THE CHRONICLE OF PHILANTHROPY

THE NEWSPAPER OF THE NONPROFIT WORLD

February 26, 2009

OPINION

LESLIE LENKOWSKY

* Habitat for Hﬁmanii))fs‘Founde%

Blended Old and New Philanthropy

r I \HE DEATH thig month of
Millard Fuller, founder
of Habitat for Humanity,

has prompted numerous trib-

utes to him as an unusually ef-
fective innovator. He certainly
was that. He created an orga-
nization that has become one of
the most recognizable and suc-
cegsful charities in the world.

In little more than three de-

cades, it constructed more-than

800,000 homes for low-income

families.

However, in several important
wWays, Mr, Fuller was also some-
one whose approach embodied
older ideas about philanthropy
that are often disparaged or dis-
missed today. The accomplish-
ments of Habitat for Humanity
suggest that such notions about
how to help the needy still have
a lot to offer.

One of these ideas was that
charities could benefit from op-
erating more like businesses.

Mr. Fuller was a social entre--

preneur long before “social en-
trepreneurship” came into fash-

jon. Several features of Habitat
for Humanity reflect lessons
from his successful career in
business.

Although donors provide
working capital and underwrite
operating expenses, Habitat ac-
tually operates much like a
bank or credit society. Potential
home buyers must be screened
for eligibility, take classes on
home finance, and repay the
no-interest mortgages they re-
ceive. As payments come in, the
organization uses the money to
make new loans.

Mr. Fuller also established
a chain of nonprofit building-
supply stores to provide anoth-
er source of earned income for
Habitat and give homeowners
places to buy low-cost materi-
als for repairing and improving
their properties. To expand, he
used a franchise model, creat-
ing independent affiliates that
shared Habitat’s name, meth-
ods, and goals, but conducted
their own programs. The formu-
la behind Habitat for Humani-

ty’s growth is, in ‘essence, the
same one used by McDonald’s.
But business experience was
only part of what Fuller brought
to Habitat. He was also a reli-
gious man and from the time he
started it at a Christian farm-
ing community in Georgia, saw
the organization as an expres-
sion of his beliefs. That was true
for the founders of many older
charities as well, such as the
YMCA or Goodwill Industries.
However, these groups have
generally become more secular
as they have aged or expanded,
especially if they sought to re-
ceive government grants.
Habitat for Humanity is one
of the rare faith-based organi-

The formula
behind
Habitat

for Humanity’s
growth

is, in essence,

the same one

used by McDonald’s.

zations that has managed to at-
tract public support and people
of many beliefs to its mission

without abandoning or hiding ~

its spiritual roots and convic-
tions. It still uses religious lan-
guage to describe aspects of its
philosophy, such as “the eco-
nomics of Jesus” and “the the-
ology of the hammer” Work
days—known as “builds™~usu-

ally begin with a prayer. Only
the Salvation Army, perhaps, is

comparable.

To be sure, Habitat has made
accommodations to attract peo-
ple from other faiths to its pro-
grams or avoid legal problems
with its use of government mon-
ey (which makes up a small, but
significant portion of its reve-

nue). Members of AmeriCorps |

who assist the organization, for
example, can start their work-
ing days after the prayer is over
so that they are not obliged to
participate in a religious ser-
vice on government-paid time.
But that is a relatively tiny
concession and hardly changes
the fact that Habitat retains a
sense of spiritual obligation to-
ward its activities that used to
be commonplace among Ameri-
can charities.

That kind of motivation is an
important reason for the orga-
nization’s success, since rather

than relying on professionals
and other employees, Habitat
depends heavily on volunteers.
Even though they may have had
little connection to the neigh-
borhoods and home buyers that
stood to benefit, presidents have
stood alongside ordinary citi-
zens to build houses.

That did not happen by ac-
cident, but came by taking ad-
vantage of social networks that
already existed. The charity’s
religious roots enabled Habitat
to recruit effectively at religious
congregations, whose members
are more inclined than aver-
age Americans to volunteer.
And since most of them also be-
longed to other kinds of civic or-
ganizations or attended schools,
enlisting additional groups to
help was easier, too.

Speaking at a dinner held by
the Manhattan Institute to hon-
or winners of its social entrepre-
neurship awards, Mr. Fuller lik-
ened running Habitat to work-
ing in a political campaign that
never ends, But it is not the sort
of news-driven, professionally
run campaign that is now the
norm. Habitat still operates the
old-fashioned way, starting with
the faithful and adding oth-
er groups to form coalitions to
eventually accomplish its goals.

Those goals go far beyond en-
listing volunteers and building
houses. Ultimately, Habitat’s

4 real goal is to transform pover-

ty-stricken neighborhoods. But
to doso, it emphasizes changing
the lives of the poor, not just the
social and economic conditions
that surround them, .
That also used to characterize
the way many American chari-
ties went about their work: It is
less likely to be embraced today.
To Habitat, cleahing up neigh-
borhoods and constructing low-
cost houses are necessary but
not sufficient steps to make a
difference in how the poor live.
In addition, those:who need help
also have to help themselves, to
give back as much as they re-
ceive, and to take responsibil-
ity for their environment after
the build has ended and the vol-
unteers leave. The way Habitat
works reflects these principles.
To many in contemporary
philanthropy, such an outlook
may seem paternalistic, wrong-
headed, and even rean-spirit-
ed. But to Mr. Fuller, it embod-
ied a conviction that the poor
‘were equals, just as capable as

_anyone else of improving their

lives if they had the opportuni-
ty—and were expected—io do
80.

For him, Habitat for Human-
ity was a tangible means to ex-
press this sense of fellowship
and compassion. More than
the houses it has built, Millard
Fullér’s view of how philanthro-
py can best help the needy may
be his most important legacy.
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