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Building Resilient
Public Health Budgets

A conversation with Theresa BengrSon v auson woesen

Theresa Bengtson, finance
manager for the Snohomish
Gounty Health Department in
Washington, talks to GFOA'S
Alison Wuensch about the arf
of public health finance and
the importance of kindness in
|leadership.

heresa Bengtson loves her
role as finance manager
for the Snohomish County
Health Department, her
latest position in a public
service career spanning 15
years. “lam channelingalot
of ambition as a champion
for public health from the finance
seat,” she said.

Bengtson has always appreciated the
humanities aspects of governmental
service, including public health,
human services, and libraries, and her
passion for that aspect of government
collides with the spreadsheets and
numbers required for public health
finance. Since the pandemic, public
health workers have been likened to
heroes, like police and fire, and the role
of finance is to allow the programmatic
staff to do their work by making sure
theinfrastructureisin place and
theright datais captured correctly—
including financial data.

Quantifying the amount of FTEs
and resources (such as medical
supplies) needed is difficult, but
therole of the public health finance

officeris to “build all the tools to get
the best estimate on delivering that
service,” Bengtson said. If somethingis
eligible for emergency FEMA funding,
the Health Department can say, “We
have all the receipts. We have all the
timesheets. We can quantify thatinto
theincidentresponse.” Thisis far from
hypothetical-Snohomish County
experienced back-to-back emergency
responses last winter from flooding
and ameasles outbreak. “I think folks
don'trealize that thisis a symbiotic
relationship where you're providing
cross-cutting service across finance,
human resources, IT, and the like.”

“My passion isbeing able to use my
finance expertise in supporting all
the workers in those frontline roles,”
Bengtson said, particularly in the face
of public health funding challenges.
Shelikens public health to the traffic
lights around a school zone. If the data
says there are preventable conditions
and diseases, thatis where public health
workers on the frontline step in to design
those interventions based on the data.
“It's a system-based approach. It's the art
and science of promoting and protecting

64 AUGUST 2026 | GOVERNMENT FINANCE REVIEW



Teresa Bengtson joins colleagues at GFOA’s 2025 annual conference in Washington, D.C.

“I's a system-based approach. I's the art and science

THERESA BENGTSON

of promoting and protecting people’s health.”

people’s health, and sometimes it’s
puttingin therightinterventions.
Andyoumaynotgetitquiteright.”

One crucial measurementisthe
question, “Did we change people’s lives
for the better and prevent deaths and
illness?” Public health finance has its
own feedbackloop, Bengtson explained.
Financial data, the budget and priorities
for spending, and audits and reports
create a feedbackloop. “Itisthe
feedbackloop of what we are spending
our dollars on, where are the dollars
coming from, where are we aligning that
toaddress the most priority needs out
there, and then whetheritisbeing done
rightand making a change.”

But the nature of public health
fundingis fragile. The National
Association of County and City Health
Officials has described itas a system
of blending and braiding funding;

Bengtson likened it to a Jenga tower.

“As soon as one piece of funding ends,
you sometimes have to consolidate to
keep that tower from collapsing. It can
happen because FTEs aren't fully funded
by one source, or a grant source will end
and now you have to pivot and work on
somethingelse.”

Governmental finance professionals
aren'tusually familiar with public health
finance, which is sometimes mistaken
for health care ormedical finance, such
as operating ahospital. While some
public health jurisdictions operate
clinics, those like Snohomish County
are more population-based. “We design
interventions and thenreportbackonif
it worked—because public health isnot
solvable. Diseases and conditions have
tobe managed,” Bengtson explained.
The art of sequencing grantsisa critical
component of the job. “Youneed to queue

up whatis coming down the pipeline

to help keep that work going because
grants are restrictive and project-based,
and theyend.”

Bengtson, who grew up in Australia,
always knew she would become an
accountantand started her finance
career in tax practice. She quickly
realized that tax practice wasn't her
calling, butit helped her hone in on
what was mostimportant to her—being
passionate about the community and
working for a purpose. “My why is to help
people,” she said. Bengtson also realized
that her small rural town of about
17,000 people didn't offer many oppor-
tunities to make an impact—except for
working for the regional hospital or for
the municipality, the Shire of Broome.
Butbecause the cost of living there was
high and the area was remote, about
half of the town’s population turned
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Located in western Washington, Snohomish County’s public health finance team balances shifting funding, emergency response, and long-term planning

to support county services.

over every three years. The circum-
stancesreinforced Bengtson's belief that
“We are accountable to the community.
We have to be good stewards of public
funds. Iwantto ensure that the work
that washanded tomeis goingtobein
better shape when I hand that over to
future financeleaders.”

Learning how todo the jobsin
accounts payable, accounts receivable,
payroll, budgeting, and reporting
allowed Bengtson to climb through the
ranks. She constantly advocated for
herself, convincing shire officials that
she could do more. Being promoted over
colleagues she'd been working shoulder
to shoulder with was challenging, and
Bengtson might have made mistakes,
butshelearned tofind a different way
of approachingissues. “Ithasmade me
areflective practitioner in government
finance, knowing whoIamin the face of
achallengingsituation,” she said. But

the experience helped her understand
the necessity of inputting accurate
data, and how the data cascades into
budgeting and reporting, long term.
Bengtson became the shire’s financial
services manager atatime when
property taxincreases wereupto12
percentannually, and Western Australia
was mandating integrated planning. As
afinance leader, she had to understand
what was happening economicallyin the
region, understand what was changing
on thelegislative front, and work with
the organization’'s 45 program managers
and division directors. Because the
state-mandated integrated planning
wasnew and all jurisdictions in Western
Australianeeded toimplementit, she
collaborated with her director and the
West Australian Local Government
Association, along with other con-
sultants, toreduce the property tax
increases to 2 percentand toimplement

the three components needed for
integrated planning—a strategic
community plan, a corporate business
plan, and along-term financial plan.
The finance department listened to
the shire council’'s concerns about the
fluctuation hurting people in small
municipalities where the costofliving
was already high. When working with
the consultants on a toolkit, they baked
in the assumption that the property tax
increases would be kept at 2 percent—a
difficult decision because the cost
ofliving and enterprise bargaining
agreements were rising faster than 2
percent annually. Though economic
circumstances have since made the
2 percent cap unfeasible, Bengtson
remains proud of being able to make
that happen for the organization and
being part of thatimplementation.
Morerecently, Bengtson oversaw the
financial component of the Snohomish
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handed to me is going fo be in better shape when | hand that over to future finance leaders.”

THERESA BENGTSON

Health District’s integration with

the Snohomish County government.
The county had already merged

with aDepartment of Emergency
Management, but since thatintegration
was on amuch smaller scale—meaning
there was no precedent for integrating
alarge and complex organization. The
Snohomish Health District had approx-
imately 170 FTEs, a budget of about $30
million, and three large divisions: oper-
ations and infrastructure, prevention
services, and environmental health,
and the plan was to accomplish the
integration in six months and go live at
the beginning of January 2023.

Bengtson, who joined the Health
Districtin late 2022, said that much
of the department’s focus was on
what was necessary togolive on
January 1, but many of the financial
impacts and modeling were done
retroactively—along with much of the
remaining integration work—in the two
years following. This was particularly
difficult for Bengtson's employees, who
were experienced and competent in
theirroles atthe district but then “had
to switch from one financial system to
another, work both of them at the same
time, and notonly do their jobs and
learn what their new day job was under
acounty government, but then wrap up
their work from the districtand be able
todissolveit.”

Once the integration was completed,
Bengtson was proud that her team was
stillin place and had learned a growth
mindsetand “how to be comfortablein
the discomfort of all the uncertainty.”
Becomingahealth department
has come with many benefits, she
explained, including increased access
to county-sourced funding and better
partnerships with other county depart-
ments. Creating a county-district

partnership as an external entity would
require more red tape and bureaucracy.
Having the protection of a broader
organizationisalsoanadvantage
because public health fundingis so
uncertain. Thatuncertainty iswhy the
Snohomish County Health Department
isworking to adopt GFOA's risk-based
reserve best practice, moving away from
the mental model of finance as a savings
account. The Jenga tower falls, and
those reserves have to come in to cover
any gaps between one grantending
and the other one starting,” Bengtson
explained. In the art of grant sequenc-
ing, the finance departmenthas to
understand what streams of funding
must be spent first. “It'simportant to
pay attention to reserves because risk
is such a big component of emergency
preparedness and planning.”
Along-term perspective is crucial.
“Trends are always going to be trending,
so youneed to build the North Star and
the foundational tools in your toolkit
so you can cope and pivot with those
trends. When it's good times, or atleast
quiet times, youneed to be sharpening
the tools in your toolkit and putting
plansin place and looking to the
horizon, making sure you're doing the
work that prepares the organization.”
Bengtsonisinvested notonlyinthe
long-term financial sustainability of
the organization but also in communi-
cating those financial goalsin a way
thatadvances public health financial
literacy. “Iwant to be open and welcome
peoplein, giving them the space to say,
Idon't know, but can you please help
me,’ and make it a positive experience.”
This extends to her leadership style. For
Bengtson, leadership is aboutleading
with heart, coming in with empathy,
compassion, and willingness to listen,
and letting people express difficulties

and fears. She checks in with each team
member weekly and has added icebreak-
ersinto the weekly team meeting—"be-
cause you cannotdo it on your own.”

This attitude extends to those outside
herorganization. Bengtson has been
open to making connections through
the Washington State Association of
Local Public Health Officials, which led
toaconnection with someone in King
County who wanted to expand their
community navigator program into a
tri-county program and resource. The
community navigator program involves
people from underrepresented com-
munities working with public health to
help change health outcomes, and it has
received positive feedback.

In fact, the community hasindicated
that the program has brought back their
trustin government. The opportunity to
expand this program came from being
open. “Sure, youhave numbers and
targets and budgets and all those things
tomeet,” Bengtson acknowledged. “But
Ithinkwe need to be personable and be
outthere making connectionsin the
community. We need tolook at our peers
and realize that we're all part of one
community, and we can work together to
solve problems in innovative ways with
limited resources.”

Thishasbeen the throughline
in Bengtson's public health career:
being open and creating space and
grace. Itgoes along with her advice to
other public finance officers: “Don’t
acceptthe statusquo.”H™

Alison Wuensch is
a consultant with
GFOA's Research and
Consulting Center.
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