followed else-
where. In large part, this
approach was made possible by
the flexibility of TANF. Even in
states that are not county-
administered, TANF funds can
be used to provide the preven-
tion and early intervention serv-
ices that were key to integrating
El Paso County’s TANF and
child welfare agencies. The
funding strategies would be dif-
ferent and would require more
effort at the state level to con-
vince state decision-makers that
using TANF for prevention
services is not only allowable,
but smart. 

The ability to step back and
look at the big picture and to
creatively maximize federal
funds earned Berns the moniker
“double down Dave.” His ap-
proach appears to work because
he is providing more and better
services to children and families.
He does not utilize his creative
energies to maximize federal
funding simply to reduce county
spending. The vision that guides
his actions and the Depart-
ment’s programs helps others
accept the “envelope pushing”

in which Berns engages. In
addition, Berns demonstrates
results. As Schmidt explained,
“You get to flexibility by being
clear on the outcomes and hold-
ing people to them.” 

4. Manage the Scope of 
the Change.

Questions that frequently arise
as agencies consider collaborat-
ing or integrating are, “How big
of a bite should we take? Should
we try to restructure everything
at once or should we take it a
little bit at a time?” Berns
believes it is essential to start
big. For example, the Depart-
ment implemented more than
70 changes in three or four
months. However, Berns notes
that the key is to not have any
single player feel overwhelmed
by the change. In his view, it is
critical to ensure that each per-
son involved in an initiative feels
that the changes faced are man-
ageable, while simultaneously
moving everything towards the
final goal. Not having change
occurring everywhere may stifle
change anywhere.

There is nothing inherent in the
El Paso County approach that
prevents it from being adopted
on a statewide basis or in a
larger city.  However, it is
important to understand that
the approach takes hard work
and time.  Since “it’s all about
relationships,” it will necessarily
take longer to build solid work-

ing relationships when many
more players are involved.  But,
there is no reason that strong
leaders with vision, energy, and
patience cannot create the
vision and philosophy of El
Paso County elsewhere and
achieve a similar level of collab-
oration and integration.

Another aspect to consider
when developing the scope is
how many community partners
and sister agencies to involve in
the effort. In several places con-
sidering coordinating services,
advocates and administrators
raise concerns that there will
never be agreement—that each
provider, advocacy group, or
agency will be fighting for its
own turf. This has not been the
case in El Paso County. Appar-
ently, both the broad vision—
upon which Berns and Drake
keep everyone focused—and
taking the time to let people
make that vision their own and
build relationships with others
who share this vision led to a
new level of collaboration and
sharing among community
providers.

5. Address Information
System Challenges
Creatively and Practically.

A final challenge faced by the
Department had to do with
computer systems. In Colorado,
the state maintains the data sys-
tems for both TANF and child
welfare. County workers input
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the data and send it directly to
the state, which reports back to
the counties in the format
deemed most appropriate by the
state. This makes utilizing the
data for program planning and
implementation more difficult.
Additionally, the two agencies
use totally different computer
systems that cannot interface.

These elements of the infra-
structure could easily have
impeded the Department’s
implementation of its vision.
Even motivated, dedicated
trained workers would have a
difficult time coordinating with
each other when their computer
systems hinder information-
sharing. The Department over-
came this challenge in several
ways. 

First, to have access to data nec-
essary for program manage-
ment, the Department required
private contractors to collect
and regularly report specific
indicators. Second, where work-
ers needed to be able to access
information from both systems,
the county installed both com-
puter systems in the unit and
ensured that at least one worker
could access both systems when-
ever necessary. Finally, the
Department began collecting

some of its own data and hired a
doctoral student to analyze this
data.

Conclusion

Over the last five years, the El
Paso County Department of
Human Services has undertaken
a number of new initiatives in
pursuit of a bold new vision—
eliminating poverty and family
violence. The process has been
driven by visionary leaders who
set the course. Staff, community
partners, and clients put the
vision in place.

The El Paso approach may
appear daunting to outsiders
seeking to replicate its successes.
However, it appears that the
approach can be adopted by
other communities willing to
put forth the time and effort to
build relationships and partner-
ships, to develop a common
vision and mutual goals, and to
think creatively about how to
provide more comprehensive
and coordinated services to chil-
dren and families. 
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