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1. Demonstrate the love of Jesus Christ. 

2. Focus on shelter. 

3. Advocate for affordable housing. 
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Jacqueline, had begun working 
in the salon with Azucena, and 
they expanded the house to put a 
kitchen in the back and added 
rooms for both the family and 
the business. Alexandra is still in 
school, still likes math and told 
me she still wants to be a lawyer.

People like Alexandra and 
her family are the reason our 
efforts matter.

W I T H  T H E  S U P P O R T  O F  S O  M A N Y,  Habitat has helped more than  
22 million people improve their housing conditions since our founding 
in 1976. That’s a remarkable accomplishment, and we are grateful for 
and celebrate your contributions. But such milestones offer little comfort 
to those whose lives we haven’t touched. We have an affordable housing 
crisis in our world. Building houses one at a time — as successful as that 
model has been — is insufficient to help those 1.6 billion people around 
the world who lack adequate shelter. That’s why several years ago we 
challenged ourselves to expand our model to become a more effective 
catalyst for systemic change. 

I hope this short book will help you understand the unlikely story 
of Habitat, our strategy for continuing to grow our impact, and how you 
fit into that strategy. The vision it presents reflects the work of Habitat 
staff members, board members, partners and other stakeholders from 
around the world. It is a vision that I see as bold yet believable, faithful 
to the past yet looking toward the future. It is a vision deeply rooted in 
our Christian faith yet also broadly inclusive so that everyone’s partici-
pation is welcome. Our desire is to inspire greater commitment among 
those already involved while persuading others to join our efforts. I 
pray that God will continue to guide us as we carry out our work 
around the world, changing lives and enlisting others in our mission. 

O N E  O F  M Y  F AV O R I T E  M O M E N T S  during my Habitat for Humanity 
travels was the day this picture was taken in El Salvador in a commu-
nity called Villa Esperanza, which means “City of Hope.” I bent down 
and looked into the eyes of this young girl, whose name is Alexandra. 
She told me that she dreams of becoming a lawyer because she wants to 
help other families. 

Her mother, Azucena, had always wanted to operate her own 
hairdressing salon, but as a single mother, she found that dream to be 
impossible. For many years, Azucena focused simply on surviving. But 
when she moved into her Habitat for Humanity home, she was able to 
open a salon in the house and work while watching after her two 
daughters.

Several years later, I was able to visit the family again, and was 
delighted to learn how well they were doing. Her older sister, 

P R E F A C E

I had a chance to catch up with Alexandra more 
recently, and we took this photo. 

Meeting children reminds me again and again why building strength, stability and self-reliance through 
housing is so important. Alexandra shared her dreams when I visited her community in El Salvador.



1

H A B I TAT  F O R  H U M A N I T Y  has always sought to be inclusive. We have 
always been an organization in which people who hold wildly dispa-
rate views on other issues can come together around the common cause 
of affordable housing. As much as our tactics have evolved over the 
years, our mission and principles have been unwavering. As we con-
sider new housing solutions, we test them against the mission and faith 
principles on which Habitat was founded. My hope is that by briefly 
revisiting these pillars of strength, we may find a collective energy and 
clarity for the task ahead.

Habitat’s roots can be traced back to a small farm in southwestern 
Georgia, just outside Americus, where in 1942 a New Testament scholar 
named Clarence Jordan co-founded an experimental Christian 
community. He named the farm Koinonia after the ancient Greek word 
for fellowship. Koinonia appears frequently in the original text of the 
Gospels, referring to the ideal of sharing that Jesus preached.

Clarence Jordan delivered the message of the Gospels in a 
distinctive, prophetic style that was radical for its time. Believing that 
organized Christianity had become too ritualized, he wanted instead to 
create a social grouping modeled on the practices of the original 

LEFT  Worldwide, Habitat for Humanity uses a variety of construction methods to build decent, affordable 
housing. Americans are most familiar with groups of volunteers hammering nails and raising walls on 
wood-framed homes, but in other parts of the world, Habitat homes are made of concrete blocks,  
bamboo or other local materials. The houses and faces are different, but the need for decent shelter, the 
feeling of community, and the partnerships we create with families to improve their living conditions are 
remarkably similar.

How a New Testament scholar and a charismatic entrepreneur 
planted seeds in the segregated U.S. South that grew to become 
a global ministry dedicated to helping families build strength, 

stability and self-reliance through affordable housing.

C H A P T E R  1
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Apostles. To that end, he encouraged the residents of Koinonia to work 
together, eat together, study the Bible together and share all of their 
worldly goods with one another, just as the earliest Christians had 
done. Clarence’s ideas about inclusivity were also out of step with the 
white-dominated South of the 1940s. In particular, his practice of 
treating his black neighbors in the same way that he treated his white 
neighbors might have been consistent with Jesus’ command to love all 
people, but it was quite at odds with the social circumstances prevailing 
in Georgia and much of the U.S. at that time.

Not long after the Supreme Court’s decision in the May 1954 case of 
Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, local whites began boycotting 
Koinonia, refusing both to sell supplies to the farm and to buy its 
produce. A few months later, the opposition turned violent. Passers-by 
sometimes fired shots into Koinonia from the highway, and the farm’s 
roadside produce stand was bombed. Ultimately, local leaders of the Ku 
Klux Klan threatened to burn down the farm unless it was sold.

Under this intense pressure, many community members left, but 
Jordan and a small number remained, sustaining themselves by starting 
a mail-order business that shipped pecans to like-minded supporters 
across the country. Over time, the mail-order business grew and the 
community stabilized. Then, in December 1965, Millard Fuller and his 
family came to visit.

M I L L A R D  H A D  L E A R N E D  E A R LY  I N  H I S  L I F E  that he liked money. When 
he was a young boy growing up on a farm in rural Alabama, his father 
gave him a piglet to raise. Millard fattened the pig, sold it for a good 
price, and used the proceeds to buy and raise more young pigs. He 
earned a lot of money, but he never felt that he had enough. As he got 
older, he thought up new and better ways to earn even more money. By 
the time he graduated from law school in 1960, he was already well on 
his way to his first million. 

With that money, he bought a big house in Montgomery and a 
second home on a lake. To the casual observer, he was living a dream 
life. But within a few years, he began experiencing physical problems. 
His neck hurt almost all of the time, and he was often short of breath. 
Both were symptoms of acute stress. Finally, in November 1965, his 

wife, Linda, left him. She said that his obsession with money had 
simply become too much for her.

A devastated Millard pleaded with her to return, and she agreed to 
hear him out. After a long day of soul-searching, they both realized that 
there was only one way to save their marriage. They agreed to sell 
everything and give the money away. Most of their friends thought they 
were crazy, but as Millard said, “We had gone too far down the wrong 
road to be able to correct our direction with a slight detour. We simply 
had to go back and start all over again, but this time we would let God 
choose the road for us.”

After donating the bulk of their wealth to charity, the Fullers 
celebrated with a family trip to Florida. On their way back, they decided 
to stop at Koinonia. Although they planned to stay only for lunch, they 
didn’t leave for more than a month.

Having just given up his business interests, Millard badly needed a 
new outlet for his energies. Clarence Jordan gave him one. “God led me 
to Clarence in my hour of greatest need,” Millard recalled years later. 

Clarence Jordan, left, and Millard Fuller believed in putting faith into action. Their idea for helping poor 
neighbors with improved housing in rural Georgia now has spread around the world, engaging millions of 
volunteers and resulting in greater housing security for more than 22 million people, and counting.
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O N E  O F  T H E  F I R S T  T H I N G S  A B O U T  C L A R E N C E  that grabbed Millard 
was his attitude toward “Kleenex Christians.” These were the people, 
Clarence said, who wept in church for the poor but never lifted a finger 
to help them. Millard didn’t want to fall into this category himself, so 
he thought about what he could do to help the people whom Clarence 
called the disinherited. 

By 1968, Clarence was concerned about the future of Koinonia. In 
what has become an iconic letter, he described a powerful meeting in 
which Millard and a small group of others gathered for a time of prayer 
and discernment. After a week of reflection and discussion, they came 
up with several ideas, which they called “partnership ministries.” 
Clarence described his vision this way: “What the poor need is not 
charity but capital, not caseworkers but co-workers. And what the rich 
need is a wise, honorable and just way of divesting themselves of their 
overabundance.” 

The three ministries that emerged focused on providing opportuni-
ties for people who needed a helping hand. First of all, partnership 
farming would enable low-income neighbors to farm Koinonia land free 
of rent. A second program, partnership industries, would put people to 
work in the farm’s pecan-shelling plant and mail-order warehouse. A 
third initiative, partnership housing, would organize volunteers to help 
sharecropping farmers living in barely habitable shacks build new 
homes for themselves. 

To front the cost of the necessary construction materials, Millard 
and Clarence came up with the idea of a Fund for Humanity, for which 
they sought donations from people around the country who recognized 
that they had more than they needed. With those funds, they could 
extend no-interest, 20-year mortgages to families who helped build their 
own homes alongside volunteers. The monthly mortgage payments on 
the $6,000 homes were $25 a month. (Wouldn’t it be nice if we could still 
build a decent home for $6,000!) 

The income stream from those mortgages would fund more home 
construction, just as the money from Millard’s pig sales had funded more 
piglets. In the spirit of Christian community, families would be encour-
aged to continue making voluntary payments after they paid off their 
loans to help sustain the fund. This is how the Habitat model developed.  

As Millard worked out the idea of Habitat in his mind, he returned 
again and again to one of Clarence Jordan’s core beliefs about the 
“haves” and the “have-nots.” He held fast to the idea that the new 
organization would bring the rich and the poor together for their 
mutual benefit. 

Knowing the global ministry Habitat has become today, it is hard to 
imagine those early years when the organization was establishing a 
foothold. As passionate as Millard was about the cause he had 
embraced, he was equally tenacious about spreading the word of this 
new ministry, but it was slow going in the early years. Millard spoke at 
churches and civic groups and, over time, a number of fledgling local 
affiliates were formed and more and more houses were built.

E V E R Y T H I N G  C H A N G E D  I N  L AT E  1 9 8 0 .  President Jimmy Carter, looking 
for some consolation after losing the election to Ronald Reagan, picked 
up a copy of his hometown newspaper, the Americus Times-Recorder, 
which happened to be lying around the White House. (Plains, Georgia, 
where the Carters’ home is located, is just a few miles down the road 
from Americus.) Instead of solace, he found an angry letter to the editor 
from Millard. Apparently, Millard had invited President Carter to the 
dedication of some Habitat houses, and he hadn’t even responded. In 
his letter to the editor, Millard denounced the president’s rudeness.

“At the time, I was getting forty thousand letters a day,” President 
Carter remembered, “and I never saw Millard’s invitation. But I did see 
his diatribe condemning me for not caring about poor people. I had 
never heard of Habitat before, and I didn’t know who this nut from my 
hometown was, but my first impression was negative.”

Once he moved back to Plains, however, and resumed attending 
Maranatha Baptist Church, his opinion of Millard began to change. 
According to the president, “I was teaching Sunday school there, and a 
lot of Habitat volunteers would come over. They began to tell me more 
about Habitat and what it meant, and eventually, because of their 
intercession, I decided to invite Millard and Linda over to my house to 
meet with Rosalynn and me.”

That was in early 1984. Millard remembered that the conversation 
was brief but positive. He asked the Carters, “Are you interested in 
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Habitat for Humanity, or are you very interested?”
“Very interested,” they said. Then the president suggested that 

Millard send them a list of specific ways in which they could help. 
The list that Millard sent a week later contained 15 suggestions, 

including joining Habitat’s board of directors, signing a fundraising 
letter, donating money themselves, volunteering to work on job sites 
and praying for the success of the organization.

“I told Millard, ‘OK, I’ll do two things,’” the president recalled. “But 
eventually Rosalynn and I did all 15.”

When President Carter joined the Habitat board of directors in 1984, 
the organization had only seven paid employees. Together with about 
40 full-time volunteers, they oversaw the work of 33 U.S. and 18 interna-
tional affiliates. Altogether, 523 homes had been built or renovated. 

President Carter’s first Habitat initiative beyond his volunteering in 
Georgia was a two-year, $10 million fund drive that actually raised  
$12 million. In September 1984, he led the first Jimmy Carter Work 
Project (now the annual Jimmy & Rosalynn Carter Work Project), a 
weeklong renovation of an apartment building in New York City’s 
Alphabet City neighborhood. At that point, Habitat had been in opera-
tion for eight years, but few people had heard of the organization or 
knew anything about our work. President Carter’s willingness to pick 
up a hammer changed that overnight, and the worldwide media atten-
tion that the New York project garnered put Habitat on the philan-
thropic map — so much so that to this day many people still believe 
that President Carter started Habitat.

With the Carters lending their name to fundraising and committing 
one week every year to a Habitat build, the organization prospered, and 
work began to expand rapidly in the United States and around the 
world. Inspired by the Carters’ example, millions of other people began 
embracing Clarence and Millard’s vision of putting faith into action to 
help people in need. 

D U R I N G  T H I S  E A R LY  P E R I O D ,  Habitat was intended to be a movement 
of God’s people more than an organization. Inspired by Millard’s charis-
matic leadership, hundreds of new affiliates joined the crusade. Exciting 
things were happening, leaving coordination at times to take a back 

The first Jimmy Carter Work Project in 1984 took on rebuilding this decaying apartment building in New 
York City. Intrigued by the hammer-in-hand, roll-up-your-sleeves work by a former U.S. president and 
his wife, the news media helped spread the message of the young Habitat for Humanity organization, 
immediately attracting thousands upon thousands of new supporters to the cause of affordable housing. 
The project of renovating the Mascot Flats building was so large that the Carters returned in 1985 to help 
complete the job with other Habitat volunteers and future homeowners like Jessica Wallace, above, in her 
nearly finished home. An annual, weeklong event since then, the Jimmy & Rosalynn Carter Work Project 
has led directly to more than 4,000 families in 14 countries living in new, renovated or repaired homes. 
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seat to growth. Eventually, it became harder and harder to manage the 
organization. 

When the Carters got involved, Habitat was helping hundreds of 
people per year. By 2005, 29 years after our founding, Habitat was 
serving 125,000 individuals per year and had celebrated housing a 
million people.In 2018, we served 8.7 million individuals in one year 
and over 22 million throughout our history. When you consider that 
number, it really is phenomenal. I can’t think of any other way to 
explain Habitat’s success except to acknowledge that it is God at work. 
How else could a small group of people eking out a living in southern 
Georgia have evolved into a worldwide ministry touching millions of 
lives every year?

Habitat has grown and changed over the decades, but the organiza-
tion’s core beliefs have not. We are a Christian ministry, and our first 
mission principle is to demonstrate the love of Jesus Christ. That said, 
we never limit whom we serve or whom we invite to help us with our 
work. We have always welcomed people of all faiths and of no faith to 
join us in our efforts to build homes, communities and hope. One of our 
affiliates said it beautifully: “God is our center, not our border.” From 
the early days of Koinonia and Habitat, we have been committed to 
putting our faith into action in a way that brings people together and 
breaks down barriers. 

As another Habitat hero, Archbishop Desmond Tutu, said at a build 
he sponsored in South Africa, “As the physical walls of the home go up, 
the invisible walls that separate us as people come tumbling down and 
hope is built in the community.”  

RIGHT  When Millard Fuller asked Jimmy and Rosalynn Carter at their initial meeting if they were interested 
in Habitat for Humanity or very interested, they may not have realized what their “very interested” response 
would mean. Thirty-five years later, they are still enthusiastically supporting Habitat’s work. Here are Millard 
and the former U.S. president ready for work on a Habitat site. 
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A S  I  L O O K  B A C K  on my early years at Habitat, it’s easy for me to 
remember so many wonderful experiences, and I feel blessed to have 
been a part of them. But those years were also marked significantly by 
disasters and crises. When I first joined the organization in August 2005, 
the staff was working hard to address the devastation caused by the 
massive Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami of December 2004. 

Although not quite a stranger to relief work, Habitat had previously 
left immediate, large-scale disaster response to organizations with more 
specific relief experience and infrastructure, such as the Red Cross. This 
was reflective of Millard’s general tendency to eschew collaboration 
with other nonprofits and rely instead on Habitat’s own assets to do 
what needed to be done. If the organization couldn’t fix a problem on its 
own, Habitat would usually get out of the way and leave the work to 
someone else who could.

This legacy notwithstanding, the leadership team in place at the 
time of the tsunami realized that we would have to get involved much 
more deeply than ever before in the South Asian relief effort. Habitat 
already had a strong, successful presence in the region, and our 
national organizations were pleading for help. This was motivation 
enough, but with all the publicity that the tsunami received, there were 

LEFT  Surrounded by skyscrapers, light shines on a Habitat for Humanity home being framed in New 
York City’s Rockefeller Plaza, temporarily named “Humanity Plaza,” as part of Habitat’s Operation Home 
Delivery project to help those displaced by Hurricane Katrina build new homes.

How a tsunami in Asia and two hurricanes in the U.S.  
helped increase our capacity, heighten our visibility and  

set the stage for the next chapter in Habitat’s growth.

C H A P T E R  2

S T E P P I N G  U P
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also significant funding opportunities available through Habitat’s own 
fundraising apparatus as well as through grants provided by relief 
organizations looking for partners with an expertise in shelter.

That’s why the leadership team decided to commit an unprece-
dented share of Habitat’s resources to the rebuilding of the Indian 
Ocean Basin. This was a courageous decision because, at the time, 
Habitat lacked the infrastructure necessary to build at this scale. We 
also lacked experience collaborating with other large organizations. 
Habitat could be the housing expert, but without the help of others, that 
expertise couldn’t be put into efficient practice. The staff was still 
coming to terms with this when I came aboard in early August 2005.

M Y  F I R S T  I N T E R N AT I O N A L  T R I P  on behalf of Habitat took me to the 
Indonesian city of Banda Aceh, the metropolitan area closest to the epi-
center of the earthquake. Located on the northwestern tip of Sumatra, 
Banda Aceh is the capital of the province of Aceh, where the tsunami 
killed an estimated 168,000 people. 

As I flew into the city on a small propeller plane, I saw what can 
only be described as a housing graveyard. Where thousands of homes 
and businesses had once stood, there were just blocks and blocks 
littered with concrete slabs, twisted rebar and the rubble of ruined lives. 
As far as I could see — which was quite far — the only building stand-
ing was a concrete-framed mosque with open walls made of cloth. 
Unlike stiff construction materials such as wood or brick, these open 
walls had allowed the seawater to pass through without taking down 
the mosque’s structure. 

As my plane moved further inland, I saw another unlikely struc-
ture: a large tanker that had come to rest in the middle of a street. 
Incredibly, it was almost a mile from the coast. Seeing that ship made 
me feel as though I had been transported to the set of a post-apocalyptic 
science fiction film, except that the devastation was real. I had been to 

RIGHT  Because everyone I met in Banda Aceh had experienced some great loss, I felt uncomfortable 
asking too many questions. I wanted to understand what had happened to them, but I didn’t want them to 
have to relive their nightmares on my account. What I did learn was that the survivors were those who had 
moved quickly to higher ground. Those who had gone down to the beach to see what was happening when 
the ocean began to recede were all drowned.
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disaster sites before, but I had never seen anything like this. You would 
think it unimaginable unless you were looking right at it.

When I landed, I began moving among the survivors. Because Aceh 
had only recently emerged from civil war, it was a place that few 
outsiders visited. Christians hadn’t been welcome, and the people there 
struggled to fully trust pledges of Western assistance. On the other 
hand, the deeply felt sense of shared grief created an opening into 
which our response team moved.

Made up of both our Asia-Pacific and Habitat Indonesia staff, 
Habitat’s team was half Christian, half Muslim and all heart. Sensing 
the team members’ goodwill, the residents quickly embraced them, 
inviting them to use the still-standing mosque as a meeting and plan-
ning center.

The most immediate problem the response team encountered upon 
arrival was how to import supplies. The tsunami had wiped out the 
coastal road, so everything had to be brought by boat to one village. 
Normally, this might be little more than a hassle. But under the circum-
stances then prevailing in Aceh, it meant risking one’s life. On one of 
our supply runs, the motor on the barge died, and it began drifting out 
to sea. I was told that only a quick-thinking repair using a wooden 
spoon saved several of our team members.

Once a better supply chain had been established and we could start 
thinking about rebuilding, another problem emerged. All of the land 
records had been destroyed, so it was impossible to tell who owned 
what. It was going to take years for the government to establish new 
maps and records. We came up with a workable solution that we called 
community mapping. We began by asking neighbors where they 
thought the property lines were. From this information, we created a 
map that the neighbors signed, indicating their agreement. We then had 
each map reviewed and approved by three levels of government 
officials. This community mapping approach soon became the standard 
recommended by the Indonesian government for the entire response 
area, and it allowed us to quickly begin the reconstruction.

By the time I arrived in Banda Aceh, we were already well into the 
rebuilding phase. Some houses already had been dedicated, and fami-
lies were moving in. Almost everyone I met had lost family members, 

but the process of rebuilding allowed them to move forward with their 
lives. A lesson I took away from Aceh was that we had to open our eyes 
wider. If all we had been prepared to do was build houses, we never 
would have gotten anywhere. We still would have been waiting for the 
supplies to arrive and the property lines to be drawn.

B E F O R E  I  M A D E  T H AT  T R I P,  I had mapped out some pretty specific 
plans for getting started on my new job. Habitat’s leadership team was 
already more than busy with the tsunami response on top of regular 
operations. I had worked with the team on my 100-day plan to travel 
around the world, learning about our work. Then, just before I actually 
started, Hurricane Katrina tore a path along the U.S. Gulf Coast, dev-
astating communities from Florida to eastern Texas. The city of New 
Orleans suffered a second blow when failed levees flooded large parts 
of the city and neighboring communities. Weeks later, Hurricane Rita 
followed, making a bad situation even worse.

The need in Asia hadn’t abated, but we could hardly do less for the 
people of Louisiana, Texas, Mississippi and Alabama than we were 
doing for the citizens of Indonesia, Thailand, India and Sri Lanka.

At the time, the 18 Habitat affiliates on the Gulf Coast were build-
ing houses at a combined rate of about 50 per year. They were doing it 
the way Habitat affiliates had always done it, one house at a time. They 
found a piece of land that someone was willing to donate or that they 
could buy cheaply. Then they put up a decent home and helped yet 
another family turn their life around. 

Just as with the tsunami, the hurricanes were unparalleled housing 
disasters that required an unprecedented response from Habitat. We 
assessed the need and set the audacious goal of building 1,000 new 
homes and helping thousands of other families gut and clean out their 
ruined homes. While doing our best to support the efforts of the local 
affiliates, our leadership team organized a national action as well. On 
Sept. 3, we launched Operation Home Delivery. As one might expect, its 
design was informed by some of the lessons we had learned over the 
past year in South Asia. The goal wasn’t simply to provide temporary 
shelter but rather to serve as a catalyst for comprehensive long-term 
recovery. We wanted to mobilize other groups — philanthropic 
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organizations, governments and corporations — to join our effort and 
thus help families on a scale that wouldn’t have been possible working 
on our own.

The public phase of Operation Home Delivery began on Monday, 
Sept. 26, when NBC, the Warner Music Group and Tishman Speyer 
joined forces with us to turn New York City’s Rockefeller Plaza into 
“Humanity Plaza.” For five days, employees from these three compa-
nies and a thousand other volunteers worked around the clock (includ-
ing mornings televised live on the Today show) to frame walls that were 
then packed into shipping containers and transported south to the Gulf 
Coast. We called these prefabricated housing kits Homes in a Box. Six 
weeks later, another well-publicized event in Washington, D.C. America 
Builds on the National Mall, brought together members of Congress 
and volunteers from every state to frame more Homes in a Box. 

Together, the Rockefeller Plaza and National Mall events helped 
house 100 families. Of even greater benefit, though, was the awareness 
these highly publicized events generated. They helped make the 
average American acutely aware of the pressing need, and soon, affili-
ates all over the country were building hundreds of Homes in a Box.

A L L  O F  U S  U N D E R S T O O D  the importance of each individual house 
framed at Rockefeller Center, on the National Mall, and elsewhere. 
Millard Fuller had taught us that. His founding vision had been to build 
one house and then another and then another until the job of eradicating 
poverty housing was done. But that approach had its limits. Building 
one house at a time, there was no way that Habitat was ever going to 
eradicate poverty housing. Even if we doubled and doubled and dou-
bled our output again and again and again, we still wouldn’t be able to 
house everyone who needed shelter. Not this year, not this decade, not 
this century. The need was just too great for Habitat to meet on its own.

Of course, Millard knew that, too, but standing at the foot of the 
mountain, he couldn’t allow its height to faze him. So he began climbing 
it the only way he could, one step and one family at a time. Thirty years 
later, however, the Habitat I had joined wasn’t the same organization. 
Through the hard work of Millard and so many others, Habitat’s reach 
had grown substantially, enabling our leadership team to think boldly 

and strategically about how the organization might continue to expand. 
But first there was some housekeeping to take care of.

Between 1976 and 2005, while Habitat — and the world — changed 
in so many ways, Millard’s grassroots management style changed 
hardly at all.

He believed strongly in the need to grow the organization’s foot-
print and less strongly in the need for effective management systems in 
the areas of accounting, human resources, procurement and the like. 
Because of Millard’s remarkable charisma, this bias hardly hindered the 
organization during its first 10 or 20 years. But by the time of Millard’s 
departure in late 2004, Habitat had grown so large that the need for 
more effective systems had become acute. As we listened to affiliates, 
national organizations, donors and other stakeholders, their message 
was consistent: We love the locally led, grassroots Christian movement 
of Habitat, but we also want things to work better.

We launched three major organizational changes: a unified logo, 
legal agreements with every Habitat entity, and enhanced quality 
standards. Historically, as local champions started Habitat groups 
worldwide, they signed a one-page covenant with Habitat for Humanity 
International and then generally created their own logos and operating 
practices.

In 2005, we had 1,800 separate Habitat entities in the U.S. and had 
planted flags in 103 countries, but some countries and many affiliates 
weren’t building any houses. Most Habitat entities had their own logos, 
and very few, if any, owned the trademark — Habitat for Humanity 
International included. It was painful to push out new agreements and 
standards and a new global logo. However, as a result, we’ve seen 
extraordinary growth in our brand awareness and value, and those 
were critical foundational steps that allowed us to accelerate our 
growth in strategic ways. 

In its earlier years, Habitat also had been wary of becoming too 
involved with government agencies. Our status as a Christian ministry 
and our ability to describe our efforts as a direct people-to-people 
organization were important to Millard and many other early leaders. 
They feared that seeking government grants would require the organi-
zation to foreswear our commitment to demonstrating the love of Jesus 
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Christ, and would allow potential donors to adopt the attitude that if 
Habitat were getting government funds, it didn’t need their financial 
help. Eventually, however, Habitat leaders softened on that position 
— enough to create a program for self-help homeownership with the 
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development in the 1990s. Not 
too long before I joined the organization, the board of directors of 
Habitat for Humanity International decided that Habitat entities should 
never be dependent on government funding but that we should partner 
with governments around affordable housing. 

Advocating for those in need of housing has always been a core 
principle of Habitat, but the majority opinion when I arrived was that 
we should not be involved in advocacy to shape public policy. That view 
has changed dramatically, however, as more and more people agreed 
that an issue as complex as housing would require partnerships among 
the government, the private sector and nonprofits like Habitat if we 
were going to make transformational change possible.

O U T  O F  T H I S  C A U L D R O N  emerged the building blocks of a new ap-
proach to the way we went about our work. As the need for affordable 
housing continued to grow, it wasn’t enough to think only in terms of 
building new houses. We could have built a hundredfold more homes 
than we had ever built before, and that still wouldn’t have been nearly 
enough to meet the need. Instead, we had to think in terms of rebuilding 
entire communities, even entire regions. That couldn’t be done merely 
with hammers and nails. 

The daily chaos of trying to figure out what to do next swamped us 
with a deluge of large and small details, but we nevertheless came to 
see that the only way to move forward was to engage the help of others 
— other housing organizations, other philanthropies and even govern-
ment agencies. Happily, we found that they were equally eager to work 
with us, and this enabled us to scale up our relief operations quickly 
and dramatically. These partnerships also showed us what is possible 
when people of good faith forget their reservations and open their 
hearts and minds to respond to the suffering of others. 

With Operation Home Delivery, we made a good start, and we soon 
found ourselves awash in new volunteers and new sources of funding. 

This abundance forced us to accelerate the management changes 
already underway, and at times it was a bumpy ride. For the most part, 
though, our missteps were met with generous understanding, and 
Habitat’s reputation as a key player in the shelter space soared. 
According to the global brand consultant Interbrand, the value of the 
Habitat name more than doubled from $1.3 billion in 2001 to $3.1 billion 
in 2006. 

Two years later, we used this new approach to guide our response 
to the U.S. housing crisis brought on by the Great Recession. In neigh-
borhoods all over the country, banks were foreclosing on one property 
after another. Hundreds of thousands of families were losing their 
homes, and they needed help. This required us to develop strategies 
beyond new home construction, and we looked for partnerships that 
could enable us to leverage our resources and extend our reach. 

Looking back, it is clear to see how Habitat had to make dramatic 
changes. The original model called for us to build a few houses in a 
huge number of locations. The crises of the Indian Ocean tsunami and 
hurricanes Katrina and Rita forced us to build a large number of homes 
in relatively small areas. We helped 25,000 families build back from the 
tsunami and then built over 6,000 homes on the U.S. Gulf Coast. The 
housing crisis also required us to experiment with scaling strategies 
and tip some sacred cows. The new capacity — and the visibility of our 
efforts — paved the way for the next chapter in Habitat’s growth.
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B E F O R E  H U R R I C A N E  K AT R I N A  and the Great Recession, Habitat’s ef-
forts in the U.S. were focused on serving individual families. Sometimes 
an affiliate might plan and build a small subdivision, but rarely was 
consideration given to the creation of communities through a long-term, 
phased approach. The only metric that mattered was how many new 
houses were built each year.

Most of our national organizations in the developing world already 
were taking a holistic approach to community development, focusing 
not just on housing but also on creating partnerships to address all the 
needs in the community. When the mortgage crisis erupted in 2008, our 
U.S. affiliates made a big shift in their operations that aligned more 
with our global work.

Given the economic circumstances, it didn’t make much sense for 
affiliates to continue focusing only on new construction. There were 
already far too many empty houses out there for most affiliates to consider 
building new ones. Mayors were asking what we could do to help with the 

LEFT  After the Great Recession of 2008, building new homes in the United States suddenly didn’t make 
much sense in many communities. With thousands of houses sitting empty and neglected because of 
foreclosures and abandonment, more Habitat affiliates began looking at renovations and repairs, along with 
holistic neighborhood revitalization. Fortunately, they could learn from other affiliates that had been doing 
incremental home improvements for several years. Here are two such projects underway during Jimmy & 
Rosalynn Carter Work Projects in Michigan (top) and California.

Tempered by the Great Recession and informed by our faith, 
experience and history, a new strategy begins to unfold.
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glut of empty homes that were threatening once thriving communities.
Empty homes have always been toxic to communities. Once a few 

vacant houses fall into disrepair, the entire neighborhood can become 
compromised. That’s why we knew our response to the housing crisis 
would have to focus not simply on building more houses, but also on 
repairing and rehabilitating existing homes in the context of holistic 
neighborhood revitalization.

F O R  S E V E R A L  Y E A R S ,  Twin Cities Habitat for Humanity in Minneso-
ta had been running a program called A Brush with Kindness, which 
helped low-income families repaint the exteriors of their homes. In 
2009, with the assistance of a multimillion-dollar grant from the Valspar 
Corporation, we rolled out the program nationwide. Not long thereafter, 
some affiliates began expanding the exterior cleanup work they were 
doing to include other interior and exterior repairs. It wasn’t the stan-
dard U.S. Habitat model by any means, but these incremental repairs 
helped thousands of families stay in their homes and preserve the integ-
rity of their neighborhoods. 

Meanwhile, as part of the $787 billion American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act of 2009, Congress gave the Department of Housing and 
Urban Development $2 billion with which to fund the Neighborhood 
Stabilization Program. The goal of the NSP was to help the hardest-hit 
communities manage the foreclosure crisis by funding the purchase and 
rehabilitation of foreclosed and abandoned properties. HUD couldn’t do 
this work itself, of course, so the department made the money available in 
the form of grants to competitively chosen public and private 
organizations.

Habitat was uniquely well-suited to take a leadership role in the crisis. 
From the start, we saw this program as a tremendous opportunity for 
Habitat for Humanity International to provide important added value to 
its U.S. affiliates. In the first phase, we helped affiliates obtain almost $250 
million that was passed through their county or city governments. In 
Phase 2, we received an unprecedented $139 million direct grant to HFHI 
to support affiliates in Dallas, Texas; Los Angeles, California; Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin; New York, New York; and Miami, Naples and Pensacola, 
Florida. This NSP2 funding helped the affiliates purchase, rehab and sell 

1,244 homes to partner families in a remarkably short period.
The NSP grants inspired these affiliates (and soon many others) to 

think much more broadly about the communities they were serving and 
more carefully about the specific needs of each. Maybe a particular 
empty lot needed a new structure, but the house next door needed only 
a new roof, and the one next to that required only some plumbing 
repairs and a fresh coat of paint in order to return it to the market. 
Where affiliates might in the past have blown into a neighborhood, built 
a house in a few months, and then moved on, now they were talking to 
the residents, figuring out what was needed, and making long-term 
plans to address those needs.

Since the Great Recession, this trend toward neighborhood revital-
ization among Habitat affiliates has been visible and is changing percep-
tions of Habitat in a positive way. External community groups have 
always liked Habitat, but until recent years, they often saw us as doing 
our own thing and not necessarily as a good partner. That has changed.  

With the focus on bringing community members together to 
revitalize neighborhoods, our new construction numbers have been 
relatively flat, while repairs and renovations have expanded dramati-
cally. Now the supply of low-cost empty homes is long gone, but we 
have continued to grow our repair and home preservation efforts along 
with new construction. Some 300 affiliates, which account for the 
majority of our total U.S. construction, are doing holistic neighborhood 
revitalization.

A S  2 0 0 9  R O L L E D  I N T O  2 0 1 0 ,  I thought the world was beginning to 
normalize and I would finally be able to catch my breath. Then I learned 
of the magnitude-7.0 earthquake that struck Haiti on Jan. 12. I assure 
you that it isn’t my intention to bring up every major natural disaster 
of the past 14 years, but it’s necessary to recall the Haitian earthquake 
because it helped develop our current strategic thinking.  

From the start, we knew that working in Haiti would be much more 
difficult than operating on the Gulf Coast or even in South Asia. The 
housing stock there was poor before the quake, which killed an esti-
mated 200,000 to 300,000 people and destroyed much of the capital city, 
Port-au-Prince. I visited just a few days after the earthquake, and it was 
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one of the most heartbreaking things I’ve ever experienced. Also, our 
national organization in Haiti was small, and our team members there 
were victims of the earthquake as well. These challenges were daunt-
ing. But we had no choice. As followers of Jesus, we are called on to 
extend mercy when we can, and so once again we raised the bar of our 
response and set an audacious goal of helping 50,000 people with 
housing solutions.

We raised a significant amount of money and began implementing 
operations on the ground. But that was easier said than done. Never 
before had Habitat attempted to provide the entire spectrum of disaster 
response in a consolidated way. Our efforts ranged from temporary 
shelter to transitional housing to repairs, renovations and new construc-
tion. Also making matters more difficult was that we were taking 
funding for different projects from different sources, all of which had 
different deliverables and reporting requirements. 

I R O N I C A L LY,  T H E  A C T U A L  C O N S T R U C T I O N  W O R K  in Haiti turned out 
to be the least of our challenges. Much more intractable was the issue 
of land tenure, the system by which a society assigns and records land 
ownership. The problem we faced in Haiti — and it’s a problem that 
Habitat faces all over the developing world — is that most Haitians 
didn’t have a demonstrable legal claim to the land on which they lived. 
Even in those cases where proof of ownership had once existed, the 
earthquake had wiped out all of the land records, leveling the govern-
ment building where they had been stored and killing the staff who had 
maintained them.

This meant we could build a new house for a family only to see that 
house seized by another party claiming to own the land on which the 
house had been built. Clearly, we couldn’t do much until the tenure 
issue was resolved, but how to do that? It wasn’t a problem that our 
construction experts could fix. Instead, it required government advo-
cacy, so Habitat convened the Property Law Working Group, a group of 

RIGHT  Working under a variety of challenging limitations and restraints in post-earthquake Haiti helped 
me understand why Habitat in earlier years had been reluctant to take on disaster recovery work and to 
collaborate closely with other organizations. On the other hand, without these collaborative relationships, 
we couldn’t have moved ahead with our audacious plan to house 50,000 Haitian families within five years.
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Haitian and international stakeholders who could clarify the existing 
laws and train judges on them. 

Our experience with advocacy in Haiti showed us again that new 
home construction alone isn’t what makes the difference. Equally 
important is that we change attitudes about how people come to be 
housed. For example, several years ago, women in Bolivia were not 
allowed to own their homes or to have title to their land or property. So 
we trained a cadre of women and some men through an academy to 
advocate for themselves and for the right to have title to their homes or 
land. They not only succeeded in personally getting title, but they also 
actually got the law overturned. Now if a man is married and he wants 
to register and have title to his property or home, it has to be joint title. 
That means 1.8 million women are able to become property owners, 
with all the economic and socioeconomic benefits that brings. 

We will continue to work toward changing policies concerning land 
tenure and other barriers that prevent people from accessing adequate 
and affordable housing.

Adequate shelter requires more than four walls 
and a roof. It also means, for starters, structural 
durability; security of tenure; adequate space, 
light, heating and ventilation; and basic 
infrastructure, including sanitation facilities 
and water supply. Wherever it builds, Habitat 
for Humanity is committed to housing that 
not only is affordable for a family to buy, but 
also affordable and adequate for them to live 
in for the long term. Access to water is one of 
the many issues Habitat Zambia is helping to 
address in communities served. Having a water 
access point within the community means that 
women and children like this girl no longer must 
walk for hours to get water the family needs. 

The School of Women Leaders for Secure Tenure opened in Cochabamba, Bolivia, in 2010. As a result of that 
training and resulting advocacy efforts, 1.8 million women now have the right to have title to their homes or land. 
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F O R  H A B I TAT ’ S  F I R S T  3 5  Y E A R S ,  our answer to how we would end 
poverty housing was straightforward and simple: build another 
house. While this was life-changing for the families we had reached 
with the resources available to us, the number of families living in 
poverty was far outpacing our resources and capacity. That could no 
longer be our sole approach.

When we put together our 2006 strategic plan, we had allowed a 
great deal of experimentation and testing of new programs in an effort 
to serve more families. In 2011, as we assessed the results of those 
experiments, HFHI’s leadership team and board of directors decided to 
formalize what we had learned to develop Habitat’s first truly global 
strategic plan, one that we hoped would be embraced and implemented 
by every Habitat entity.

We wanted a living plan, not one that would be done and sit on a 
shelf. As we began shaping Habitat’s organizational strategy for the 
next decade, we knew that convincing others of the need for compre-
hensive, systematic change wasn’t going to be easy.

L E A D E R S  O F  O R G A N I Z AT I O N S  often try to win people over to their 
visions of the future by preaching to them about the need to link arms, 

LEFT  Volunteers gather to paint a mural in Clarkston, Georgia, in the U.S., as a part of the Feedback Loop 
Program, funded by a grant from Habitat for Humanity’s neighborhood revitalization program. Residents of 
the neighborhood voted to use the funds to paint a meaningful mural to help beautify their community.

Testing new approaches to build houses, impact lives, and be  
a partner and catalyst for worldwide access to affordable housing.
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work hard, sacrifice and persevere so that everyone can move to their 
vision of a rosy future. This technique has its merits, but if the present 
doesn’t seem so bad — and to most Habitat folk, things seemed pretty 
good at the time — then a leader can’t expect much support for the 
change he or she wants to make.

My friend Daryl Conner, who wrote the seminal book on change 
management and has given countless hours to helping Habitat, says 
that for people to change, the price of keeping the status quo has to be 
unacceptably high. He says that if the alternative to changing is certain 
failure or organizational extinction, then it isn’t too hard to persuade 
people to move. The situation at Habitat wasn’t awful at all. In fact, we 
were showing record results. We therefore faced the most difficult 
change challenge: If we didn’t change, we would miss the future 
opportunity to help more people.

The course on which we eventually settled was to point out that, 
despite the impressive number of families we were currently serving, 
there were still a vast number of people we hadn’t helped at all and 
might never help unless changes were made. To motivate myself, I 
often thought about the children I had met whose lives were trans-
formed by Habitat homes. Shouldn’t every child have that opportunity? 
The heartbreaking visits I’ve made to slums around the world keep my 
sense of urgency high.

The statistics that my team compiled made the pitch easier. For 
example, 1 in every 4 people worldwide lack adequate shelter. And 
virtually nowhere in the United States can a full-time employee 
working for the minimum wage afford a one-bedroom apartment. As 
we share these hard facts, we share this encouragement and challenge: 
Because of our past accomplishments, we know we can do more. 
Because we believe that God is calling on us, we must do more.

O N E  O F  T H E  B I G G E S T  C H A N G E S  we needed to make was in the way 
we defined success. Since that founding weekend at Koinonia, Habitat 
for Humanity had measured itself by the number of new houses con-
structed and the number of Habitat organizations started. We counted 
them obsessively, graded our performance by them, and used this same 
metric to set our future goals.

The number of new homes we build is important, and we still work 
hard to grow that number. However, we began to ask ourselves a much 
harder question: What would it take to significantly impact the housing 
deficit in each geography we served? We wanted to introduce other 
metrics that could help to quantify more of the good work we were 
doing. For example, we wanted to be able to measure the ways in which 
our housing-related work impacted the health, education and liveli-
hoods of the people living in the communities we served. 

We believed that Habitat had reached the point at which it could not 
only bring people together to improve housing conditions but also serve 
as a catalyst for the improvement of living conditions more generally. 
Our neighborhood revitalization experience had taught us that in 
neglected neighborhoods, crime and blight are just as formidable 
obstacles to decent housing as poor plumbing or leaky roofs. We would 
have to address those social issues in some way, or else we wouldn’t be 
serving communities to the fullest.

Taking on such an approach required the commitment of a great 
deal of resources and a major mindset shift. We committed to doing 
everything in partnership and embraced the language that we would 
demonstrate God’s love by being a partner and catalyst for worldwide 
access to safe, decent, affordable housing. That was a very different 
vision from building a lot of houses. Beyond time and money, it 
required vision, stamina and the long-term assistance of others. We 
needed to engage both sponsors and the government agencies that 
regulate land use, build and maintain infrastructure, and create the 
context for private investment in housing.

I was thrilled when our major donors, who already liked what we 
were doing, amplified their investment in Habitat not only to help 
individual families but also to impact entire communities.

F E D E R A L ,  S T A T E  A N D  L O C A L  G O V E R N M E N T  agencies also were 
responsive to the large community redevelopment projects we were 
envisioning, but the real driver for success in such endeavors is the 
engagement of the community itself. Without the active participation of 
the people who live there, nothing in a neighborhood is going to 
change. That’s why Habitat offers a hand up, not a handout, and it is the 
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reason we start our community development efforts with the residents.
It seems obvious that those directly affected by a project need to be 

part of the planning conversation, and yet it’s amazing how often their 
voices go unheard. Listening to people slows down the process, but not 
listening often dooms the project from the start. Fortunately, several 
affiliates already had shown us how to get this right. 

Habitat for Humanity of Forsyth County, for example, mobilized 
stakeholders in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, to revitalize a stretch 
of North Cherry Street that had been in steep decline for decades. 

The core of Habitat Forsyth’s redevelopment plan was the affiliate’s 
commitment to replace 16 of the most dilapidated houses with new 

When Habitat for Humanity of Forsyth County began its neighborhood revitalization effort, the goal was 
clear: Rid North Cherry Street of its blighted, vacant housing and crime so that the neighborhood, with its 
rich history, could be inviting to young families again. The affiliate’s executive director at the time was an 
experienced community organizer named Sylvia Oberle. Fully aware of North Cherry Street’s problems, 
Sylvia had joined Habitat in 2006 because she believed that nearly all of those problems led back to 
housing. “You can focus on schools; you can focus on police; you can focus on parks,” she said. “But if you 
have inadequate or substandard housing, then you really are unable to change.”

construction. But that was just the beginning of the plan, not the end. 
The specific, long-term commitment that those 16 homes represented 
inspired a wave of community buy-in. Winston-Salem’s city govern-
ment agreed to clear the land and rezone the lots to facilitate the new 
construction. Private developers agreed to purchase and renovate other 
properties, including an apartment building. School, church and 
business leaders also stepped forward to do their part, offering even 
more resources, experience and ideas for change.  

Even so, it soon became apparent to everyone involved that change 
wasn’t going to take hold on North Cherry Street unless the degrada-
tion of homes in the surrounding Boston Thurmond neighborhood was 
also addressed. North Cherry Street could form the nucleus of change, 
but that change had to expand beyond a few blocks to be effective.

A  G R O U P  O F  F I V E  H I S T O R I C  S T R U C T U R E S  in the neighborhood be-
came prominent symbols of what the community alliance was trying 
to preserve as part of its revitalization plans. These were Boston Thur-
mond’s “Y-stair” apartment buildings, named for the shape of their 
distinctive exterior stairways. Some of the distinctive architecture from 
the 1930s on North Cherry Street is listed on the National Register of 
Historic Places. 

Bringing these buildings back wasn’t going to be easy. They weren’t 
in good shape, and rehabilitating historic buildings requires all sorts of 
government approvals. Habitat Forsyth began conversations both with 
the Winston-Salem city government and the North Carolina state 
historic preservation office. The affiliate also began looking for a 
partner who might perform the work, because the historic reconstruc-
tion of the buildings was beyond the capability of local Habitat volun-
teers. Eventually, Sylvia Oberle found a private developer willing to 
take the risk. 

Meanwhile, Dr. Amber Baker, principal of nearby Kimberley Park 
Elementary School, became a valuable ally, encouraging parents to 
attend community meetings and support the affiliate’s efforts. With Dr. 
Baker’s help, Habitat Forsyth was able to create connections among 
people and rebuild the sense of community that had once pervaded the 
neighborhood. With the help of another important nonprofit partner, 
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Neighbors for Better Neighborhoods, a new residents’ association was 
formed, cleanup days were scheduled, and other volunteer-intensive 
projects were organized.

I can’t emphasize enough the importance of this volunteer piece of 
the puzzle. Even as we looked for ways to reach more families, we never 
lost sight of what makes our organization unique. Other nonprofits 
reach out to their supporters for financial and political help but rarely 
engage them actively in the work of the organization. Habitat is com-
pletely reliant upon the deep engagement of our supporters. We appre-
ciate financial and political backing, of course, but we also want our 
supporters’ time, sweat and compassion. We create change by bringing 
people to the place where the problem is happening, introducing them 
to someone who needs their help, and giving them the opportunity to 
pitch in. I’m continually surprised at how rare such opportunities are in 
our increasingly economically segregated society.

Habitat Forsyth put this spirit into practice over one Labor Day 
weekend. It organized teams of volunteers to help the homeowners who 
had stuck out hard times in Boston Thurmond while they made badly 
needed repairs to their houses. Other volunteers refurbished a commu-
nity garden and poured slurry for concrete outdoor teaching stations at 
the elementary school. It wasn’t the sort of work that people had come 
to expect from Habitat, but “we used it as an opportunity to talk to 
people about the shift from new construction to a neighborhood revital-
ization approach,” explained Kelly Mitter, the affiliate’s neighborhood 
revitalization coordinator.

As the project moved forward, volunteers rehabbed more houses, 
the city installed new lighting and landscaping, and residents formed a 
neighborhood watch. All of these changes added to the appeal and 
safety of the neighborhood. As crime and drug use decreased, North 
Cherry Street came back to life.

The results of the redevelopment project have been amazing. There 
are now nearly 200 Habitat homeowners among Boston Thurmond’s 
3,500 residents, and Habitat Forsyth is increasing its impact each year 
with a combination of new construction and renovations. 

I will always remember touring the community with a policeman 
named Billy. He was also a volunteer in the community and told me,  

“If you’d been here a few years ago, I would have been here to protect 
you.” He proudly swept his arm to point out all the changes, saying, 
“Now look what we’ve done!”

The city manager also told me that when he feels overwhelmed, he 
drives to Cherry Street to remember what is possible. A 10-square-block 
area with Cherry Street as the center is now the focus of a larger neigh-
borhood revitalization project. 

This is the same view on Cherry Street three years later.
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T H E  G O A L  O F  T H E  P R E V I O U S  C H A P T E R S  was to provide context for 
where Habitat was in 2011 as we began developing our current strategic 
plan. Now I’d like to tell you something about what that process was 
like. The first step we took was to revisit Habitat’s core documents. Over 
the course of a full year, we asked thousands of people from all across 
the ministry to help us review our vision statement, our mission state-
ment and our mission principles. We sought input from board members, 
staff members, donors, volunteers and outside stakeholders because we 
wanted to find a strong consensus before moving forward. We didn’t 
want to focus on the future without first honoring the past.

Sometimes the better part of wisdom is recognizing what not to 
change. To that end, we kept the vision statement — a world where 
everyone has a decent place to live — just as it was. We did, however, 
revise the mission statement, which we found to be much too long for 
anyone to remember. At 55 words, it failed what we jokingly called “the 
T-shirt test” — something short enough to fit on a T-shirt. So we whit-
tled it down to these 19 carefully chosen words:

Seeking to put God’s love into action, 
 Habitat for Humanity brings people together 

 to build homes, communities and hope.

The mission statement is still too long for a T-shirt, but it’s neverthe-
less a much more succinct description of our work (and a lot easier for 

Milady lives with her children, Maidy and Ronal, in their Habitat home in Cane, Honduras, where Habitat 
Honduras and the municipality of Cane joined forces to make homeownership a reality for more families. 
Says Milady: “I am happy to see the joy in my kids’ eyes when they come home. I am trying to teach them 
that they can obtain what they want if they make the effort.” Habitat Honduras has participated in Habitat’s 
Solid Ground program, with the goal of changing land policies and systems to ensure that more people 
around the globe have access to land for adequate and affordable shelter. 

A new way of thinking about our mission 
and how we approach it.

C H A P T E R  5

T H E  T H R E E - H O U S E
P L A N
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people to remember). A robust debate took place over whether we 
should continue to mention God in the mission statement and Jesus 
Christ in the first mission principle. Some people were concerned that 
those expressions of faith would exclude potential supporters. The 
overwhelming majority, including a majority of non-Christians, 
however, felt it was essential that those foundational concepts remain.

The revised statement describes our motivation: putting God’s love 
into action. It describes our distinctive methodology: bringing people 
together. And it outlines our desired impact: building homes, communi-
ties and hope. The last edit was adding the word “hope.” It captured the 
intangible aspect of Habitat’s work, that we build much more than houses.

As for our mission principles, we combined two that overlapped but 
kept them virtually intact, leaving us with a refreshed set of documents 
that made it easier for us to communicate with each other and the 
public about the work that we do.

As we distilled all of the feedback from the myriad conversations 
and prayers, seven themes kept surfacing. These became a global prayer 
that guided the strategic planning process:

God, teach us humility so that we may…

• listen,

• confess and forgive,

• serve in relationship with the poor,

• persevere in our mission, 

• unify as one body with many diverse parts,

• and act with courage and boldness.

RIGHT  Our strategic plan challenges us to build impact, not just houses. That may occur on a family/
community level, at the sector level or at the societal level. In Chersoo, India, Mohammed stands with sons 
Suihab and Talha and his wife, Naseema, at the entrance to their new Habitat house after intense floods 
destroyed their previous home. Says Mohammed: “We had mentally prepared ourselves to die. We spent 
nearly three weeks on the rooftop of our house without proper food, water or sleep and stared helplessly 
into the terrorized faces of our children.  I don’t have words to describe how thankful all of us are to God 
and to Habitat. Whenever I see our house, I pinch myself in disbelief and ask Naseema whether it really 
belongs to us. I wouldn’t be able to build a strong home like this even if I worked for 50-odd years.”  That’s 
community impact!
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A F T E R  W E  A D O P T E D  the revised core documents in 2012, we began 
another round of outreach to our stakeholders. Shortly after I arrived at 
Habitat, we had built our 200,000th house with the theme Much to Cel-
ebrate, More to Build. In that spirit, we asked what might be possible if 
we reached higher and stretched further. The answer that came back to 
us was to reinforce and expand the goal of being a partner and catalyst 
to engage others in our mission.

We titled the new plan that emerged Building Impact because these 
words tied together its two most important concepts. We were going to 
continue building houses, of course, because creating affordable shelter 
is the primary means by which we demonstrate the love of Jesus Christ. 
But we also wanted to look beyond the houses to the larger impact 
Habitat’s work could have. I recall a remarkable moment when our 
global leadership team gathered in Atlanta to attempt to finalize the 
plan. We had all the elements but not the story of how it all fit together. 

Looking back, there was such a palpable sense of God’s spirit and 
guidance as the scaling strategies coalesced into what we have come to 
call “the three-house plan.” After several iterations, our communica-
tions team developed this graphic to explain the strategy. At the base of 
the graphic is the houses’ foundation – a sustainable organization.

Looking back, there was such  
a palpable sense of God’s spirit and 
guidance as the scaling strategies 
coalesced into what we have come  

to call “the three-house plan.”  
After several iterations, our 

communications team developed  
this graphic to explain the strategy.

G O A L S  A N D  O B J E C T I V E S
F O R  2 0 1 4 - 1 8

We really liked the three-house graphic because 
it emphasizes how God’s love envelops the plan 
and also shows clearly how the specific strategies 
build upon one another and are interdependent. 
Importantly, the three houses are grounded 
on a shared foundation of organizational best 
practices (the green bar at the bottom.)

Build Community Impact:  Most similar to work 
Habitat always has done, we seek to improve housing 
conditions by serving families through sustainable 
construction and housing support services; leveraging 
shelter as a catalyst for community transformation; 
and growing our capacity to serve the most vulnerable, 
the disaster-affected and the urbanizing world.

Build Societal Impact:  Our goal is to inspire action to 
end poverty housing by serving as a leading voice in 
growing awareness of housing as a critical foundation 
for breaking the cycle of poverty; and mobilizing 
volunteers as hearts, hands and voices for the cause of 
adequate, affordable housing.

Build Sector Impact:  Here, the goal is partnering 
to increase shelter access by supporting market 
approaches that increase products, services and 
financing for affordable housing; and promoting 
policies and systems that advance access to 
adequate, affordable housing.

HOUSE

1

HOUSE

3

HOUSE

2

(A larger, easy-to-read version of the plan as updated for 2020 appears inside the back cover.)

THE FOUNDATION

We can accomplish the goals of the three houses only by having a sustainable 
organization that mobilizes resources and stewards them faithfully. Essential 
components include funding the mission, growing skills and leadership capabilities, 
and operating with excellence.
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Habitat for Humanity ReStores have become indispensable growth engines at the local level. These 
innovative home product resale shops, located primarily but not exclusively in the United States and 
Canada, not only raise funds but also serve as billboards for our mission and keep millions of tons of 
reusable construction material out of local landfills. In 2018, more than 900 U.S. ReStores generated 
nearly $500 million in sales and $123 million in unrestricted income for affiliates. 

Grow skills and leadership capabilities.
This foundational goal expressed our growing realization that we 
needed to invest more in our human capital. Specifically, we needed to 
encourage current staff members and volunteer leaders to grow their 
knowledge base, and we needed to recruit new talent who could help us 
expand our capacity in the communities we hoped to serve. Our board 
of directors supported our efforts to recruit more technical experts to 
HFHI, but our biggest investment was in our learning intranet, named  
MyHabitat. A wealth of Habitat-specific information and a huge array 
of free online management courses are available on that system to the 
Habitat family. One of our board members, Mary Lynn Staley, along 
with her husband, Warren, also sponsored a leadership development 
program to equip key country leaders from around the world with as-
sessments, world-class training and coaching.

Operate with excellence.
We take the stewardship of the resources entrusted to us very seriously. 
We know that donor funds are limited, and we recognize the account-
ability that comes with accepting them. Frankly, it would be immoral 
for us to squander resources that other organizations could use more ef-
fectively. There can be no tolerance for waste. So we continually review 
our expenditures to make sure that all are contributing effectively to our 
mission and adding value to our beneficiaries.

We also launched a continuous improvement initiative at HFHI, 
training our entire staff on “Lean” practices. With our national organi-
zations and affiliates, we established standards of excellence, going 
beyond our minimum affiliation requirements to best-in-class perfor-
mance measures.

 
AT O P  T H I S  F O U N D AT I O N  on the graphic are three houses representing 
three different aspects of the impact we hoped to achieve. House 1: 
Build Community Impact (the blue house on the left in the graphic), will 
most likely be the most familiar to you because it describes the construc-
tion activities most closely associated with Habitat. “Improving housing 
conditions” means directly serving communities through the building 
and repairing of people’s homes. 

Fund the mission.
Before anything can happen at Habitat, a clearly defined funding strat-
egy must be in place. This is foundational, because without adequate 
funding, all of our plans will amount, in the end, to little more than pipe 
dreams. For this reason, we have always been and always will be deeply 
grateful to the many individuals, foundations, churches, nonprofits and 
government agencies that sustain us. Without them, we are nothing.
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House 2: Build Sector Impact is a bit more complicated. By “sector 
impact,” we mean the housing sector, essentially the private housing 
market, which works well enough for you and me but hardly at all for 
most low-income families. The overall goal of House 2 is to push the 
market to do a better job serving low-income populations, reducing 
barriers so that families can improve their own housing conditions. 
That involves providing better access to financing, making property 
rights easier to secure, or making quality construction materials more 
widely available at affordable prices.

The goal of House 3: Build Societal Impact, was less tangible than 
those of the other houses but no less vital, in our view, to Habitat’s 
vision of a world where everyone has a decent place to live. Its bullet 
points describe the sort of engaged action we wanted to inspire among 
Habitat’s broad spectrum of supporters. As always, we wanted to raise 
the general public’s awareness of housing issues, especially housing’s 
role as the foundation for a better life in low-income communities. 
However, we also wanted to mobilize our staff, donors and volunteers 
in a new way. We wanted them to become a multitude of hearts, hands 
and voices influencing others to join the cause.

The strategies in the plan build on one another. That is why the houses 
in the graphic interlock. It is probably easiest to understand the connec-
tions if you start on the right with House 3. If we can recruit volunteers 
and help them understand why housing is so critical, we can engage them 
in the community and then enroll them to become local advocates for 
better housing policies. If we can improve the housing policy environ-
ment, that will enable the market to serve more low- and moderate-income 
families with housing solutions. A better market environment for afford-
able housing conditions then allows Habitat and other organizations to 
serve more families. As Habitat builds more, we can engage more volun-
teers, continuing the cycle and increasing our impact.

LEFT  As part of the response to devastation brought about by Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans Area 
Habitat for Humanity built Musicians Village in the city’s Upper Ninth Ward, building homes in partnership 
with displaced musicians and helping preserve an important part of New Orleans culture. Development 
of the community was championed by Branford Marsalis and Harry Connick Jr., two widely celebrated 
musicians with New Orleans roots. High-profile projects such as these can draw the public’s attention to 
the problems of inadequate housing and how having a decent, affordable home can provide the foundation 
for a better life.
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I N  C O N S I D E R I N G  H O W  to revise and expand the 2020 plan, we’ve been 
guided by three underlying principles. The first is that we consider the 
work of Habitat successful only to the extent that it transforms lives by 
bringing about positive and lasting change — social, economic, spiritu-
al or all three. The lives transformed are most visibly those of the new 
homeowners, but as all of us know, they usually aren’t the only people 
affected. Every time I have the privilege of attending a dedication cere-
mony and seeing a homebuyer family take possession of the home they 
have helped build, it renews my passion for our mission.

The second principle is that we believe the process of building a 
new house is just as important as the final product. Adequate physical 
shelter improves the well-being of a family in many different ways. It 
reduces the incidence of illness, increases the amount of time and 
energy available for work or education, and supports family stability 
— all of which are essential to breaking the cycle of poverty. But the 
process of building a home has important benefits of its own above and 
beyond the shelter the home provides. It actively generates community 
cohesion that can, in time, lead to broader systemic change. Anyone who 
takes part in a Habitat build learns quickly that the experience affects 
volunteers just as much as partner families, creating the sort of lasting 
emotional impact needed to get us where we want to go.

The third principle is that, in order to maximize our impact, we 
need to allocate resources as effectively as possible across the three 
target areas represented by the three houses: local communities, the 
housing sector and society at large. 

We liked the story this graphic tells about Habitat and our strategy 
so much, we decided to keep the structure in place at least through 
2025. We will have far more ambitious targets, but the goals remain the 
same. Each of the next three chapters will describe more specifically 
what we mean by building community, sector and societal impact. I will 
also detail the strategies we’ve developed to promote these outcomes. 

Our strategic plan for 2020 continues to 
use the three-house graphic, but adds 
numeric goals. Below are simplified 
versions of the three houses, shown with 
the goals we expect to achieve. You can 
view the full graphic inside the back cover.

Build Community Impact:  
IMPROVE HOUSING CONDITIONS.

HOUSE

1 Help 650,000 people annually  improve their 
shelter situation.

Build Sector Impact:  
PARTNER TO INCREASE SHELTER ACCESS. HOUSE

2Create housing opportunities for 2.5 million people 
annually through market development  and 25 million 
through advocacy by 2020.

Build Societal Impact:  
INSPIRE ACTION TO END POVERTY HOUSING.

HOUSE

3 Mobilize 2.5 million people annually to join the cause  
of affordable shelter.

THE FOUNDATION

We can accomplish the goals of the three houses only by having a sustainable 
organization that mobilizes resources and stewards them faithfully. Essential 
components include funding the mission, growing skills and leadership capabilities, 
and operating with excellence.
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F O R  N E A R LY  4 5  Y E A R S ,  Habitat has impacted local communities by 
delivering services directly to people in need of decent housing. That 
work will continue and will be expanded. The goal we set for ourselves 
in the current strategic plan was to organize and fund environmentally 
responsible, resource-efficient home construction and repair for 650,000 
people annually by 2020. I’m thrilled that we exceeded that goal in 2018.

Serve families through sustainable construction and housing 
support services.
I love this part of the work — laboring alongside partner families and 
groups of motivated volunteers to build decent and affordable homes. 
One of my most memorable builds took place several years ago in 
Cambodia, where the future homeowner was a widow named Lorng. 
She had once lived with her mom, son and daughter in a tiny shack in a 
garbage dump. Ultimately, they couldn’t even afford that. They ended 
up squatting on an empty lot with their meager possessions.

I had the privilege of being part of a team that helped build her 
4-by-6-meter Habitat house. We worked on the home until the last 
minute, and just before the dedication, we put in the doors and 
windows. Sadly, it had rained really hard the night before, and Lorng 
told me about the difficult time she had with only a tarp to protect their 
family and few belongings from the storm. She spent that night stand-
ing up, trying to keep the rain out.

The heart of Habitat’s mission beats steady and strong in House 1.  
It always has and always will.

C H A P T E R  6

H O U S E  1
B U I L D  C O M M U N I T Y

I M P A C T

Since its founding in 1976, 
Habitat for Humanity has 
grown by leaps and bounds. 
The Christian housing 
organization now is a leading 
global nonprofit working in 
local communities across all 
50 states in the U.S. and in 
more than 70 other countries. 
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As we prepared to dedicate Lorng’s home, another storm rolled in, 
so she invited us to do the dedication inside. As we all gathered inside 
her new concrete-block home, the pounding rain started again. I 
watched as Lorng and her daughter examined the ceiling. Their concern 
turned to relief when not a drop of water seeped in. A big smile broke 
out across their faces (and ours)!

I remember thinking what a change this would be for Lorng’s 
family. At a basic level, this family would have a door they could lock; 
they would be able to access water and sanitation and would be 
afforded protection from the elements.  

My own daughter worked with me on that build, and afterward she 
told me that the experience made her acutely aware of how much she 
normally took for granted, such as having a roof over her head or clean 
water or enough food to eat.

I was recently back in Cambodia and got an update on Lorng and 

her family. Since moving into her home, she has increased her income 
from $1 to $5 a day, and the children are healthy and in school. The 
home has helped them move from just trying to survive to being able to 
dream about the future.

A LT H O U G H  B U I L D I N G  H O M E S  such as Lorng’s will continue to be an im-
portant part of Habitat’s ministry, new construction isn’t always the best 
solution to a housing problem. Many American seniors, for example, live 
in deteriorating homes that could be rehabilitated, allowing their elderly 
owners to “age in place.” The advantages are obvious: Residents avoid 
the disruption of having to leave familiar surroundings while keeping 
their support networks of family and friends firmly in place.

In the developing world, new construction efforts are met with 
other limitations. Often, a working family can afford to undertake some 
new construction, but rarely do they have enough capital to build a new 
house all at once. Instead, families typically build in stages. They might 
begin with four cinderblock walls, over which they drape a tarpaulin. 
With time and additional savings, they might add a roof and then a 
concrete floor. Typically, all of the members of a family live together in a 
single room until they can afford to build a second. Eventually, the 
home is completed, but the process can take years.

To help people living in these situations, Habitat has begun working 
with partner organizations to offer a much wider variety of housing 
services. For example, we now offer advice and training to people 
looking to improve their living situations on their own. This can include 
everything from on-site construction support, including structural 
engineering, to assistance in securing land tenure. It’s not how we’ve 
done things in the past, but it’s a way we can repurpose our expertise to 
meet the needs of different housing environments.

Consider the case of Momajon and Karim. Momajon sells clothes at 
a bazaar in Dushanbe, Tajikistan, and Karim is a retired policeman. 
Through persistence and a bit of luck, the couple managed to secure a 
small loan. They wanted to use the money to fund the construction of a 
modest new house for themselves and their extended family, but they 
didn’t have any blueprints or construction experience. Fortunately, their 
loan officer introduced them to a construction engineer from Habitat 

As we showered Lorng and her family with jasmine and lotus blossoms at the dedication ceremony, I 
thought about how the house, small as it was, would transform their lives. Now they would have protection 
from the elements, access to clean water and sanitation, and a door that they could lock for personal 
safety. But what moved me the most was thinking about how Lorng would no longer have to feel quite so 
burdened by thoughts of her children’s future. Her son and daughter could go to school, and the family 
could think about more than just surviving. Until our encounter, Lorng had never met either an American or 
a Christian before. Now she knows that the love of Jesus inspired a group of us to travel halfway around the 
world to help her build a new life.
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Tajikistan, who helped them plan their project and advised them on 
what materials to buy. Momajon and Karim built the house themselves, 
but it would be hard to imagine how they would have done so without 
the support services that Habitat Tajikistan provided.

Leverage shelter as a catalyst for community transformation.
The basic idea here is to use shelter as a lever for broader transformation 
— that is, to look beyond individual families and to consider the com-
munity as a whole. The North Cherry Street project in Winston-Salem 
mentioned in Chapter 4 is a fine example, and there are hundreds of 
others. A world away in the rural village of Varjada, Habitat Brazil used 
a similar strategy to deliver direct services in a fully holistic way. 

Before Habitat’s involvement, the people of Varjada lived mostly in 
huts made of taipa, a combination of mud and clay similar to adobe. 
Unfortunately, taipa provides an ideal breeding ground for the kissing 
bug. This small, blood-sucking insect spreads Chagas’ disease, a poten-
tially fatal condition that severely damages one’s internal organs.

The residents of dry, hilly Varjada also had a water problem. The 
nearest source of potable water was two miles away, which meant that 
during the long dry season from September through May, the women 
and older girls of the village had to spend four hours each day walking 
up and down two miles of undulating trails to fetch water for drinking, 
cooking, bathing and cleaning. 

Working with the Methodist Church (because Varjada has a strong 
Methodist congregation), Habitat Brazil developed a plan to solve both 
problems at the community level. Volunteers worked with residents to 
build new homes with brick walls, concrete floors and tile roofs. That 
took care of the kissing bug problem. As for the water problem, each 
house was equipped with a cistern that collected rainwater as it ran off 
the roof. These 16,000-liter tanks held enough water to carry each family 
through the dry season, obviating the need for the daily hikes. 

As a result, the older girls began attending school more regularly 
and their mothers had more time for work. The women of Varjada have 
long been regionally famous for their needlepoint skills, and they now 
produce enough embroidered goods to make a national marketing 
effort worthwhile. The collective they formed with the help of World 

Vision International has since quintupled their average annual income.
Projects such as the one in Varjada illustrate what can happen when 

consortiums of public, private and nonprofit organizations come 
together to use shelter as an instrument of transformative change in 
resource-starved communities. What took place in Varjada also demon-
strates vividly one of the most important lessons we’ve learned at 
Habitat: that a new home isn’t an end in itself but rather the start of a 
better life. When housing improves, health improves. Children go to 
school. Families stabilize. Businesses grow. 

Grow capacity to serve the most vulnerable, the disaster-affected, 
and the urbanizing world.
While committed to helping millions of people around the world improve 
their housing situations, we have identified three specific populations that 
we want to grow our capacity to serve. These are people with few paths 
to escape chronic poverty and limited resilience to external shocks.

Habitat houses like these have replaced old and unhealthy mud-and-stick homes in Varjada, Brazil. The 
new homes also have cisterns, eliminating the need for long, daily hikes to collect water. As a result, girls 
and women — to whom the water-fetching  duties typically fell — now have more time for school and 
income-producing work. 
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Our best estimate is that, during the life of this plan, we can expect disaster relief to make up about 20 
percent of our global workload. Our initial response to a natural disaster is to distribute shelter kits like 
this one. They include tools and regionally appropriate building materials that can be used to construct 
temporary shelters. Once the immediate crisis has passed, the building materials can be recycled into the 
construction of more permanent residences.

The first at-risk population includes orphans and vulnerable groups 
— by which we mean not only the defenseless, such as orphans and the 
disabled, but also marginalized social groups, such as the elderly and 
racial minorities. That we need to do our utmost for the vulnerable 
needs no greater explanation than the one given to us by Jesus in the 
Gospel of Luke: “When you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crip-
pled, the lame, the blind, and you will be blessed. Although they cannot 
repay you, you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.” 

For me, these words bring to mind a young woman I met in Zambia. 
Her name is Dorcas. She had already lost her father, and when she was 
17, her mother left home one day and didn’t return, leaving her alone to 
care for her two sisters and young brother. For a time, they lived in a 
crude shelter that wouldn’t even qualify as a tent. They were not safe 
there, and all the siblings were forced to quit school.

That’s where members of Habitat Zambia’s Orphans and Vulnerable 
Children program found her. With their considerable help, Dorcas 
received food assistance, was able to build a three-room house designed 
with a separate entrance for one room so they could rent it out, and 
returned to school. She couldn’t repay her benefactors, of course, but 
they already had the gift of knowing they had made such a difference 
in the lives of these children. Dorcas still put in “sweat equity” but had 
no income to pay a mortgage.

In cases such as this, we prioritize families based on highest need 
rather than ability to pay, but we are limited by how much money we 
can raise.

Dorcas’ story got even better. Later on, with money she earned from 
a catering job, she was able to add four more rooms to the house, 
providing more rental income, and electricity was also connected. 

And years later, her mother, Idah, returned, explaining that she had 
been robbed when traveling to Mozambique to order fish that she could 
trade in Zambia. With no money to return home and no way to commu-
nicate with the children, she was constantly worried about their welfare. 
She was so grateful to hear that they had moved into a safe home.

Idah now lives in the house with two of the children and their 
grandmother. Dorcas and one of the sisters have married and are 
raising families of their own.

The second group we have focused on are those affected by natural 
disasters. As I’ve explained, the decision to move Habitat so deeply into 
disaster response wasn’t taken lightly. Some questioned whether it 
might be better to leave such work to organizations that specialize in 
first response. I understand this concern, but to my mind it discounts 
two crucial points. The first is that, in light of our recent experience, I 
believe we have become experts ourselves. The second is that families 
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living in substandard housing — the very people we’ve committed 
ourselves to serve — are always the hardest hit when disaster strikes. 
They often live on the most vulnerable land in the least safe housing. If 
the climate scientists are correct and many more storms, floods and 
wildfires are on the way, we can hardly ignore the devastation that 
disasters promise for the lives of the people in their paths.

In the same way that disaster punishes those with the fewest 
resources, we are also aware of the challenges that face those caught up 
in rapid urbanization. Cities have infrastructure and housing stock for 
only a limited population. The result is the development of informal 
settlements and slums. Rural people migrate to cities because they can 
no longer sustain themselves economically with small-scale agricul-
ture. They leave behind a way of life practiced by countless past 
generations and head to the cities to find work. There, they encounter 
problems that no single shelter strategy can solve because there are too 
many differing challenges. 

In addition to the pervasive housing shortage in India, for example, 
open defecation has become an insidious public health problem. Habitat 
India’s response has been to organize a coalition of 19 partner organiza-
tions to construct both household and public toilets. With more than a 
million household and 2,800 public toilets built, combined with sanita-
tion efforts in schools, the Sensitize to Sanitize campaign has served 
more than 9.5 million people.

The various ways that we carry out our House 1 strategy, which we 
refer to as direct community engagement, will always be critical. They 
keep us connected to the families and communities we serve, they 
create volunteer opportunities, and they are tangible ways that we can 
demonstrate the love of Jesus.

RIGHT  More than half of the world’s population currently lives in cities, and that share is expected to 
increase to 70 percent by 2050. Recent studies have also shown that nearly all of the economic growth in 
developing countries since 2007 has been concentrated in urban areas. To stay relevant, Habitat’s national 
organizations must respond to these trends. 
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N O  M AT T E R  H O W  M A N Y  H O U S E S  we build or repair, we can never hope 
to solve the world’s housing needs on our own. If we are going to get 
closer, it will have to be in partnership with other organizations, public 
and private. To increase our impact exponentially, which is fundamen-
tally the purpose of our strategic plan, we have to widen our vision and 
begin acting not just as a direct provider of housing services but also as 
a catalyst for change in the broader housing sector. 

We won’t sacrifice our construction efforts. We are committed to the 
activities described in House 1. But House 2 expands our tool kit to 
include less direct yet potentially more powerful means of achieving 
the same end. It is the most audacious and complex part of our strategy.

For most of you reading this book, the private housing market has 
probably worked well, giving you the opportunity to live in a place you 
want to live at a price you can afford to pay. But for those of lesser 
means, the housing market doesn’t work nearly so well. Imagine you 
live in a low-income country such as Uganda or Nepal. Your family  
may have been on your land for generations, but you have no legal 

Sector impact provides us the opportunity to leverage our 
expertise, reputation and relationships to broaden our impact 

far beyond what we could ever do exclusively on our own.

C H A P T E R  7

H O U S E  2
B U I L D  S E C T O R

I M P A C T

LEFT  Kipkorir, a retired teacher and subsistence farmer, was able to complete construction on his family’s 
home after receiving a series a small loans from Habitat Kenya’s microfinance program.  The loans allowed 
him to build his home in stages with materials he had been saving for more than 10 years. The home is 
shown here from the lush garden in front of the dwelling.
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documentation. No bank will give you a housing loan, but even if they 
would, you lack access to fairly priced, quality building materials  
and the skilled labor necessary to turn those materials into an  
adequate shelter. 

The first barrier we wanted to address in the housing market was 
the scarcity of basic housing financing. In most of the countries where 
Habitat operates, banks serve less than 10 percent of the population. At 
the low end of the income spectrum, the approval rate is essentially 
zero. The goal of House 2, in its simplest terms, is to get the private 
housing market to work better for these unbanked customers.

Support market approaches that increase products, services and 
financing for affordable housing.
We have focused most of our market development efforts on the mi-
crofinance industry. Microfinance refers to the lending of very small 
amounts of money to people who lack access to traditional bank financ-
ing. You may recognize the term. It got a lot of media attention when 
Muhammad Yunus and his Grameen Bank won the Nobel Peace Prize 
in 2006. According to the Nobel Committee, Yunus’ work in pioneering 
microloans showed that “even the poorest of the poor can work to bring 
about their own development.” We agree.

Microfinance has been used primarily to fund entrepreneurial activity 
so that people living in low-income communities can launch and grow 
small businesses. But we want to take the idea a step further. Specifically, 
we want to work with microfinance institutions to fund small housing 
loans, and we know the approach works because we’ve already tried it.

Over a decade ago, Habitat launched a partnership with Edyficar, 
the microfinance arm of Banco de Crédito del Perú, the country’s largest 
commercial bank. Until Habitat came along, Edyficar had never offered 
its customers any sort of housing product. To encourage Edyficar’s loan 
officers to expand their business into housing, we offered them both 
seed capital and training. There was some apprehension at first, but it 
took just a few cycles of loans and repayments to prove the concept. 
Habitat got its money back, and Edyficar has since grown the business 
with its own capital and Habitat’s technical assistance. 

After merging with another microfinance institution, MiBanco, 

It used to be that David lacked the respect of his central Ugandan neighbors because he lived in a mud-
walled hut. He held title to a good piece of land and wanted badly to build a new home on it, but like many 
Ugandans (and many families worldwide), he couldn’t get a small building loan because no loan market 
existed. Over time, he saved up enough money to lay a foundation, but it just sat there while David struggled 
to save more. That’s when Habitat Uganda stepped in and offered him a microloan. The money enabled 
David to obtain the materials he needed to frame some walls. When he repaid that loan, he got a second 
one to pay for windows. When that was repaid, he took out a third loan for the roof. The three loans, which 
totaled $3,000, injected discipline into his financial life and sped up the construction process considerably. 
It took David six years in all to repay the loans, but when he was finished, he owned the house of his 
dreams. Now his neighbors call him the “mayor” of the village because they are so proud of what he has 
accomplished. Here, David’s children work in the yard outside the family’s new house. 
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impact the market apply to them. I would profess that we are experienc-
ing a dramatic market failure in the U.S. and that the market is produc-
ing only a fraction of the housing stock that we need. Some of our 
affiliates are already adopting some creative market strategies to help 
more families get into decent, affordable homes.

For example, Twin Cities Habitat in Minnesota was able to increase 
its capacity by opening up third-party financing for Habitat families 
with a friendly local bank. This means that the affiliate does not have to 
raise all the money for every home. Twin Cities also became a commu-
nity development financial institution last year to give them even 
greater access to low-cost debt. 

Small communities also are employing third-party financing 
strategies to help them increase their capacity. In rural areas, for 
example, affiliates are greatly increasing their production by taking 
advantage of U.S. Department of Agriculture loans so that they do not 
have to raise all the money themselves.

Many of the Hawaiian islands include numerous rural areas, and 
that is certainly the case in Kaua’i. Stephen Spears and his team at 
Kaua’i Habitat have moved from building four or five houses a year to 
ramping up for 25 last year.

In 2014, total house production for the affiliate over its 12-year history 
was about 90 homes. Now Kaua’i Habitat has built 167 homes on the island 
of 70,000 people. USDA loans have been responsible for most of that 
growth, although the affiliate also originates some of its own mortgages.

Habitat for Humanity of the Mississippi Gulf Coast chose another 
path to reach more families: helping the families qualify for more loans 
by cleaning up their credit. In addition to assisting potential Habitat 
homeowners, the affiliate worked with others who needed some 
financial counseling. As a result, future Habitat homeowners were 
getting off to a better start, and a number of other families were able to 
obtain traditional mortgages. Habitat helped them get into a home 
without physically building a house. This is a great illustration of how 
we can create more housing opportunities.

Whether it is arranging third-party financing or developing other 
creative approaches, we can play a catalytic role to increase the supply 
of affordable housing and help more families build a better life.

Edyficar has become the single largest housing lender in Peru. Its loans, 
which average $2,200, go to people earning between $4 and $8 a day. 
The bank now extends 25,000 loans a month, most of which fund 
small-scale, incremental home construction. We could never build 
directly at that pace.

In 2012, we launched our own housing microfinance wholesale fund, 
called MicroBuild, to encourage financial service providers to offer 
housing loans to low-income borrowers. MicroBuild doesn’t just provide 
capital for loans. It also teaches affiliated lenders how to structure 
housing loans, and it offers them ongoing technical assistance. With more 
than $100 million invested across 52 institutions and in 30 countries, 
MicroBuild has helped more than 2 million people improve their homes.  

T H E  P R I M E  M O V E R  W I T H I N  H A B I TAT  for these market-based efforts has 
been our Terwilliger Center for Innovation in Shelter. Since its founding in 
2016, the center’s mission has been to develop and fund outside-the-box 
programs that have the potential to revolutionize the economics of housing.

One of the center’s first initiatives was a $200,000 grant to an 
organization in Rwanda called EarthEnable. Dirt floors common in 
Rwandan homes were leading to the proliferation of diseases from 
childhood asthma to parasitic infections. The remedy was an inexpen-
sive treatment that could seal a dirt floor, giving it the health benefits of 
a concrete floor at a fifth of the price. The Terwilliger Center grant 
provided EarthEnable with the venture capital it needed to develop a 
market for the flooring and to partner with microfinance institutions so 
that Rwandans could afford to buy it.

In 2017, the Terwilliger Center partnered with the international 
venture capital firm Village Capital to sponsor ShelterTech Mexico, a 
conference that brought together nine startups active in the fields of 
energy, construction, water and sanitation. In addition to attending 
training and brainstorming sessions, the participants were asked to 
evaluate one another’s proposals for improving housing conditions 
using market-based means. The two companies earning the highest 
marks from their peers received funding for their projects from Village 
Capital and the Terwilliger Center. 

Many affiliates in the U.S. wonder whether these strategies to 
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Promote policies and systems that advance access to adequate, 
affordable housing.
A second critical component of our strategy to influence the housing 
market is advocacy. Markets cannot function well without property 
rights and good housing policies. With four decades of experience 
building in communities all over the world, Habitat can speak with 
some authority about housing issues, and we need to use that voice 
more often and more effectively than we have in the past. 

Advocating for affordable housing has long been one of our core 
mission principles, but until 2006 there was an internal debate over 
whether or not to involve ourselves in the back-and-forth of housing 
politics. We then made a global commitment to changing policies and 
systems that prevent families from improving their housing situations. 
Whether it is advocating for the rights of women to be able to own or 
inherit property or changing local zoning laws to allow housing to be 
built, we must “build louder” by using our voices as well as our 
muscles. It is critical that we do it in a nonpartisan way, and we want 
elected officials at every level of government to understand how foun-
dational housing is to healthy families and communities.

I can give you numerous examples of times in the recent past 
when governmental advocacy has made all the difference. Already 
I’ve told you about HUD’s Neighborhood Stabilization Program, 
which allocated $2 billion for the purchase and renovation of 
foreclosed and abandoned properties. That funding wouldn’t have 
been possible if it weren’t for the support we helped mobilize among 
affiliates, donors, volunteers and other housing nonprofits. Most 
housing advocacy is local, however, because land use and zoning 
decisions are made at the local level. I have a great illustration that 
former HFHI board member Tony Campolo once told me. 

A number of years ago, a state mental hospital presented the town 
council of Norristown, Pennsylvania, with a plan to locate several 
halfway houses within the town. The residents of these facilities would 
be people with emotional disabilities transitioning out of hospital care. 

According to Tony, when word got around, 500 angry residents 
showed up at a council meeting to protest the plan. One after another 
said they didn’t want “crazy people” living in their backyard. The council 

Following the U.S. housing crisis of 2008,  
Congress gave the Department of Housing and 
Urban Development $2 billion for the Neighborhood 
Stabilization Program. Over two phases, the funds 
helped hardest-hit communities work to recover from 
the foreclosure crisis. As part of NSP2, HUD awarded 
Habitat for Humanity International $139 million to help 
seven affiliates build or rehabilitate 1,244 housing 
units, providing affordable homes for more than  
4,000 people. These townhouse-style duplexes were 
built in Lynwood, California, by Habitat for Humanity  
of Greater Los Angeles. 
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members got the message and voted unanimously to reject the plan.
Shortly after the vote was taken, a small woman dressed in a nun’s 

habit entered the room. One by one, heads turned until everyone was 
looking at her. She was Mother Teresa. The Mother Teresa! She had been 
in Philadelphia for a Sisters of Charity gathering, and when she heard 
about the vote, she rushed over. Slowly she walked up to the front of the 
room, where she kneeled down before the council members. The room 
fell silent. “Don’t shut out these children of God,” she begged. “Please 
make room for them in this community. I beg you in the name of Jesus!”

For a moment, no one spoke. Then one council member said, “I 
move we rescind the motion.” Another vote was taken, and without any 
objection, the ruling was reversed. Why? Because Mother Teresa spoke 
with moral authority, and when people speak with moral authority, 
advocacy works.

A less dramatic but no less meaningful example can be found in 
southern Africa, where Habitat Zambia has been out in front of other 
national organizations in pioneering governmental advocacy. Land in 
Zambia falls under one of two classifications: Either it is “state” land 
governed by formal statutory law, or it is “customary” land adminis-
tered by traditional authorities based on localized customary laws and 
traditions, which are often unwritten.

Although the Zambian constitution prohibits gender discrimination, 
it also specifically exempts customary practices from this prohibition. 
Because approximately 70 percent of Zambian land is classified as 
customary, it is perfectly legal for tribal leaders to deny women even the 
most basic property rights. Also, if a married woman becomes widowed, 
her husband’s family can claim the entire estate; and she has no legal 
recourse. She and her children can even be evicted from their own home. 

The government and aid organizations are working to strengthen 
women’s land rights. Habitat Zambia has been particularly active in the 
city of Ndola, where it is part of a consortium funded by the United 
Nations’ Human Settlements Programme and led by the government to 
upgrade an informal settlement called Kanyama. But neither the 
national organization nor local families could justify expending 
resources in these communities so long as people could be removed 
from their Habitat homes simply because the male parent has died. 

To resolve this problem, the leadership team of Habitat Zambia 
engaged with local officials and made the case for a more equitable 
system of land tenure. After much discussion and collaboration, the 
Ndola city government agreed to issue land cards that would guarantee 
each family statutory (rather than customary) ownership of the land.  

I N  T H E  U N I T E D  S TAT E S ,  Habitat Metro Denver in Colorado took a 
similar approach when it partnered with other housing advocates 
and several departments of city government to lobby for passage of 
a groundbreaking municipal ordinance designed to ease Denver’s af-
fordable housing crisis. The ordinance proposed the creation of a fund 
to pay for land purchases and the construction of 6,000 income-re-
stricted housing units. 

As part of the advocacy campaign, Habitat Metro Denver’s execu-
tive director, Heather Lafferty, testified at City Council hearings and 
wrote an op-ed for The Denver Post that raised public awareness of the 
issue and mustered support for the fund. Meanwhile, Habitat Metro 
Denver staff members encouraged volunteers, family members and 
friends to use email and social media to lobby the City Council and 
otherwise broaden the ordinance’s base of support. They also recruited 
Habitat homeowners to give testimony at public hearings about the 
pressing need for more affordable housing in the city.

The effort paid off, and in the fall of 2016, Denver’s City Council 
approved the Affordable Housing Fund. So that every resident of 
Denver could take part in helping to meet the city’s housing needs, the 
council decided to raise the necessary capital from property taxes and 
one-time commercial and residential development fees. This arrange-
ment, based on best practices developed in other U.S. municipalities, 
was considered to be the fairest and most balanced approach.

When originally passed, the Affordable Housing Fund was 
expected to raise $150 million over 10 years. However, because the 
housing need in Denver has continued to grow, the City Council voted 
in 2018 to double the fund. The additional capital will come from 
increased taxes on marijuana and a new agreement between the city 
and the Denver Housing Authority. The council now estimates the fund 
will create 12,000 units of affordable housing over the next decade.
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A N O T H E R  G O V E R N M E N TA L  A D V O C A C Y  P R O J E C T  — on which I’ve 
spent a good deal of my own time — involves the United Nations. 
In 2000, the U.N. sponsored a global summit at which world leaders 
adopted a set of ambitious Millennium Development Goals. The pur-
pose was to identify specific ways in which the wealthiest nations of the 
world could lift up the least fortunate and cut extreme poverty in half 
in 15 years. Incredibly, while all worthy goals, none of the eight MDGs 
focused specifically on housing. This was a missed opportunity, because 
the MDGs could have generated a great deal of global interest in hous-
ing as a key driver of poverty reduction.

We knew we couldn’t let that stand, so we began organizing to 
persuade political leaders that the international community needed to 
pay much closer attention to the problem of poverty housing. This 
advocacy effort enjoyed its first tangible success in 2015, when the U.N. 
reconvened to adopt a new set of goals, called the Sustainable 
Development Goals. The SDGs sought to eliminate poverty but included 
environmental goals as well. Habitat played a leadership role to ensure 
that the SDGs included shelter as a priority. Habitat represented all of 
civil society in framing the housing goals, and I had the privilege of 
moderating the U.N. session with the world’s housing ministers to help 
finalize the plan.

The experience proved to me not only that Habitat could play a 
leadership role on the world stage but also that we could do so in ways 
that extend beyond our direct construction work. Existing government 
policies often constrain our ability to deliver housing services directly, 
and removing these constraints through advocacy will certainly help to 
grow our construction activities. But there is a more important point 
here. We want to grow our mission exponentially, and that can’t happen 
without a better enabling environment. That means more market-based 
solutions, which the market won’t provide on its own. We need to be at 
the table when decisions are being made. We will have to be persuasive, 
and that’s why advocacy needs to be a much larger piece of the puzzle 
moving forward.

Advocacy will play a central role in helping Habitat ramp up its affordable-housing efforts. In the United 
States, Habitat Metro Denver partnered with other housing advocates and several departments of the city 
government to press for passage of a municipal ordinance designed to ease the affordable housing crisis 
in Denver, Colorado. The ordinance proposed the creation of a fund to pay for land purchases and the 
construction of thousands of income-restricted housing units. As part of the advocacy campaign, Habitat 
Metro Denver’s executive director, Heather Lafferty, testified at City Council hearings and wrote an op-ed 
for the local newspaper, which raised awareness of the issue and mustered public support for the fund. 
Meanwhile, Habitat Metro Denver staff members encouraged volunteers, family members and friends 
to use email and social media to broaden the ordinance’s base of support. They also recruited Habitat 
homeowners to give testimony at public hearings about the pressing need for more affordable housing in 
the city. The effort paid off, and in the fall of 2016, Denver’s City Council approved the Affordable Housing 
Fund. Lafferty, lower right, has been active in broader Habitat advocacy efforts as well. She’s shown here at 
a meeting during Habitat on the Hill, an annual advocacy gathering in Washington, D.C.
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F O R  A  L O N G  T I M E  N O W,  the Habitat brand has been one of our most 
important assets. In 2015, The Harris Poll named us brand of the year in 
the Social Services Nonprofit category, and we earned the same desig-
nation in 2016, along with the subattributes of Most Loved and Most 
Trusted. An external firm, Brand Options, valued our brand in 2018 at 
$15.6 billion, a 300 percent increase from our first evaluation in 2001. We 
received that distinction because of the extraordinary efforts of millions 
of people like you around the world. 

People also talk about us. In fiscal year 2018, Habitat received more 
than 236,700 mentions in news media stories, including online, print 
and broadcast media outlets.

That kind of attention and respect are certainly encouraging in 
telling our story, but more importantly, the awareness gives us consid-
erable social leverage. Houses 2 and 3 both make use of that leverage. 
The strategies associated with House 2 can persuade businesses and 
governments to become more responsive to the needs of low-income 

For decades we’ve invited volunteers to help us raise walls and build 
brighter futures in partnership with families in need of an affordable 

place to call home. That should and must always be. Can we now 
also invite those who help us fulfill our mission to add their voices to 

ours and inspire ever more action to create affordable shelter?

C H A P T E R  8

H O U S E  3
B U I L D  S O C I E T A L

I M P A C T

LEFT  Volunteers always have been the heart and hands of Habitat for Humanity. While they will continue 
to be important hands on the construction site and elsewhere, today they’re being asked to also raise their 
voices for the cause of adequate, affordable housing. Here, two volunteers are hard at work during the 2018 
Jimmy & Rosalynn Carter Work Project in Indiana. 
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families. The strategies associated with House 3 use it to influence the 
public at large.

Serve as a leading voice in growing awareness of housing as a 
critical foundation for breaking the cycle of poverty.
I’ve said this for years, and I’ll continue to say it: We have to keep rais-
ing awareness of how improved housing helps at-risk families escape 
the health-threatening, hope-robbing scourge of poverty. It isn’t enough 
for housing to be on the list of social ills that we need to fix. It has to be 
at the top of the list. 

Habitat’s structure, composed of local leaders working in their 
communities to address the housing needs of low-income families, is 
one of our greatest assets. No one knows the issues, alliances and 
pitfalls of an area better than those who live there. But that same 
structure, over the years, has helped create some confusion about how 

Habitat works and what it does. Until recently, we lacked a common 
framework from which to tell our story. As passionate and caring 
people, our tendency — and I am at risk of this as much as anyone — is 
to tell people what moves our hearts instead of trying to discern what 
will move theirs.

As a rowing coach after college, my task was to get the team 
members to synchronize their efforts so that every stroke of their oars 
matched those of their teammates. That level of precision is not our goal 
at Habitat, but in a wired and connected world where our message can 
be delivered to one community and heard in dozens more, it is vital that 
we all row in the same general direction. A unified voice is stronger 
and easier to hear in a noisy world.

If you have not read our brand user guide, I encourage you to do so. 
Introduced about three years ago, it outlines our brand platform, key 
messages, and the research and strategy that support our guidance. It is 
updated annually and is a great resource for those of us who have been 
around a while as well as for those who have just arrived.

In addition to making our message more consistent, consumer 
research has told us another challenge we face is making the work we 
do more relatable to our public. Being so close to our mission, we see 
firsthand the impossible tradeoffs families have to make when many 
pay as much as half of their monthly income for rent, and we have 
witnessed the poor conditions and neighborhoods in which they often 
have to live. Therefore, it is easy to think that because we know these 
things, others do as well. And yet, most of us would admit there’s a lot 
about our work we did not know when we first joined Habitat. Helping 
people understand the impact a safe, decent and affordable place to call 
home can have on a family and future generations is a critical but 
sometimes overlooked part of the story we must tell. 

Our brand platform is built on the premise that we help families 
find strength, stability and self-reliance through shelter. When we 
further explain to a donor, volunteer or member of the public those 
three vital benefits to a family’s well-being, I have seen eyes light up 
with a new level of understanding and concern.

Housing is certainly not the only need that society must address, 
but it is, in many ways, a prerequisite to achieving other desired 

Updated annually, the U.S. and international brand user guides are available for download on our extranet 
site, MyHabitat.
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outcomes. There is overwhelming data showing the connection between 
improved housing and better health, as well as education. If a child has 
safe, adequate housing, she stays healthier, does better in school and is 
prepared to lift herself up. If you pull housing out of the equation, she 
has a high risk of not remaining healthy, then doing poorly in school 
and remaining trapped in an endless cycle of poverty.  

Several years ago, I made a trip to Louisville, Kentucky, to attend a 
meeting of community housing advocates. Eavesdropping, I heard one 
participant say, “Habitat used to build a few houses, but now they’re a 
real force for affordable housing.” I hadn’t heard a local leader say that 
before, and I was really pleased. Now I’m hearing it more often because 
more and more people are perceiving us as a thought leader in the area 
of housing. It separates us from other organizations and gives us an 
opportunity to bring about ambitious, across-the-board change in the 
housing sector. Our message has to be that Habitat doesn’t just build 
houses, it builds impact.

Mobilize volunteers as hearts, hands and voices for the cause of 
adequate, affordable housing.
In addition to our brand, Habitat is uniquely distinguished by the 
relationship we have with our volunteers. Many philanthropic organi-
zations do great work to help people all over the world, but what sets 
us apart is our close engagement with our volunteers. What we’ve been 
able to accomplish with them has been remarkable.

As anyone who has ever been on a Habitat job site knows, using 
unskilled, unpaid labor is not the most efficient way to put up a house. 
But it’s surely the most loving way, which is why we’ve always put 
volunteers at the center of our work. 

Jimmy and Rosalynn Carter are, of course, the most famous of our 
many volunteers. Since 1984, they have traveled the world for Habitat, 

LEFT  In 2017, during the 34th Jimmy & Rosalynn Carter Work Project in Edmonton, Alberta,  
Canada, President Carter gave us quite a scare when he collapsed on the work site and had to be admitted 
to a local hospital for dehydration. The news drew worldwide media attention. When he returned to the build 
site the next day, we got another large dose of media coverage. This unexpected boon caused me to joke at 
the closing ceremony about how grateful I was that President Carter was willing to do whatever it took  
to put Habitat and its mission on the world’s front pages. Fortunately, President Carter has an excellent 
sense of humor.
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giving generously of their time and other resources as they follow Jesus’ 
example of reaching out to those in need and treating them as equals. 
Over the years, President Carter has often ruminated with me about the 
gap that exists between those who lead prosperous lives and those who 
lack similar blessings. As he routinely points out, people tend to feel most 
comfortable with people just like themselves, and they often shut out 
others with different economic circumstances, different religious views 
or a different skin color. He thinks Habitat is such a remarkable organiza-
tion because it acts as a bridge across such social chasms, allowing 
strangers to join with strangers in pursuit of a shared goal. 

N O T- S O - F A M O U S  V O L U N T E E R S  like Donna Ricca also have come to 
know the joy of volunteering. People have asked Donna why on Earth 
she would step back from “working” to give away her time for an 
extended period. Her story is a powerful example of the blessings of 
working alongside future homeowners.

My choice to volunteer with Habitat has baffled loved ones who 
witnessed for years how hard I worked to earn my doctoral degree in 
psychology.

I have always felt very clear within myself that this is what I am 
supposed to be doing. As each attempt to explain myself fell short, I 
eventually resorted to responding, “It doesn’t so much feel like a choice as 
it does a calling.” I do believe that God has called me to this work, though I 
have no tangible proof of this, nothing in writing and certainly no formal 
job offer.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said, “Faith is taking the first step even 
when you don’t see the whole staircase.” What I’ve done by volunteering 
with Habitat is to step in faith. I don’t know where it will lead, but I trust 
in the journey.

To outside observers, it appears that I am spending my time building 
houses, which is not what I have been educated to do. In my mind, 
however, I have not walked away from my psychology profession. Every 
time I listen to volunteers tell their stories or help instruct, encourage and 
support them as they struggle with a task, I am working as a psychologist. 
Each time I empower hesitant volunteers to face their fears, step out of 

their comfort zones and try something new, I am honoring my education 
and training. Every time I greet someone with a smile or a hug and let 
them know they matter, I am attempting to improve the human condition 
— a goal we, as psychologists, strive to achieve. It is through the activity of 
building houses that I am able to help build up people.

So why do I volunteer? I volunteer because I can, because God granted 
me the desire, strength, knowledge, resources and opportunity to do so. I 
volunteer for those whose circumstances don’t allow them to. I volunteer in 
the hope that it will inspire others to do the same. I volunteer because it fills a 
space in my life that money, possessions, titles and awards have never been 
able to do. I volunteer because each day on this Earth is a gift, and the least I 
can do is to give back in return.

Why Habitat? Because I know firsthand how important it is to have a 
place to call home. As a result of growing up in a neighborhood where I felt 
safe, I was free to roam with the careless abandon and idealistic sense of 
possibility that only a young child can possess. This freedom allowed me to 
learn, to dream, to hope and to visualize a positive future.

I plan to return to my career in psychology, perhaps teaching or working 
in schools. Volunteering for Habitat has helped me crystallize my life path. I 
am now more inspired than ever to ensure that working to improve the lives of 
others is always at the forefront of my occupational goals.

What’s in it for me? I love the physical exercise of hammering, sawing, 
climbing ladders, hoisting lumber and digging holes in the dirt. I enjoy the 
intellectual work of calculating measurements and figuring out how to 
bring the architect’s plans to life. I cherish the camaraderie that develops 
among people who labor toward common goals in challenging circum-
stances. Most of all, what I gain from volunteering is a sense of purpose. 
Each time my car pulls up to the build site, I am filled with joy at the 
prospect of being able to make a difference — to matter to someone who 
matters to me.

T H E  M O S T  I M P O R TA N T  G O A L  of House 3 is to deepen Habitat’s rela-
tionship with volunteers like Donna so that we can engage them further 
in our mission. Volunteers can be much more than a source of construc-
tion labor. They can be an important force for social change if we can 
only harness their strength more effectively.
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Moving forward, we will expand volunteer opportunities across 
three dimensions. First, we want to engage volunteers at every stage of 
life, from childhood through retirement. Next, we want to offer more 
levels of engagement so that people can find just the right match for the 
passion they feel. I hate it when people tell me they’d love to volunteer 
with Habitat but just don’t feel comfortable on a construction site. We 
need all kinds of volunteer gifts, from legal and financial help to family 
support services to Habitat ReStore volunteers to fundraisers. Finally, 
we want to widen the scope of volunteer work beyond home construc-
tion to include advocacy as well. The intent is to transform our volun-
teers into champions of the Habitat mission on and off the build site. 

In the past, we’ve looked at volunteering too much as an end in 
itself. Now we see that it can be a first step to becoming more fully 
involved with poverty housing and other social justice issues. We 
believe that engaging volunteers more deeply can lead to an irresistible 
momentum for change. As Clarence Jordan liked to say, “Everybody has 
something to give and something to gain.”

RIGHT  One of our most exciting volunteer initiatives is the Asia-Pacific Young Leaders Build, which 
brings together young people from across the region. The 2018 build attracted 4.3 million supporters in 17 
countries and Hong Kong who volunteered on build sites, raised over $1.8 million, engaged celebrities and 
influencers, and filled their own social media networks to raise awareness about the cause of affordable 
housing. This success in Asia has inspired similar campaigns in Latin America and the Caribbean.
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B E F O R E  A  S I N G L E  Habitat for Humanity house was ever built, a group 
of faithful Christians gathered to pray. They dared to dream that it 
might be possible to one day build 100,000 houses.

In 2008, I had the privilege of meeting 93-year-old Sam Emerick, 
who was Habitat for Humanity’s first board chair. He said the group 
who had gathered to talk about partnership housing had no idea what 
the future held. But they knew it was going to be big. I saw fire in Sam’s 
eyes as he described the conversation and the challenge to help families 
with very few resources have a decent place to live. 

“The idea grabbed me by the shirt. I couldn’t ignore it,” he said. 
“We just knew that the idea that got hold of us wasn’t going to stop  
with us.”

How far Habitat had come by the time I talked to Sam over a decade 
ago! We were celebrating the construction of our 300,000th house. I get 
very excited to think about the vision of Sam and the others, and I try to 
imagine what could be possible for Habitat in the next 40 years if we 
could be as bold as that original group. What is our 100,000th house by 
today’s standards?

In 2018 we helped 8.7 million people improve their housing condi-
tions. God is good! That number represents amazing growth and was 
something we all celebrated. We have accelerated much faster than I 
thought possible. That tells me our strategies are working. As I think in 

LEFT  Spending time on the construction site building and renovating houses, and visiting with  
homeowner families and volunteers, always renews my energy. I’m on site here in Indiana during the 2018 
Jimmy & Rosalynn Carter Work Project.

A world where everyone has a decent place to live.

C H A P T E R  9

H O W  B I G  
D A R E  W E  D R E A M ?



82 83

terms of millions, however, I always want to remember that behind 
every number are individuals with hopes and dreams and stories of 
transformation.

It is important to look back and see what we have accomplished. 
That gives us the confidence to look ahead. But we can’t be satisfied. 
There are still far too many people living in inadequate housing. We 
still have a lot of work to do.

Throughout our history, we’ve acted effectively as a catalyst, 
bringing together diverse groups to create initiatives that are greater 
than the sum of their parts. We have learned and grown, but now it’s 
time for us to take an important step forward. We have to be conveners 
who bring together community leaders, lenders, developers, manufac-
turers, government officials and others to create more affordable 
housing opportunities in the right locations. It’s time for us to lead, and 
I know that we’re up to the challenge.

There aren’t many global housing organizations, and none have 
nearly our reach or impact. If we’re going to be faithful to the audacity 
of our vision statement — a world where everyone has a decent place to 
live — then we’re going to have to up our game again. We’re going to 
have to lead not just in construction but also in the public and private 
housing markets and in the broader policy environment.

A S  I  H O P E  Y O U  N O W  U N D E R S TA N D ,  the strategic plan we’ve devised 
to move us forward draws its strength from a lot of experience and 
thought, a good deal of field testing, and quite a bit of prayer. Its prin-
ciples guide the actions of Habitat’s leadership, and now it’s time for 
everyone involved with the organization to take them up. I know that 
the plan is solid, and I’m convinced that it is the best way forward. I 
hope that I have persuaded you of this as well.

I mentioned this before, but I think it is important to repeat: The 
strategies in the plan build on one another. If we can recruit volunteers 
and help them understand why housing is so critical, we can engage 
them in the community and then enroll them to become local advocates 
for better housing policies. If we can improve the housing policy environ-
ment, that will enable the market to serve more low- and moderate-in-
come families with housing solutions. A better market environment for 

affordable housing conditions then allows Habitat and other organiza-
tions to serve more families. As Habitat builds more, we can engage more 
volunteers, continuing the cycle and increasing our impact.

We want every Habitat organization to adopt the strategic plan. I 
urge you to think hard about what you’ve been doing and how you 
might better align your activities with the strategic plan moving 
forward. In our digital world, it is more important than ever that we 
have a consistent message. We want to make it as easy as possible, so 
you can find many helpful materials on the strategic planning page of 
MyHabitat.

I want to emphasize that I don’t expect every affiliate and national 
organization to carry out every element of every strategy. It is critical 
for everyone to have funding and leadership strategies in place and to 
commit to operational excellence. Beyond that, every Habitat group 
should be implementing at least one strategy from each house in the 
graphic. What is your plan for engaging volunteers beyond the con-
struction site and for influencing government and private housing  
decision-makers? Having a housing strategy isn’t enough. We need a 
social change strategy.

And, of course, keep building. Every Habitat entity needs to be 
involved in construction so that the organization remains vital and 
visible within the community. 

The data that we collect prove that we’re headed in the right direc-
tion, but, as all of you know, the Habitat experience isn’t about data. It’s 
personal. It’s about bridging the chasm between hardship and opportu-
nity. It’s about transforming lives, beginning with our own. It’s about 
redemption. 

How remarkable it is to see what God has done through the efforts 
of so many people! We are tremendously grateful to those who have 
been along for the journey for a long time, and we are equally excited 
about those of you who are just joining us. May we look ahead to 
making even more audacious goals become reality as we continue to 
demonstrate the love of Jesus Christ to a world that needs it more  
than ever.
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He has shown you, O man, what is good; 
And what does the Lord require of you 
But to do justly,  
To love mercy,  
And to walk humbly with your God? 

— Micah 6:8 (New King James Version)



Seeking to put God’s love into action by addressing urgent housing
needs in our communities, nations and world, Habitat for Humanity
will be a partner and catalyst to:
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objectives for 2020


