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Allegheny County, PA, is home to 
the city of Pittsburgh and more 

than 1.4 million people. The people 
of Allegheny County are served by 
the Department of Human Services 
(DHS), whose vision is “to create an 
accessible, culturally competent, 
integrated, and comprehensive 
human services system that ensures 
individually tailored, seamless, and 
holistic services to Allegheny County 
residents, in particular, the county’s 
vulnerable populations.”

Within DHS, the Offi  ce of Children, 
Youth, and Families (CYF) is respon-
sible for ensuring the safety and 
welfare of children. Its work is sup-
ported by the Offi  ce of Analytics, 
Technology, and Planning (ATP) in 
the areas of technology use, policy 
development, quality improvement, 
planning, and decision making 
through research, analysis, and 
engagement. The result is a strong 
partnership between technology and 
practice that has established DHS as a 
widely recognized leader in innovative 
practices and the use of technology 
that supports and improves child 
welfare practice.

The team at ATP has long known 
that easy access to and analysis of the 
data in unstructured text—such as 
case notes, safety plans, and assess-
ments—could be a game-changer for 
child welfare case teams. According to 
Maryn Formley, Casework Specialist 
Supervisor at Allegheny County DHS, 
“There are thousands of places where 
our systems require a paragraph, a 

description, or another note. Those 
notes tell the story of that family.” 
As a former caseworker, Formley 
understands the importance of case 
knowledge and that it is accessible 
across the entire case team. 

“As a county, we have incredibly 
rich administrative data,” said Katy 
Collins, DHS Chief Analytics Offi  cer. 
“But our caseworkers were continuing 
to fi nd that so much of that rich infor-
mation was buried within case notes 
and unstructured data. We wanted to 
solve this challenge—the challenge 
of quickly accessing important data 
with the ultimate goal to help improve 

services for the families and children 
we help.” 

Specifi cally, Allegheny County 
wanted to help its caseworkers fi nd 
the right information at the right time. 
With an overload of information, it 
took so long to fi nd relevant data. 
Allegheny County wanted to help 
caseworkers access better insights, 
quickly and easily, that would paint 
a picture of a whole case, without 
having to spend hours of time clicking 
through notes in their child welfare 
case management system. The ability 

technology speaks

See Allegheny County on page 38

Saving Caseworkers Time While Serving 
Families Better: Using Natural Language 
Processing to Unlock Data in Allegheny County
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to quickly search for and find the right 
information to provide a full picture 
of the case helps, particularly with 
case transfers, so the new front-line 
worker can quickly understand what 
has happened. The ATP team found 
the solution to their challenge with 
Augintel’s natural language pro-
cessing (NLP) products.

Collins emphasized that the Augintel 
platform also helps Allegheny County 
with a better understanding of social 
determinants of health (SDOH). The 
social determinants that affect an 
individual are typically “buried” in 
the notes. An example of this is today’s 
opioid crisis. Typically, it would take 
several weeks or months for a case-
worker to see early warning signs of an 
opioid overdose because all the color, 
detail, and deeper descriptions of sub-
stance use live within the unstructured 
data. NLP enables caseworkers, super-
visors, and quality improvement staff 
to see early warning signs of potential 
overdoses in real time. Needless to 
say, it is incredibly helpful for families 
when caseworkers can be automati-
cally notified of information from 
unstructured data and use it to support 
preventive efforts.

Allegheny County chose to begin the 
NLP implementation with a pilot of 80 
caseworkers, clinicians, supervisors, 
specialists, and paralegals. This cross-
functional team was responsible for 
tagging data, testing functionality, and 
assessing accuracy. One tactic used by 
ATP to test usability involved a “scav-
enger hunt,” where ATP compared 
time to locate case information using 
Augintel to their existing case manage-
ment system. The pilot team was able 
to demonstrate that Augintel located 
the information more quickly and 
saved caseworkers valuable time.

Upon success of the pilot phase, 
Allegheny County moved to full 
rollout across more than 400 CYF 
staff. Going from pilot to rollout took 
less than six months, and DHS quickly 
started seeing results where they 
matter most—field teams. Caseworker 
Cristy Bearden estimates that NLP 
products are saving her five hours 

per week, previously spent combing 
through case notes for information, 
that she can now spend focusing on 
more impactful tasks.

Bearden particularly found value 
in Augintel for her court preparation, 
especially in the use of Augintel’s 
natural language search capability. 
Augintel is used to search child welfare 
narrative just as search engines do for 
the internet today. She said, “I saved 
so much time prepping for court. And 
while in court, any time I received a 
question, I was able to search the notes 
and give the judge the answer very 
quickly.” Typically, in the days before a 
court hearing, Bearden will take time 
to re-read the case and make notes, 
hoping to have answers to any ques-
tions the judge might ask. “Using NLP, 
it is all right there for me.”

 Asked about other uses for NLP 
products, Bearden elaborated, “I 
am regularly using it for my weekly 
supervision reviews. I can quickly get 
anything my supervisor asks me, such 
as ‘Did you engage the fathers? Did you 
get specific medical information back?’” 

Bearden also sees value when 
covering for another caseworker. NLP 
allows her to quickly come up to speed 
on the case by easily identifying the 
family’s risks and strengths from the 
Case Dashboard when specific topics, 

like mental health or drug and alcohol 
abuse, may have been discussed.

But Bearden’s favorite use of NLP is 
family finding. “I had a child who had 
to be removed from the home, and I 
was struggling to find a family place-
ment. I recalled that much earlier in 
the case, there had been mention of 
other relatives. However, the case 
covered many years, and the file was 
huge. I may never have been able to 
find the note referencing those rela-
tives. Using NLP, I quickly found those 
notes and identified a grandmother. 
I was able to place the child with the 
grandmother and avoid having that 
child go into foster care.” 

The team at ATP is excited about 
Allegheny County’s early success with 
NLP products. When asked about 
future plans, Formley said, “we are 
listening to our current users about 
new ways to improve the use of the 
tool, analyzing what we can learn from 
unstructured data, and planning for 
use in other program areas within DHS, 
such as housing and family support.”

While Collins claims that the tool 
itself is not complex and is very simple 
to use, overall, collaboration was still 
key for both the county and Augintel 
throughout the implementation process.  

She said, “Our work with Augintel 
has been a true partnership, and our 
collaboration together has made all 
the difference. Augintel took the time 
to understand how we work, and 
used that to maximize the impact of 
the NLP capabilities. Additionally, 
Augintel has provided training 
sessions and there is always someone 
available to walk them through any 
potential challenges.” 

Marty Elisco, CEO of Augintel, is 
on the same page. He said, “We are 
extremely proud to be working with 
Allegheny and innovating together 
for child welfare across the country. 
Building NLP products that staff want to 
use every day requires that the products 
understand the language and practice 
of child welfare, and deep collaboration 
is the only way to make that happen.” 

Marty Elisco is the CEO of Augintel.
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“I saved so much time 
prepping for court. 
And while in court, 
any time I received a 
question, I was able 
to search the notes 
and give the judge the 
answer very quickly.”

— CASEWORKER CRISTY BEARDEN
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