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This paper explores the history of housing policies in the United States and how they were implemented. 

It also examines the effects of discriminatory practices against minorities and low-income groups. There 

is evidence that this systemic form of discrimination creates conditions that cause poverty and unequal 

access to education, home mortgages, and good neighborhoods. Newer policies that encourage 

inclusionary zoning and mixed use construction have attempted to remedy the earlier discriminatory 

practices. Some discriminatory methods used against African Americans continue to be used against 

Hispanics. It is therefore necessary for the federal government to address these abuses by developing 

strategies that reward developers for including a percentage of affordable housing in all of their 

developments and to implement policies that protect minorities from any future forms of systemic 

discrimination. The study concludes by examining the policies and practices of a nonprofit organization 

that provides housing to low-income families are with a view towards how their program fits with the 

strategic plans of federal and state housing programs.  
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Housing Low-Income Americans: 
A History of Policy and Analysis of a Local Application 

 
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 Homeownership has been a mainstay of the federal government’s housing policies both for 

economic growth and to promote a specific lifestyle for society. The period immediately following WWII 

was prosperous for the United States. Returning soldiers and middle class people were able to buy houses 

for the first time because the Hoover administration had the foresight to initiate long-term mortgage loan 

provisions as part of a homeownership strategy. Housing developments were built all over America and 

nationalities of every kind bought houses and settled in the suburbs—everyone except Black Americans 

and a handful of minorities. The government encouraged and even practiced strategies like redlining and 

writing racially restrictive clauses into contracts prohibiting anyone who was not White from buying 

property.   

 The Civil Rights Act passed in 1968 making it illegal to deny housing based on race, religion, or 

national origin. This didn’t automatically stop those practices, but it did provide legal recourse for those 

discriminated against. After that, housing policies began to implement more inclusive-type programs to 

remedy the systemic discrimination against low-income and minority groups. Although there has been 

progress made, shortages of affordable housing continue to be the norm. Various regulations in federal 

programs work in conflict with each other causing inefficiency both in oversight and in disseminating 

funds. This paper follows the main housing policies, programs, and strategies of the federal government 

as it seeks to remedy discriminatory practices and a persistent shortage of low-income housing. The end 

of chapter one provides an in-depth look at the social construction theory and how it explains what has 

happened and is happening in housing policy. 

 Chapter 2 deals with the history of major housing policies and programs in the United States, 

and their effect on low-income and minority Americans—particularly how the policies built in systemic 

discrimination. Chapter 3 examines homeownership strategies that every president since Hoover used 

because they believed that owning a home contributed to positive attributes in society and helped grow 

the economy. The 2006 financial crisis that led to mortgage defaults is investigated, as well as current 
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discriminatory practices in housing policy. This chapter also describes the perceived advantages of 

homeownership, as well as the disadvantages for low-income families, and ends with some 

recommendations for positive changes in housing policy.  

 Chapter 4 gives an in-depth look at the Benton Habitat for Humanity organization that includes 

their practices and policies. Chapter 5 covers research design and data analysis. Both quantitative data 

analysis and qualitative narrative content are explored and common themes are noted. Improvements 

suggested by partner families are also listed. Chapter 6 closes with observations and recommendations for 

the Benton Habitat for Humanity chapter based on family suggestions and housing policies shown to be 

successful and effective in providing decent, affordable housing in neighborhoods with amenities and 

necessary infrastructure that promotes cohesion and diversity.    

Social Construction Theory 

 The Social Construction theory is a relatively recent theory developed to explain why some 

social issues continue to plague society despite years of policies and programs created to resolve them. 

Low-income housing is one such issue. We can use social construction as a way to understand how 

housing policies for the low-income population fall short of their objectives. Not all policies are driven by 

the worthiness or unworthiness of target groups. Bureaucratic interests drive some decisions, science and 

expertise are factors in some policies, and power steers other decisions about how benefits and burdens 

are distributed. Social construction is flexible and inclusive enough to explain many types of 

policymaking.  

 U.S. policymakers have been White middle-class men for the most part. Only in the latter part of 

the 20th century have women and minorities become more representative in government. Thus, housing 

policies have tended to reflect the bias and interests of White middle-class men. Social construction 

theory addresses this observation as well as target groups. Target groups or populations are described as 

“groups actually chosen to receive benefits and burdens through the various elements of policy design” 

(Ingram, Schneider, and Deleon, 2007). When target groups have been socially constructed, this 

impression often becomes embedded in the policy process and design, and it shapes the way future 
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policies are designed as well. Social construction theorists argue societal problems are not objective and 

cannot be readily examined or resolved (Ingram et al, 2007). Instead, when an issue is seen as a problem, 

social construction posits that policymakers interpret the issue as problematic in subjective terms; it then 

becomes something requiring a solution that reflects the bias.  

 Early in our history moral Puritan principles influenced American industry, in contrast to the 

absence of ethical concerns in American business practices today. Puritanism espoused the idea that man 

was simply a trustee of the possessions that came to him through grace, and he must not waste them. Max 

Weber saw this philosophy as the precursor to Protestantism where it legitimated the pursuit and 

acquisition of wealth as long as it was not squandered and was done in the name of a higher calling 

(Weber, 2004). The Protestant ethic approved using wealth for rational and utilitarian purposes. With 

capitalism, the ability to acquire wealth became magnified as a value in and of itself without reference to 

moral concerns. The spirit of duty and frugality was no longer required because men did not need 

justification for monetary profitability. In both cases, however, the belief in working hard and building 

wealth was embedded in the American psyche. It was a natural evolution to individualism—the belief if 

one was poor, s/he was lazy or not working hard enough. With this belief system, policymakers for low-

income housing viewed target populations that lived in the slums or in abject poverty, as undeserving of 

governmental assistance in many cases. The period of the Great Depression was an exception to this 

viewpoint because of widespread unemployment and homelessness. Housing policy during that era 

benefited a wide cross-section of society.   

 Housing policy also benefits homeowners as another target population. Social construction 

explains why benefits are distributed to some groups and why burdens are placed on others. Policy-

makers socially construct or create a reality in which populations are measured using two components—

the valence or degree of deservedness of social groups, and the degree of political power those groups 

wield in society as shown in Figure 1. Positively constructed politically powerful groups are seen as 

adding to the wealth, the stability, and the welfare of society, whereas negatively constructed groups with 

little or no political power are seen as undeserving and unimportant. Therefore, because businesses and 
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homeowners contribute to the welfare of society, and they have the ability to effect changes through 

political persuasion when they deem it in their best interest, they are perceived as deserving and important 

in the social hierarchy and are high on the power continuum. Known as the advantaged, this target group 

receives the biggest share of benefits because it creates political capital for policymakers. Policy designs 

for the advantaged include many opportunities for participating, and implementation of policies often 

includes outreach to inform the group of benefits for which they may be eligible.  

 For the most part low-income people are viewed as positive or at least neutral and deserving of 

benefits when they are available, but as a group they have little political power with which to change their 

situation. Known as dependents, they are seen as good, yet helpless—like mothers and children—but 

benefits are doled out sparingly and are often inadequate; they are the first group to experience cuts to 

funding and the last to receive benefits in prosperous times. Benefits may be symbolic only—meaning 

that there are no tangible material benefits, or they have no enforcement capabilities.   

 One other group that is relevant to this discussion is known as deviants. Drug dealers, drug 

users, and immigrants, both legal and illegal, are perceived as deviants. This target group is low in 

political power and is negatively perceived. They also receive the bulk of the burdens levied on society. 

They are blamed for many social problems, are punished, and do not have the power to fight back. 

Immigrants have not always been treated as deviants. The U.S. is a country of immigrants, and until the 

past few decades, they have been welcomed as those who contribute to the diversity and prosperity of the 

country.  

 Social construction theory posits that various groups receive positive or negative messages and 

resources that reinforce the importance of their position with policymakers. Positive messages make it 

more likely that groups will be politically engaged because they are rewarded with benefits for doing so. 

Negative messages tend to disenfranchise powerless and negatively constructed groups. An example of 

this is “requiring demeaning means-tests” (Ingram et al, 2007: 99) in order to receive assistance. An 

injurious aspect of negative social constructs is their ability to become embedded into society so that 

people perceive the construct to be a naturally occurring condition. By this method policymakers use 
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                           Perception 

 Positive                    Negative 

High Advantaged Contenders 

Homeowners  Lobbyists 

Business   

    

Dependents Deviants 

Mothers Drug Dealers  

Po
w

er
 

Children Drug Users 

Low Poor families Immigrants 

 Figure 1. Social Construction Matrix of Target Populations (Taken from Ingram et al, 2007).  

social constructs in order to build their political base and to influence the way society perceives the social 

constructs. Policymakers have the ability to shape the perception of target groups, and they discovered 

that punishing deviants gives them much political capital because the majority of society believes they 

deserve nothing better. 

 Implementation of policies is another way in which the government makes a distinction between 

socially constructed target groups.  Advantaged target populations are considered clients of federal 

programs that have professionalized services and a specific system of allocating benefits. Dependents, on 

the other hand, are required to report to local administrators or caseworkers who monitor and regulate 

their use of benefits. Ingram et al (2007: 104) says that “most subsidy programs for advantaged groups 

are universalistic, whereas most of those for dependents are particularistic or at least severely restricted 

through underfunding.” Policies for deviants are imposed since advocacy for this group is rare. They are 

obliged to comply or severe penalties are levied against them.  
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CHAPTER 2: A HISTORY of HOUSING POLICY in the UNITED STATES 

A. Introduction 

 This section investigates the history of major federal housing policies that influence and 

continue to inform present day affordable housing strategies. Before the 1920s, housing problems were 

considered a social or morality issue best addressed at the local and state levels. After the 1920s, most 

housing issues were understood to be related to health and safety, but still tackled locally. However, when 

World War I (WWI) began to impact the United States, the federal government began to understand how 

housing policies could be used to benefit their objectives. The following paragraphs describe these 

governmental policies and how they affected population groups.  

B.  U.S. Shipping Act of 1917 

 President Wilson (1913-1921) signed the U.S. Shipping Act of 1917 that authorized $100 

million with which to build homes for workers in port cities on both the east and west coasts (Martens, 

2009). This amount of funding allowed the developers to experiment with various neighborhood designs 

and invest money in all-White communities rather than simply build houses and apartments. The political 

motivation behind these communities was to provide housing close to the work sites and encourage 

homeownership among White workers to create an immobile workforce, increase productivity, and 

reduce employee turnover at factories (Martens, 2009). This act began the governmental practice of 

institutionalized discrimination. These early housing policies foreshadowed a trend that continues to 

influence and shape policy today—motivation by interests other than providing safe, decent shelter. One 

of these motivations was the active governmental promotion of segregation. Although there were racial 

tensions, for the most part African Americans and White Americans lived in integrated neighborhoods in 

southern cities and northern urban communities prior to the 1900s, and had frequent interaction with each 

other through shared cultural values (Seitles, 1998). After WWI the African American ghetto began to 

develop. This early discrimination in housing led to the disparity African Americans still face in the 

housing market and in the distribution of wealth today.  
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C.  President Hoover’s (1929-1933) Policies  

 After WWI, Herbert Hoover, as Secretary of Commerce (1921-1928), started a campaign 

promoting a partnership between the government, nonprofit associations, and the savings and loan 

industry to encourage homeownership (Martens, 2009). He understood how housing and homeownership 

could grow the economy by supporting industries like building contractors and developers, infrastructure, 

utilities, real estate, financial services, community planners, and logging and lumber companies. As 

president, Hoover implemented a long-term mortgage program that enabled people to buy a home over 

time. This reinforced the American dream and the expectation that anyone who worked hard could 

succeed and own a home. It added motivation to legislate housing policies to not only expand the 

economy but to add an element of social control to society. The majority of politicians came from the 

White middle class and created policies that benefited their demographic—heterosexual families 

composed of a male breadwinner, a stay-at-home wife, and children who would become future citizens 

and policy-makers (Fritz, 2009). Family styles deviating from this norm, such as single mothers and 

extended multi-generational families, were seen as less desirable and undeserving of equal societal or 

governmental benefits. 

D. FDR’s (1933-1945) Major Policies and the New Deal Programs 

 When Franklin D. Roosevelt (1933-1945) was elected, his New Deal created the Public Works 

Administration (PWA) housing program as a component of the National Industrial Recovery Act 

(Martens, 2009). Originally the developments constructed by the PWA had much public support because 

of their three-part approach: housing was well-built, communities were developed to be family-friendly 

with sidewalks and parks, and eligibility for the housing was not based on income (Martens, 2009). 

During this period, U.S. society approved of housing policies for the poor because the depression had 

affected everyone. No group was singled out as undeserving because “they brought this on themselves.” 

However, federal funding was predicated on projects designed to house one racial or ethnic group. The 

Jane Addams, Julia C. Lathrop, and Trumbull Park Homes in Chicago were among the first low-income 

housing projects to receive funding under the PWA (http://www.thecha.org/pages/about_cha/18.php). 
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These three projects targeted the Polish American, Italian American, and African American populations. 

Most of the planned slum cleanup and renewal did not occur because the middle-class White population 

opposed these groups getting new housing complexes in White communities. The opposition kept the 

project for the African American community from getting built at that time (Hunt, 2009).   

 In 1934, the FHA was created as part of the National Housing Act of 1934 (Fogel, Smith, & 

Williamson, 2008). Its job was to provide mortgage insurance to financial institutions to help mitigate the 

risks they assumed so that average Americans could afford to buy homes. Early FHA policies “allowed 

racially restrictive property deeds” building in systemic discrimination against populations of color 

(Thompson, 2006: 3). Their policies restricted the areas in which minorities like African Americans could 

buy and live through the practice of redlining. This was a system of denying or limiting financial services 

based on the degree of risk represented by race or ethnicities and the age and condition of the homes 

rather than the qualifications and credit of the applicant (Hernandez, 2009; Seitles, 1998). Minorities were 

more likely to live in older neighborhoods that lacked basic amenities, and money for mortgages was 

purposely channeled away from these communities denying them the same investments that White 

middle-class communities routinely enjoyed. A majority of the money was invested in White middle-

class homogenous neighborhoods as the FHA became the de facto “protector of all White 

neighborhoods” (Seitles, 1998: 2).  

 The Housing Act of 1937 also came about during FDR’s administration. An architect named 

Catherine Bauer collaborated with Senator Wagner in 1935 to author this bill where the government 

would partner with nonprofit organizations and cooperatives to build neighborhoods with amenities the 

entire community would share, and which would create variety in ages, affordability, and diversity. Bauer 

had traveled widely in Europe studying architecture and building concepts in relation to living 

arrangements, and she became influential in shaping Congressional policy (Oberlander and Newbrun, 

1999). Bauer predicted that developments created solely to house the poor and the minorities, isolating 

them from the rest of society and controlled with top-down management, would not be popular or 

profitable.  
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 The Housing Act received approval in 1937, but without most of the conditions ensuring fair and 

equitable treatment of minorities and poor Americans (Martens, 2009; Fogel et al., 2008). Instead of the 

comprehensive, all-inclusive national program Bauer had envisioned, a two-tiered model was created. 

Considerable funding was allocated for infrastructure investment and single-family homes for the upper 

and middle classes that included market incentives and tax breaks, while “under-funded subsidies and 

public housing production [were] reserved for lower-class and indigent deserving poor” reinforcing 

systemic discrimination (Fritz, 2009:63). This 1937 legislation produced warehouse-type apartment 

buildings that sometimes spanned several inner city blocks, designed to isolate and concentrate poverty in 

one place away from mainstream society (Martens, 2009). Three of the first projects under the 1937 act 

were completed in Austin, Texas in 1939 for Hispanics, African Americans, and Whites 

(http://www.flma.org/santarita.html). In this way, each ethnicity or race was housed, but separated from 

the others and from middle-class America.  

 The next major bill implemented under FDR specifically advantaged returning soldiers after 

WWII. The Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 act, known as the GI Bill, consolidated the process 

of granting long-term mortgages for constructing and selling private homes to veterans (Fritz, 2009). Not 

all veterans were treated equally, however. Black American and Hispanic vets did not receive the same 

access to benefits and resources as other veterans (Conrad, 2005). The practice of writing in racially 

restrictive clauses to mortgage contracts was still in force. This act also did nothing for low-income 

families or single mothers who did not qualify for loans, or minorities who were discriminated against 

through the practice of redlining. No programs were developed to meet the needs of minority groups who 

did not fit the “ideal” demographic despite Bauer’s attempt toward more racial and SES integration.  

 The Supreme Court found racially restrictive clauses and “redlining” unconstitutional in 1948, 

but FHA and real estate developers continued the practice for 20 more years widening the housing and 

wealth gap between Whites and minorities like African Americans. As prosperity grew, American society 

approved of housing policies as long as they benefited mainstream society and did not have the face of 



10 
 

poverty or color. This treatment disenfranchised many of the poorest Americans that had no other 

housing options available and this part of the American dream became an American disillusionment.  

E. President Truman (1945-1953) & Federal Housing Act of 1949  

 The Federal Housing Act of 1949 initially focused on deteriorated inner city areas. However, 

city planners also wanted money for urban renewal projects to clean up inner city neighborhoods (Landis 

& McClure, 2010; Martens, 2009; Fogel et al., 2008). The preamble to the 1949 bill described eliminating 

substandard housing through clearing and redeveloping blighted areas and “the realization as soon as 

feasible of the goal of a decent home and suitable living environment for every American family” (Landis 

& McClure, 2010: 321; Martens, 2009: 11). Resources were made available for states to develop 

downtown areas in order to raise property values, enhance tax revenues, and encourage investment in 

central cities. The Act also called for destroying many of the dilapidated projects, building 810,000 units 

of new public housing over a period of six years, and assisting minorities in becoming homeowners. 

Despite all the legislation focused on housing, African American soldiers still could not buy homes in 

White middle-class neighborhoods because discrimination was encouraged and used by their government 

against them. 

F.  Levittown 

 Levittown, a Long Island suburb built in 1949, epitomized the pro-White sentiment of the 

government and its policies (Levittown, 2007) and it provided a window into the discrepancies between 

the stated government position and what actually happened. Levittown was a community built 

exclusively for GIs returning from WWII who could not find affordable housing in which to raise a 

family and it became the pattern for all future housing developments. The Cape Cod tract homes were 

rented and sold to returning soldiers and Levittown reflected the racial mix of the military--English, Irish, 

Jews, Italians, and Poles (Levittown, 2007). However, Black Americans, Chinese and Japanese 

immigrants, and Mexican Americans were not welcome except as domestic workers 

(http://www.understandingrace.org/history/society/post_war_economic_boom.html). FHA provided 

mortgage insurance for the majority of suburban communities and would only insure housing contracts 
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that excluded non-Whites (Hernandez, 2009). Levitt and other developers needed the backing of the FHA 

and wrote racially restrictive clauses into every mortgage and rental contract. When racial covenants were 

found to be unconstitutional by the Supreme Court, Levitt eliminated them from the contracts but 

continued the practice until a discrimination lawsuit was brought against him in 1958, forcing him to 

change his contracts.  

G. President Kennedy (1961-1963) and the Housing Act of 1961 

 Under President Kennedy the Housing Act of 1961 passed that created Sections 202 and 

221(d)(3) programs (Landis & McClure, 2010). Section 202 specifically addressed housing for low-

income seniors. It helped legitimize Section 221(d)(3) by providing the vehicle on which subsidies for 

low-income renters could ride. This astute move did much to restore public support for subsidized 

housing since the elderly were seen as deserving of help. Social construction theory helps explain why 

policies designed specifically for one group were able to garner acceptance for another negatively 

constructed group. Senior citizens, as an advantaged target group, were a powerful voting constituency 

and were seen as having contributed to society and thus deserving of benefits from the government. The 

low-income housing bill was accepted because it was attached to the senior citizen housing bill. By this 

time urban renewal was a code word used to label impoverished inner city neighborhoods “slums,”--

particularly those close to business districts--so they could be bulldozed, regardless of the actual 

condition (Seitles, 1998). Words like “undesirable element” were used to describe poor and minority 

neighborhoods to legitimate much of the urban renewal process, and it had the effect of further isolating 

minorities and creating highly concentrated pockets of poverty in just a few neighborhoods. 

 H. President Johnson (1963-1969),  HUD, & GSEs 

 The Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) was created in 1965 as a separate 

Cabinet Department--part of another Housing Act during the administration of President Lyndon Johnson 

(Landis & McClure, 2010; Erickson, 2006). Under this umbrella department, two major production 

programs were created—Section 235 that addressed housing for low- to moderate-income homebuyers, 

and Section 236 for low- to moderate-income renters. The years immediately following the establishment 
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of HUD saw a boom in affordable housing construction. The Government National Mortgage Association 

(known as Ginnie Mae) was also created under the HUD Act to guarantee mortgage-backed securities by 

government employees, veterans, and low- to moderate-income homebuyers (Landis & McClure, 2010). 

In 1967, President Johnson convened commissions addressing societal unrest among African Americans 

and housing policies. The Kerner Commission reported on civil disorders. The ghetto riots of 1967 

prompted the commission in order to uncover the reasons behind the civil disobedience and the more 

violent demonstrations of a mostly African-American populace. Kerner found several reasons for the 

unrest and dissatisfaction. The impoverished ghettos were a result of in-migration of African Americans 

and an exodus of White Americans. Substandard housing was the norm for the poor and largely Black 

communities (Report Civil Disorders, 1968). The commission also discovered a trend of institutionalized 

discrimination in the 31-year history of subsidized housing. This discrimination denied the majority of 

African-Americans and other poor groups access to FHA mortgage insurance guarantees routinely given 

to middle and upper class Whites.  

 In 1968, the Kaiser Commission compared and reported on the various housing programs 

administered by the Federal government. One of the main charges put to this committee was to find a 

solution to the critical lack of affordable housing (Von Hoffman, 2010). In the ghettos, four and five 

families occupied the space intended for one family. Urban renewal projects that destroyed public 

housing without replacing low-income units resulted in proliferating poverty rather than mitigating the 

problem as was the stated objective. President Kennedy had introduced the idea of the government 

partnering with private and public companies in producing housing for the low-income population. 

President Johnson took it a step further by naming CEOs of large corporations to sit on the housing 

committees.  

 The Fair Housing Act of 1968 was the culmination of these negotiations (Landis & McClure, 

2010; Fogel et al., 2008). Informed by the civil rights movement, this law criminalized discrimination of 

housing based on race, national origin, sex, color, or religion making it a crime to use restrictive clauses 

to limit who could buy or rent real estate. This act provided a legal recourse for housing discrimination, 
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as happened in William Levitt’s case to change his discriminatory practices, but restrictive clauses 

remained on many state and local legal charters. The act also provided federal subsidies for low-income 

housing. In 1969, the Brooke Amendment to the Fair Housing Act limited tenants’ rent liability to 25 

percent of his/her income (Martens, 2009). Eventually, the rent liability was raised to 30 percent of 

tenants’ income.  This concept of linking tenants’ income to rent liability influenced many future housing 

policies.  

I.  President Nixon (1969-1974), Housing Policy Disparities, & Steering 

 President Nixon (1969-1974) declared a moratorium in 1973 on new public housing construction 

because the Vietnam War had impacted the federal budget (Landis & McClure, 2010; Erickson, 2006). 

He then ordered a new commission on national housing policy and asked for recommendations for 

improving or replacing housing policies. The members of the commission ultimately recommended no 

changes in housing policies, but instead proposed changes in housing programs saying that federal acts 

had resulted in several programs that had “differing and sometimes conflicting and overlapping 

requirements and procedures” (Landis & McClure, 2010: 322). The commission also found that many of 

the “then-current programs seemed to work sub-optimally or at cross-purposes” (Weicher 1980: 125). Big 

business lobbies started to assert their influence in implementing housing policies and deciding who 

would benefit from them; and policy-makers were ambivalent to enact low-income housing policy 

because they perceived the lower socio-economic population as deviant—not the part of society worthy 

to receive federal benefits.   

 By the 1970s, African Americans and other minorities had started to seek remedies from the 

Court in many discrimination cases. While racial issues were being adjudicated, however, the Supreme 

Court reaffirmed the traditional nuclear family structure as supporting American principles partly by 

endorsing the dominance of single-family zoning over higher density zoning for municipalities (Fritz, 

2009). This had the effect of maintaining discriminatory policies toward women, populations of color, 

and lower SES groups. Women were seen as incompetent to be heads of households. The Supreme Court 

ruled the government was better suited to make major decisions for women. Minorities who embraced a 
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generational family concept like Latinos, and African Americans, who frequently relied on a network of 

neighbors and family members for support, were seen as deviant thus necessitating the paternalistic 

regulations put in place to govern them.  

 The mission of low-income housing programs was to provide assistance to low-income families 

to either rent or purchase homes in racially diverse neighborhoods. HUD provided rental assistance 

vouchers to families so they could live in middle-class neighborhoods, but housing counselors often 

directed them to neighborhoods that were less than 25 percent White—a practice known as steering 

(Seitles, 1998). FHA carried the majority of the mortgages in the United States, but less than 2 percent of 

the minority loans processed were approved (Seitles, 1998).  

J. President Ford (1974-1977) & the 1974 Housing and Community Development Act 

 President Ford’s 1974 Housing and Community Development Act replaced HUD Sections 235 

and 236 programs with Section 8 and the Community Development Block Grant programs (CDBG) 

(Landis & McClure, 2010; Fogel et al., 2008). These programs were touted by Ford as a new flexible 

approach to low-income housing in place of the rigid programs of the past (Ford, 1974). The CDBG 

consolidated several narrowly focused programs, and it allocated funds for cities through a predetermined 

formula which could be spent on physical improvements such as infrastructure, parks, and recreation 

centers. They could also be used for social services such as energy assistance to low-income households, 

drug treatment programs, and enrichment programs for preschoolers, or for economic development such 

as financial incentives for private contractors to include affordable units in their developments. It was a 

more holistic and encompassing approach to not only low-income housing, but the underlying causes of 

community deterioration. One of HUD’s goals was to support and enhance the overall health of cities. 

Block grants were a way of addressing this objective while transferring the decision-making authority to 

local governments. The main requirements stipulated that urgent threats to the health and safety of 

communities be addressed, and any program funded through CDBG would benefit low- to moderate-

income families as well as society at large. One drawback to this provision was that no parameters were 
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established to specify a certain percentage of units would exclusively benefit low- to moderate-income 

families. 

  The CDBG also reaffirmed the discrimination ban of deciding approval of mortgages based on 

sex or race thus financially empowering women and racial minorities. Since states were given the 

authority to decide who received federal funds, they continued to use historical practices to allocate 

funding as this author points out,  

 Typically, social provisions developed for men and workers are administered at the federal level 
 with standardized rules. In contrast, policies for women and children have been relegated to state 
 administration, permit more extensive evaluation and surveillance, and are assigned based on 
 conceptions of who is considered deserving and who is not--from ascriptive and social 
 characteristics (Fritz, 2009:62).  
 
 In addition, extended generational families were perceived as deviants as well as irresponsible, 

who needed governmental intervention (Fritz, 2009:63). States adopted the federal model and continued 

to favor White middle- and upper-class men and business owners. More women and minorities did 

receive funding through the CDBG, however, resources meted out to women and minorities were 

carefully monitored and regulated.  

K. Section 8 Housing Voucher Program 

 Section 8, as the federal subsidy program is known, was first implemented in 1974 (Landis & 

McClure, 2010; Turner & Kingsley, 2008; Fogel et al., 2008; Thompson, 2006). The first part of Section 

8 subsidies was project-based because it was attached to a specific project or building. The project or 

apartment building was usually owned and operated by a public housing agency and low-income families 

rented a unit from them. The families could also receive subsidies if residing in a building that was 

privately owned, but contracted with HUD to keep rental costs affordable for low- to moderate-income 

renters (Landis & McClure, 2010; Turner & Kingsley, 2008; Fogel et al., 2008). If renters moved, they 

were no longer eligible to receive the subsidy. This had the effect of tying tenants to one address which 

was not advantageous to people who had lost their job and needed to look outside their current 

neighborhood for employment. It also had the effect of maintaining the segregated status quo in poor 

neighborhoods because poor people could not afford to move and risk losing their subsidies. Ultimately 
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this program benefited building owners more than it benefited people who most needed financial 

assistance because they were not free to move when necessary. Funding given to developers or landlords 

to subsidize rental rates is a shallow subsidy because it is based on the area median income (AMI) and 

guarantees that the rent will not surpass that median figure (Fogel et al., 2008). With this type of housing, 

very low-income tenants paid more as a percentage of their income than moderate-income tenants 

because their income was further from the AMI than tenants with moderate income. This type of subsidy 

actually discriminated against very low-income tenants by increasing the cost burden of their housing and 

decreasing the amount they could spend on other necessities such as food and utilities. Since moderate-

income tenants were closer to the AMI amount, this subsidy benefited them by decreasing their housing 

expenses and increasing the amount they could spend on other things. These types of subsidies are rarely 

seen as the most effective use of federal funds.  

 The second part of the Section 8 subsidies, are those that are tenant-based (Turner & Kingsley, 

2008). Tenant-based subsidies or rental vouchers are deep subsidies because they are based on a tenant’s 

income so the tenant pays no more than 30 percent of his/her income for housing (Mueller & Schwartz, 

2008). The program is individualized so that it effectively helps the families that need help with the right 

amount of assistance. Tenant-based subsidies under Section 8 were a new approach to providing financial 

assistance to individuals. The premise behind the program was to provide mobility and allow families to 

find their own market rate rentals and use federally funded vouchers to make up the difference between 

the incomes of families and the rental costs. Policymakers surmised if families were allowed to rent a 

house of their own choosing, they would be more likely to rent in better neighborhoods because they had 

the extra funds, alleviating the high poverty levels found in some urban and inner city neighborhoods 

(Landis & McClure, 2010; Fogel et al., 2008). The public hated those neighborhoods and tenants who 

could afford to move did, leaving the very poorest behind. Only impoverished families who could not 

afford better housing moved into those neighborhoods. Instead of alleviating poverty, Section 8 vouchers 

sometimes isolated very poor, mostly African American families from the rest of society (Seitles, 1998). 
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 Rental vouchers are often seen as a worthwhile program for renters making less than 80 percent 

of the AMI. Individuals or families that are within 20 percent of the AMI are usually able to find housing 

on their own without federal assistance (Landis & McClure, 2010; Shlay, 2006). It is the low-income and 

very low-income families that struggle to find safe, affordable housing without financial help. When they 

do, it is often in poor neighborhoods with no social services or amenities. Rental vouchers appear to be 

one of the most cost-effective and flexible ways of providing assistance to needy families (Landis & 

McClure, 2010; Shlay, 2006). Still, they are not as fungible as they might be. Transferring the 

administration of vouchers to the metropolitan or state level would enhance their usefulness, their 

outreach, and their portability.  Housing counselors could provide a useful service in finding 

neighborhoods with better employment and educational opportunities for low-income families. Studies 

have shown that living in a good neighborhood predicts better outcomes than being a homeowner when 

considering the impact on a family’s wellbeing and future outlook (Shlay, 2006). 

 In part, the objectives of Section 8 housing vouchers were to reduce “the isolation of income 

groups within communities…and [promote] an increase in the diversity and vitality of neighborhoods” 

(Teater, 2009: 159) by allowing individuals to choose the house and neighborhood in which to live. In 

order for these objectives to be met, however, individuals and social groups often had to resort to 

litigation. For example, the mobility voucher program of the Cincinnati HUD chapter, coupled with 

scattered site housing in mostly White middle-class neighborhoods worked as a gateway to more 

integrative communities in Ohio after the chapter was sued for discrimination. Fifty-seven percent of 

relocated African American families were employed compared to 24 percent who still lived in the more 

isolated public housing (Seitles, 1998). Families who moved reported having better jobs, higher pay, the 

ability to advance, and more benefits—all directly related to their housing situation.  

L. 1977 Community Reinvestment Act  

 Following shortly after in 1977, the Community Reinvestment Act was implemented which gave 

local citizens political decision-making power (Landis & McClure, 2010; Fogel et al., 2008). This law 

targeted banks and savings and loan associations and emphasized the importance of public-private 
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partnerships to invest in their local neighborhoods by lending to low- and moderate-income families. It 

also prohibited financial institutions from discriminating against low-income residents or denying 

mortgages in low-income or “risky” neighborhoods—the redlined districts. Grass roots citizens’ groups 

were allowed to participate in negotiations for financial institution mergers to ensure that banks and 

savings and loans continued to invest in local communities. Essentially this bill streamlined the process 

for discrimination lawsuits against offending entities, and it gave citizen groups a louder voice in local 

political decisions. The principles behind redlining continued to inform lending institutions’ decisions 

about which communities were suitable for mortgage investment less overtly so that it became more 

difficult to prove discrimination (Seitles, 1998). The loans made to low-income families through savings 

and loan institutions in the 1980s were profitable and recognized to be good insurance against loss and 

did not contribute to the eventual collapse of the savings and loan industry (Shlay, 2006).  

M. Tax Reform Act & LIHTC 

 Several years later tax reforms reflected the government’s intention to decentralize its approach 

to fund low- and moderate-income housing. In 1986, the Tax Reform Act created the Low Income 

Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) as an attempt to entice the private sector, nonprofits, and churches into 

partnering with the government and local municipalities to provide affordable housing voluntarily. 

(Landis & McClure, 2010; Fogel et al., 2008; Erickson, 2006). Tax credits replaced income deductions 

for accelerated depreciation that had allowed developers and contractors to eventually claim negative 

earnings on their property even though it still generated profits. Instead, the tax credit was designed to be 

taken for 10 years in exchange for the developer building affordable housing and keeping it affordable for 

15 years; in 1989, that minimum was raised to 30 years. A tax credit would give the builder a direct 

reduction to the amount of income taxes owed the federal government. This program was executed 

entirely through the tax system—an outcome both Republicans and Democrats supported, and it was so 

successful in building good quality, affordable housing at a steady rate, Congress voted to make LIHTC a 

permanent program in 1993 (Fogel et al., 2008). The earlier project-based subsidies of Section 8 were 

eventually phased out as LIHTC replaced them, and the voucher program was shifted from tenants to 
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developers. The New York Times wrote while “the housing industry originally doubted the effectiveness 

of the tax credit plan, results have surpassed even optimistic predictions” meaning that the program 

worked as intended by encouraging developers to take advantage of the subsidies and include a 

percentage of low-income units in housing projects--even though it did not remedy the housing shortage 

(Erickson, 2006: 183). The units built through LIHTC were more durable than the public housing projects 

of the 1960s and 70s. 

 The rent charged on the LIHTC units was not tied to tenants’ income, but was calculated 

according to the area’s median income (AMI). A major drawback to the program was it depended on 

developers’ motivation to take advantage of the tax credit--and not all of them wanted to. Both Presidents 

Ronald Reagan (1967-1975) and George H.W. Bush (1989-1993) cut funding severely for low-income 

housing programs during their administrations, including the LIHTC, reducing the motivation for 

developers to invest in low-income housing because without governmental incentives, their profits 

decreased. Despite the fact that federal policies targeting affordable housing were first introduced in the 

1920s and were reaffirmed during each new administration, housing shortages continued to worsen.  

N.  NAHA & HOME Programs 

 The National Affordable Housing Act (NAHA) in 1990 established the HOME Investment 

Partnership Program (HOME) to help fill the gaps in funding low-income housing (Landis & McClure, 

2010; Fogel et al., 2008; Erickson, 2006). HOME funding allowed subsidized individuals to rent or buy 

housing on the private market, and it authorized all housing support services to incorporate the goal of 

homeownership for everyone into their objectives (Fogel et al., 2008). This bill used a decentralized 

approach, as did the LIHTC, which further lessened the government’s administrative role, and perhaps, 

most importantly, it pushed nonprofit organizations to become major partners in providing housing 

services. After the success with LIHTC, the government saw nonprofit involvement as a way to bring in 

new perspectives, commitments, and funding to the problem of low-income housing. Nonprofit 

organizations had ready-made systems for the delivery of services. The government expected to benefit 
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from nonprofit expertise and involvement while simultaneously distancing themselves from the hands-on 

process of providing low-income housing.  

 HOME block grants matched local funding that allowed municipalities to tailor their programs 

to target very specific needs such as developing rental assistance programs, building new rental units, 

renovating existing units, or assisting first-time low-income homebuyers with down payments, closing 

costs, or other related expenses (Landis & McClure, 2010; Fogel et al., 2008; Mueller & Schwartz, 2008; 

Gregory & Ramos, 1994). Despite the benefits it provided, HOME was unpopular with many localities 

because it was cumbersome to administer. Rental units constructed with HOME funding had to set their 

rates targeting moderate incomes that were 65 percent of the AMI or 30 percent of a tenant’s income. If 

more than five units were built a second parameter was used targeting very low-income tenants—those 

with incomes below 50 percent of the AMI (Landis & McClure, 2010; Fogel et al., 2008; Erickson, 

2006). The HOME program was one of the few that specifically included assistance for very low-income 

tenants.  

 HOME had broad bipartisan support in Congress because localities were required to use their 

own funds by collaborating with nonprofits and public organizations in order to receive matching federal 

HOME funds, and it allowed market mechanisms such as supply and demand to work. In this way federal 

funds were leveraged so that the assistance went twice as far. It also ensured localities had an interest in 

the managing of the projects as well as the federal government. Some felt that the HOME program was a 

flawed design and should be eliminated, and that federal resources should be pooled so that remaining 

programs could be coordinated to work more effectively instead of Congress creating new programs with 

each administration. These people argued there would be less expense to the taxpayer while providing 

more assistance to low-income residents if the effective programs were consolidated (Landis & McClure, 

2010). Others suggested changing HOME to meet only the needs of the very low-income would be 

beneficial since they are often the segment of society that receives the fewest benefits when compared to 

other low-income populations (Mueller & Schwartz, 2008). The disadvantage to having many housing 

programs is they all have to share in the same pot of money which means they may all be underfunded.  
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O. President Clinton (1993-2001) & HOPE VI  

 Just as nearly every administration had done before him, President Bill Clinton convened a 

housing commission on distressed public housing. The Housing Opportunities for People Everywhere 

Program (HOPE VI) resulted from that commission in 1993 under the Section 8 umbrella (Landis & 

McClure, 2010; Fogel et al., 2008; Weiss, n.d.). This program appropriated $7.2 billion to replace public 

housing over a 10-year span revitalizing urban areas and creating safer living conditions for residents. 

The HOPE VI program was structured to “be a policy remedy for the conditions that have contributed to 

the isolation of poor minorities in the inner city” (Fogel et al., 2008: 186), by providing grants 

specifically to demolish dilapidated public housing and replace it with new single family homes and 

fewer project-type apartment buildings. HOPE VI was also intended to reduce housing authorities’ 

operating and maintenance costs (Landis & McClure, 2010; Turner & Kingsley, 2008; Fogel et al., 2008; 

Weiss, n.d.). This was another attempt at urban renewal using different strategies and tools, and it 

displaced thousands of very low-income Americans. (S & L Crisis) After 1990, 68 percent of families 

relocated under HOPE VI were African American and Hispanic (Kingsley, Johnson, and Pettit, 2003).  

 The principle behind HOPE VI was to improve conditions in entire neighborhoods through 

developing both low-income housing and market rate housing incorporating urban planning techniques. It 

made sense to move families to better neighborhoods when the old ghettos were destroyed, integrating 

them into the social fabric of mainstream America. The theory was that middle and working class 

residents would serve as role models to low-income families and this would indoctrinate them with 

middle-class values. HOPE VI was popular with the public because it rid communities of deteriorated 

eyesores, and replaced them with high quality, livable units having little or no poverty.  

 Local public housing agencies (PHAs) with resources to help displaced families find alternative 

housing or provide vouchers for housing in the private sector generally relocated families to better living 

conditions. Other PHAs either provided no resources for relocation, which meant that families had to find 

their own housing, or they employed unethical counselors who received kickbacks from landlords in 

neighborhoods with high concentrations of poverty, for sending tenants to them (Krohe, 2006). This 
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exacerbated the very problems HOPE VI was attempting to remedy (Jois, 2007). In fact, one study 

reported deconcentration did not happen in some cities because many of the relocated families ended up 

in neighborhoods with already high levels of poverty and segregation (Kingsley et al., 2003). In the same 

study, some cities reported mostly poor African Americans were relocated to fragile neighborhoods in 

numbers large enough to destabilize them. 

 HOPE VI required dislocated families be given the first opportunity to return to the community 

once it had been newly rebuilt. Some local PHAs were so disorganized that once the units were finished 

displaced families could not be notified because the housing authority had lost the records. In other cases 

a majority of displaced families could not meet the new requirements because the PHAs enacted such 

strict residential eligibility standards. They required all adults between the ages of 18 and 62 be employed 

at least 30 hours per week and demonstrate stable employment or attend school or training for 

employment. The families could not owe back utility bills or debts to PHAs, they could have no 

bankruptcies in the previous two years, and a multitude of restrictions used as screening devices that 

ultimately perpetuated the institutionalized discrimination that HOPE VI was intended to correct (Krohe, 

2006). These stringent standards ensured that only a small percentage of low-income families would be 

eligible to move back to the neighborhood once it had been rebuilt. They also reinforced the nuclear 

family ideal held by the government by changing the neighborhood composition from mostly high-

density living situations, which supported extended family networks and social supports for single 

mothers and minority families, to a mostly single-family household model.  

 Critics of HOPE VI programs said it failed because they did not replace public housing units on 

a one-to-one ratio as required by the grant. Sometimes very low-income residents were displaced 

permanently and residents were relocated to equally poor neighborhoods increasing the concentration of 

poverty and isolation there. Proponents of HOPE VI said the approach was specifically designed to 

reduce the likelihood of recreating the conditions of isolation and poverty, and increase integration and 

economic potential. It is precisely these attributes that affected a positive change in public opinion about 

public housing. Although there is a wide array of HOPE VI programs, generally the ratio of units 
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replaced is one-third low-income, one-third moderate-income, and one-third market rate. In some cities a 

majority of units were market rate rather than subsidized housing, although in a few places like Boston, 

low-income housing was replaced on a nearly one-to-one ratio (Krohe, 2006). These programs have been 

successful to the extent they fulfilled their vision of revitalizing urban areas and created safer 

communities—features that benefit everyone. They were unsuccessful in the relocation of many families 

that relied on public housing and could not afford to compete in the open market.  

 Twenty percent of HOPE VI funding was allocated for relocation and community services such 

as job training, addiction treatment, and adult education classes in order to help low-income families 

become more self-sufficient and develop skills they could use in other areas (Fritz, 2009). In some 

programs community service funds were rolled into the general contracting fund in order to build more 

units. Because of the welfare reforms that Congress passed concurrent to the HOPE VI legislation, single 

women and minorities, dependent on government assistance, were prosecuted for drugs rather than 

receiving drug treatment, rendering them ineligible for assistance. State child services programs sought to 

terminate parental rights in nontraditional-style families punishing single mothers and multi-generational 

ethnicities for deviancy (Fritz, 2009). In addition, few job training programs were effective or 

comprehensive because they did not use available resources to invest in this community of people. Once 

the projects were completed, sometimes as few as eight percent of displaced families actually returned to 

live in the refurbished neighborhood. Despite the criticism, HOPE VI has managed to deconcentrate 

poverty, eliminate much of the deteriorated public housing, and revitalize many previous slum 

neighborhoods.  

 The HOPE VI program incentivizes developers to replace decrepit public housing by funding the 

razing of existing structures and disposing of the discarded materials so they can rebuild the 

neighborhood. Research has shown deconcentrating poverty is more effective when project-based 

programs like HOPE VI that address the entire community structure, are used than with individual 

subsidies (McClure, 2008). Local economies were stimulated through HOPE VI grants that provided 
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funding for construction costs. However, because of the country’s financial condition the past few years, 

few funds have been allocated for this program beyond the first stimulus money.  
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CHAPTER 3. DOES EVERYONE NEED TO OWN A HOME?  

A. National Homeownership Strategy  

 Increasing homeownership had been a primary goal of every administration from 1929 to 

1981.Then during the Reagan (1981-1989) and Bush (1989-1993) presidencies, homeownership declined 

for 12 years. After Clinton enacted the HOPE VI program in 1993, he introduced the National 

Homeownership Strategy (Weiss, n.d.) and implemented it in 1995. This legislation supported increased 

homeownership through relaxed regulations for financial institutions. Clinton and his housing 

commission promoted strategies for homeownership that included no downpayment or one that was very 

small, lenient lending standards that caused financial institutions to ignore bad credit and erratic 

employment histories. These strategies were designed to make it easier for low-income and very low-

income families to buy a home—an outcome supported by the government because of the theoretical 

benefits attributed to homeownership. 

 Until 2008 homeownership has consistently been shown to be one of the most effective ways of 

building wealth (Landis & McClure, 2010). The government’s housing policies seeking to eliminate 

disparity between classes of people, minorities, and gender are backed by research and positive outcomes. 

Homeowners generally have better results in personal goals, income, and social outcomes than non-

homeowners. However, early housing policies built-in structural discrimination mechanisms such as 

refusal to lend to African Americans, redlining practices, and objectives that promoted an “ideal family” 

structure, which discriminated against African Americans, single mothers, and low-income families. 

These systemic practices not only created the two-tiered system in homeownership, they had a direct 

impact on the disparity between higher socioeconomic class homeownership, and lower socioeconomic 

class homeownership.   

1. Homeownership Motives, Advantages & Disadvantages  

 President Clinton (1993-2001) said in a 1994 letter to HUD Secretary Cisneros, 

“Homeownership strengthens families and stabilizes communities. It encourages savings and investment 

and promotes economic and civic responsibility…Homeownership is the cornerstone between 
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government and industry” (Weiss, n.d.: 5). Early in the 1920s, the federal government recognized that 

homeownership generally produced positive outcomes for society and designed specific policies 

encouraging home buying motivated by those outcomes. The trend of legislating policies that encouraged 

and supported homeownership, while discouraging renting and assistance for renters, continued through 

the 20th century and into the 21st. Americans trust homeowners more than renters. “People believe they 

are better off not only if they own their own home, but they believe they are better off if other people own 

their homes as well” (Weiss n.d.: 7). It is this inherent belief that helps garner public support for 

homeownership programs over those programs that provide rental assistance. Americans tend to equate 

homeownership with citizenship. They “believe that people can only become homeowners if they have a 

job, work hard, earn, and save their money, which unfortunately, they do not believe is the case for 

subsidized renters” (Weiss, n.d.: 7). HOME and HOPE VI programs are examples of the belief that 

homeownership is better. The majority of funding went to provide down payments for first-time and low-

income buyers, and to assist homeowners with renovation and rehabilitation expenses. The leftovers went 

to support rental housing programs (Fogel et al., 2008; Thompson, 2006).  

 Section 8, although originally designated for renters only, was expanded to include an assistance 

option for low-income persons buying a home (Thompson, 2006). In addition, Fannie Mae and Freddie 

Mac, GSEs, committed to help low-income families invest in homes of their own. These plans had public 

support, since Americans “also believe that homeowners are better and more active citizens, better 

community residents and neighbors, stronger contributors to their own economic well-being…” (Weiss, 

n.d.: 7). In 2003 President Bush enacted the American Dream Downpayment Initiative that gave local 

governments another option to help low-income people with down payments. Through policies at the 

federal, state, and local levels, many more programs were developed in the past two decades to help 

people buy homes than at any other time in our history.  

 Homeownership policies and programs have been encouraged by the government almost 

exclusively because of the apparent benefits to society. Research has shown it is a source of accumulated 

wealth, it helps the economy through default savings, it creates social capital because homeowners invest 
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more in their neighborhoods, people become more engaged in civic pursuits, and children are more 

invested in school when parents own their homes (Shelter, 2009; Fogel, 2008; Jois, 2007; Shlay, 2006). 

For many people, their biggest asset is their home. Most home mortgages require a certain percentage of 

the price to be a downpayment so that people have a stake in making the payments and maintaining the 

property. Homes are generally thought to be a safer, more stable investment than the stock market and are 

seen as a substitute for other kinds of investments for low-income Americans such as an enforced 

savings—only not so readily accessible or liquid (Shelter, 2009; Shlay, 2006). However, when people 

invest in the stock market and shares fall by 15 percent, they only lose 15 percent of their investment. 

When housing prices fall by 15 percent, home equity is decreased and the amount of the mortgage may be 

“underwater.” In the 2008 financial crisis, the motivation and sometimes the ability to keep paying a 

mortgage was gone for a wide swath of the American people and defaults occurred en masse.  

 Historically, however, home values have appreciated over the years. Very often for the middle 

class, the home becomes an asset that is passed on as wealth to the next generation. This strategy 

typically has not worked for low-income families. They often end up buying homes in poor 

neighborhoods which mean their families are not better off and there is no employment or educational 

opportunities. They are also more likely to have periods of unemployment and more likely to move to 

find other employment (Shlay, 2006). Owning a home becomes an anchor—either contributing to 

joblessness or becoming a detriment when they are forced to sell at a loss in order to go to a new job. 

Negative equity in a home intensifies immobility. No one wants to sell a house for less than their 

mortgage. The Economist (Shelter, 2009) notes that excessive homeownership creates rigidity in the labor 

market associated with unemployment because people in stable communities are reluctant to sell and 

move where jobs are more abundant.  

 Homeownership can also mean having to choose between investing in a house and investing in 

financial assets that will grow for retirement such as an individual retirement account (Shlay, 2006). 

Homeownership comes with maintenance and repair costs that need to be made periodically. These 

ordinary expenses become real burdens for people whose budget is already strained each month. These 
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reasons all contribute to low-income homeowners returning to rent at much higher rates than moderate-

income and above homeowners. Landis and McClure (2010) suggest that low-income people may be 

better off renting and that homeownership programs should not be promoted to the exclusion of good 

rental assistance programs. Because Congress appears to be conflicted about the need for a good rental 

assistance policy, no overarching policies have been developed—only an assortment of programs which 

are not effectively integrated and are poorly implemented. Congress could help change the social 

perception of renters by enacting policies and programs that support renters as well as homeowners. 

 There are two main reasons Congress legislates policies that support homeownership: one is for 

the economic growth and the other is for the social control it affords. According to the Economist 

(Shelter, 2009), owning a home promotes stable communities and more law-abiding citizens. On average, 

homeowners move fewer times than renters; this adds to the stability of the neighborhood. Homeowners 

tend to stay employed longer, or find jobs sooner when unemployed. They are more likely to volunteer in 

the community, become engaged in local politics through voting and supporting candidates, have 

confidence in American institutions such as marriage and family, and they are more likely to maintain 

house and yard—adding to community value (Jois, 2009; Shelter, 2009). Their children do better in 

school, have fewer behavioral problems, and a greater percentage of them seek higher education (Jois, 

2009; Shelter, 2009; Shlay, 2006).  

 Research supports all of these findings; however, much of the research has been done with 

middle- and upper-class homeowners. Shlay (2006: 518) notes “it may not be appropriate to generalize 

findings about middle-income households to behaviors of low-income households,” saying that the 

patterns of behavior and motivations may be very different. She quotes a study comparing low-income 

renters with low-income homebuyers that found buyers were more likely to become involved in 

neighborhood activities but not in other organizations. Shlay (2006) questioned the correlates of 

homeownership such as education, income, length of time in home, and life cycle and whether they 

adequately portray what happens in the process of buying a home. For example, people may become 

homeowners because they are in a situation that readies them for responsibility. There may be a self-
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selection process, and the children may do better in school because parents who become homeowners 

need to possess skills in understanding and dealing with finances. These skills and values may be passed 

on to their children.  

 The Economist (Shelter, 2009) lists other disadvantages to homeownership having to do with the 

financial markets. They maintain that a certain amount of equity in a home encourages homeowners to 

borrow against it. The financial institutions are eager to loan the money because they can generally 

charge higher interest on equity loans than on regular mortgages. When the market has a downturn and 

people lose jobs, they can also lose their home because they cannot afford to make two house payments. 

The study also argues that housing as an investment “sucks up disproportionately large amounts of 

money” (Shelter, 2009:3), and there is no diversifying as most financial experts suggest is wise. They 

noted that homeownership subsidies allowed financial institutions to ignore the lack of credit-worthiness 

of applicants, and thus put themselves and the economy at risk of failure. This irresponsible and unethical 

behavior resulted in the biggest recession the U.S. has seen since the Great Depression—another reason 

for questioning the wisdom in advantaging homeowners over renters especially since the financial market 

cannot properly mitigate the “systemic risks associated with mortgage lending to high-risk borrowers” 

(Landis & McClure, 2010: 320).  

 Another facet of homeownership has to do with empowerment. Empowerment is defined as a 

process in which individuals gain autonomy and influence over their lives enabling them to 

democratically participate in society (Kleinhans & Elsinga, 2010). Research has generally supported the 

concept of homeownership being positively related to self-esteem, perceived control over one’s life, and a 

sense of security and freedom in the home. Indeed, legislation based on social construction, where some 

groups are seen more positively than other groups, confirms these findings. It also helps explains why 

some low-income families aspire to become homeowners. For them, it represents a milestone in their 

experience and a step up in society.  

 A recent study of renters that became homeowners had some surprising findings. Kleinhans and 

Elsinga (2010) found that educated people who became homeowners scored lower on the empowerment 
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scale than people with low levels of education. In the perceived control over one’s life, they found no 

significant correlation; however, they found that education, income level, and experiences of 

homeownership in childhood were positive indicators of perceived control. These variables indicated a 

self-selection effect where a sense of control over one’s life due to income, education, and childhood 

experiences led to people more likely to buy a home than to remain renters. On the other hand, low-

income homebuyers experienced increased self-esteem regardless of their income or education levels; 

they felt more successful and empowered than low-income renters.  

2. Homeownership’s Faulty Premise? 

 Policy-makers did not consider there may have been fundamental differences in values and 

traditions between the middle class and lower socioeconomic classes. The prospect of owning a home 

was attractive to low-income families—an unattainable dream for most. With the new relaxed 

regulations, finance companies and mortgage brokers began courting this new untapped mortgage market. 

No foundational work had been done to prepare low-income families, however, for the responsibility of 

owning and maintaining a home (Fogel et al, 2008; Krohe, 2006). They needed financial classes to learn 

how to budget their scarce resources to prioritize and cover the many expenses connected with 

homeownership such as property taxes, homeowner’s insurance, and maintenance costs. They needed 

instruction in understanding legal contracts and the ramification for defaulting. They needed to know the 

importance of steady employment and how to market themselves for better employment opportunities. 

They basically needed more information than most received about the entire process of owning a home 

and how to make it successful. Law-makers failed the low-income population in not recognizing these 

basic needs and ensuring a process was in place to get them met. When the housing bubble burst and 

home values plummeted, many new low-income homeowners found they owed more on their houses than 

they were worth.  

3. Financial Crisis and Mortgage Default 

 The financial crisis was fueled in part by the dotcom bubble in the mid 1990s. The prosperity of 

the mid- to late-1990s combined with the push for new homeownership and low interest rates sparked 
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strong growth in the housing market. The extra demand caused both housing prices and rental rates to rise 

to an all-time high, increasing the gap between housing prices and what low- to moderate-income buyers 

and renters could afford to pay. At the same time, new sophisticated financial instruments were developed 

funded by mortgage-backed securities. These securities were split into separate piece, parts of many 

mortgages were repackaged together, and then were sold as high income derivatives to investors. The 

returns on these investments were enormously profitable and when the market for new and refinanced 

conventional mortgages was saturated, investors’ voracious appetite for the new securities was just 

getting whetted. Lenders began to look for other streams of income that could be channeled into this very 

lucrative derivative market. The more lenient lending standards and Clinton’s campaign for increased 

homeownership persuaded financial institutions to aggressively pursue the low-income market for 

refinancing and new mortgage opportunities. “Federal housing policy had crossed from broadly 

encouraging homeownership to pushing mortgage loans on high-risk borrowers” (Landis & McClure, 

2010: 328). In fact, GSEs were instructed to issue mortgage-backed securities to underserved borrowers 

and to buy the derivative securities issued by private lenders.  

 The subprime mortgage market, normally reserved for people with credit problems or low credit 

scores, also became actively involved in pursuing the low-income population in an attempt to cash in on 

the highly profitable investments. Although both the conventional and the subprime markets attempted to 

provide some level of information to families regarding legal contracts and mortgages, the insatiable 

appetite for the new securities drove the market to process more and more mortgages as quickly as 

possible. This ultimately led to laxity in disclosing the necessary information for people to make 

informed decisions, exploiting the lack of knowledge about legal matters by low-income families, and 

using deceptive strategies—known as predatory lending (Shlay, 2006). Low income African Americans 

and single mothers were disproportionately targeted because they were among the most vulnerable 

populations wanting to own homes for family security, being historically shut out from this American 

tradition (Shlay, 2006).  
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 Both the conventional and the subprime financial markets ignored sound accounting practices 

like verifying employment, ability to repay the loan, and good credit histories, instead relying on the 

government’s promise to subsidize these risky mortgages. Besides, the financial markets were more 

money selling derivatives than they were on mortgage interest. Many low-income families, who already 

owned their homes, were aggressively pursued by financial institutions and persuaded to refinance their 

home through adjustable rate mortgages, balloon-payment mortgages, interest-only mortgages, and 

various other schemes that were bad business practices for people with limited financial means. Others 

were persuaded to buy their first home through the same undesirable programs because of high-pressure 

tactics. As long as interest rates continued to be low and housing prices continued to rise promising 

equity in home values, mortgages were financially sound. However, early in 2006 housing prices peaked 

and by the end of the year prices had started a freefall downward.  

 Because so many loans had been approved on less than stellar credit records to people with 

erratic and non-existent employment histories, defaults were unavoidable. Many people who had bought 

or refinanced houses during the previous six to eight years, found themselves “underwater” with their 

mortgages more than their houses were worth. The low-income population was the hardest hit because 

not only was the American dream of owning a home destroyed, their financial security was also gone. 

The fragile nest egg they had started to build for themselves and their families was shattered and their 

credit destroyed. Ignorance about prudent financial matters paired with the lack of government financial 

regulatory oversight was a deadly combination.  

 After the attack on September 11, 2011, funding for housing programs evaporated. Both 

Presidents Bush and Obama signed deals to help borrowers get back on their feet, but Congress and 

regulations kept program funds tied up in red tape. Even still, since the mortgages were sold, sliced up, 

and distributed between so many different financial instruments, the lack of a paper trail and the 

responsibility for administering the original mortgage could not be assigned due to plausible deniability, 

and the banks and financial institutions could not or would not work with the borrowers. No one knows 

who owns the loans or who has the authority to renegotiate with homeowners, and no one is willing to 
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take responsibility. The low-income homeowners are the biggest losers in this debacle. They put 

everything they had into securing a home for themselves and their future and many are left with nothing.   

 4. Current Systemic Discriminatory Practices 

 The most recent audit by the Housing Market Practices Survey in 2000 found that most 

governmental and real estate discrimination in housing transactions had declined significantly over the 

past three decades. However, African Americans and Hispanics still face discrimination in both renting 

and buying homes (Landis & McClure, 2010). It was noted that the survey does not capture the private 

market so discrimination may actually be higher than reported. According to the survey, Hispanics have 

replaced Blacks as the most discriminated against minority in the U.S. today.  For the most part, the real 

estate industry has halted overt practices of discrimination; other less obvious methods like steering are 

still common. Some researchers doubt whether the audit actually measures this kind of discriminatory 

practice. When an African American family is not told about housing opportunities in mostly White 

neighborhoods or when  loans for minorities are not approved for reasons unrelated to their qualifications, 

the outcome is just as discriminatory as overt actions, only more difficult to document. 

 There is evidence that community segregation by race is declining. This is attributed to three 

trends: 1. younger, better-educated Whites are willing to live in racially diverse communities, 2. growth 

of immigrant neighborhoods overlap with other ethnic neighborhoods, and 3. there is more availability of 

mortgages to minority and moderate-income buyers who want to live in mixed-race neighborhoods where 

their buying power goes further (Landis & McClure, 2010). At the same time, segregation by income and 

class has increased in metropolitan neighborhoods. Poorer households are again being concentrated in 

areas with less access to resources like employment and good schools. “Analysts report that these trends 

are driven by gentrification… increasing traffic congestion around growing suburban employment centers 

and a growing demand … for established neighborhoods… and homes that maintain their value” (Landis 

& McClure, 2010:339). Private citizens who can afford to pay more for the property and houses they 

want are pushing low- and moderate-income families out of the desirable neighborhoods. Instead of  

“White flight” like there was in the 1940s and 1950s, the problem now is wealthy families moving into 
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established neighborhoods, driving up the prices of homes, and forcing lower-income families out of the 

market.  

 Affordable housing units also continue to be lost from both PHAs and private owners with no 

changes in federal policies to stem the tide of dwindling resources for the poor. In fact, federal policies 

have decreased the income supports to very low-income families in favor of reaching a wider population 

of low- and moderate-income families (Fogel et al, 2008; Turner and Kingsley, 2008). This discriminates 

against those who can least afford to pay more, yet are forced to because housing assistance programs are 

not adequately funded to meet the needs of the very poor. Another technique that discriminates against 

very low-income tenants in PHAs is the method by which tenants are selected. The Quality Housing and 

Work Responsibility Act of 1998 requires that 60 percent of new PHA tenants have an income of at least 

70 percent of the AMI (Landis & McClure, 2010). This means that the 40 percent of tenants who make 

less than 30 percent of the AMI must compete with others who are better off.  

 Similarly, families who are relocated because of HOPE VI programs are not guaranteed 

replacement housing, which means they may end up paying substantially more for rent. The portability of 

housing vouchers has helped some people move from one area to another, but this practice has also led to 

an increase in the concentration of poverty in places because one area may have a higher standard of 

living than the previous area causing families to settle in poorer neighborhoods they can better afford 

(Landis & McClure, 2010; Kingsley, Johnson and Pettit, 2003).   

 Despite the success of the housing programs and nonprofit involvement, the shortage of 

affordable units persisted. The legislature revisits housing policy every few years not only because of 

ideological differences, but because segregation, isolation, and poverty along with the problems 

perpetuated by those issues—drug use, crime, teenage pregnancy, and violence—has increased over time. 

Real estate agents replaced HUD in steering African Americans toward “appropriate” communities. Both 

HUD and real estate agents gave African Americans less information on rental houses and houses for sale 

in predominantly White neighborhoods. Private sellers told prospective African American buyers that the 

house had been taken off the market, or they were considering a prior offer. Landlords told prospective 
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African American tenants that the unit had been rented, or demanded higher deposits and fees than for 

Whites, or offered to put their name at the bottom of a waiting list (Seitles, 1998). Now those same 

practices are being used against Hispanics. Thus, instead of discrimination decreasing, it has been 

transferred to another minority through reinforced through societal values and attitudes and governmental 

policies and practices.  

B. The Problems of Implementation & the Government’s Solution  

1. Inclusionary Zoning (IZ) 

 The federal government has encouraged but not mandated state and local governments to adopt 

certain land use strategies that work in conjunction with federal housing policies to produce affordable 

housing for low- to moderate-income families that also address the vibrancy and diversity of 

communities. Inclusionary zoning, also known as incentive zoning, is one of those strategies. The 

premise behind IZ is to use local policies that either mandate or encourage developers to include low- to 

moderate-income units along with market rate units in their building projects. IZ is not a single idea, but 

rather a variety of approaches. The strong point of this concept is its ability to be tailored to each 

community’s needs. A general rule of thumb is that 10-15 percent of the housing units are set aside for 

low-income housing. If seven units are built, one will be designated as a low-income unit, or if 100 are 

built, 10 to 15 units will be designated as low-income units. If the development is quite small, the city 

may exempt the builder from the IZ requirement or they may allow the developer to pay a fee in lieu of 

including low-income units (Schuetz, Meltzer, and Been, 2009). However, this contingency would have 

the effect of protracting the shortage of affordable housing units. Local incentive policies for developers 

often work in tandem with IZ, such as speeding up the permit process, density bonuses to offset costs, and 

inspection fee waivers (Schuetz et al., 2009 and Wright, 2007). Municipalities can make these policies as 

stringent or lenient as they want. Research has shown, however, that unless IZ policies are mandatory, 

developers will not voluntarily implement them without incentives since low-income units reduce profits 

(Schuetz et al, 2009; McClure, K., 2008; and Lerman, 2006). In many instances, developers offer their 

market rate units for sale and reserve the low-income units as rentals. This is done in part because many 
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IZ mandates have a 30-year period of affordability, after which the low-income units can revert to market 

rates, which are more lucrative to the developer (Schuetz et al, 2009). Developers can then sell or rent 

their low-income units at market rates to make a profit. If all IZ affordability provisions were designated 

to remain as low-income units, they would always be available for low-income tenants, alleviating the 

chronic shortage.    

 Public housing projects began replacing urban slums with modernist-style architecture known as 

“the projects” (Von Hoffman, 1996). In 1956 the St. Louis Housing Authority built the Pruitt-Igoe 

complex comprised of 33 11-story buildings. Sixteen years later the federal government began 

demolishing the complex that had become “famous for its extreme poverty, violence, and racial 

segregation” (Von Hoffman, 1996). The Chicago Housing Authority also built large apartment complexes 

to house the poor. The Robert Taylor Homes culminated in 28 16-story buildings containing over 4300 

housing units. These apartments became blights on the community as they devolved into centers of 

vandalism and crime. The experiences produced strong NIMBY reactions in society when new public 

housing projects were suggested because no one wanted “project apartments” or “public housing” next 

door along with the resulting societal breakdown and decrease in property values. In contrast to these 

earlier “warehouses for the poor,” IZ is often well-received by communities because builders create both 

market-rate and affordable units with a creative blended exterior décor (Von Hoffman, 1996:436). The 

affordable units are indistinguishable from the market rate units. IZ strategies have successfully created 

some economically integrated neighborhoods which ultimately have had the effect of deconcentrating 

poverty (McClure, 2008; Wright, 2007; Lerman, 2006). City planners are using IZ to alleviate the 

shortage of housing for low-income families. They favor this approach because it can be implemented 

without much added expense to the city, the responsibility is shifted to the developers, and the city’s 

stock of low-income housing increases. One study found NIMBYism can be greatly reduced by changing 

the name of subsidized housing to something more neutral and inclusive such as workforce housing or 

lifestyle housing (Goetz, 2008). This essentially transforms the framework from encompassing only poor, 

working-age adults, to include people of all ages, such as students and seniors. Housing developments 
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using this kind of language found much more community support than those that use traditional terms 

like affordable housing, subsidized housing, public housing, low-cost or low-income housing. In fact, 

many “so-called” low-income projects were built exclusively for seniors and students. In that way 

developers still received funding for low-income housing without actually housing any. 

 IZ does not work in all areas and situations, however. For instance, low-income families would 

not be able to make the monthly fees and payments on high-rise condos even if they could afford to buy 

them. Wright (2007) says that IZ works best when it is used to target families making 80 to 100 percent 

of the AMI, and that other programs should be implemented for people with incomes that are less than 80 

percent of the AMI. Some developers see other disadvantages with IZ. It acts as an impediment to 

growth, it interferes with the free market mechanisms, and it can add to the expense of market rate units 

by integrating low-income families into areas with high-priced land values (Wright, 2007). Also, if a city 

is an unattractive place to build because of a depressed economy or low property values, mandatory IZ 

requirements may drive developers to look elsewhere for better deals and incentives. On the other hand, if 

a city is attractive, the increasing cost of land makes each unit more expensive so including low-income 

units becomes unprofitable. Wright (2007) also argues that IZ works most efficiently in new development 

areas. One thing most studies agree on is that IZ, voluntary or mandatory, works best in a strong housing 

market (Schuetz et al., 2009; McClure, 2008; Wright, 2007; Lerman, 2006). The more choices developers 

have in building projects, the more likely it is they can realize a margin of profit and choose to include 

affordable units in their development.   

 Some studies, looking at several approaches to IZ across the U.S., determined when state 

regulations have built-in enforcement mechanisms and provide a binding appeals procedure programs 

like LIHTC work well with IZ (Lerman, 2006; Seitles, 1998). When the constitutionality of IZ is 

questioned by the municipality or the developer, affordable housing is generally seen as a legitimate state 

interest unless either party can prove the ratio of local low-income housing to the number of low-income 

people is adequate. Landis & McClure (2010) argue that all market rate developers using federal tax 
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credits and local incentives should be required to use IZ regulations. If this happened, the chronic low-

income housing shortage would begin to disappear.  

2. Exclusionary Zoning (EZ) 

 Exclusionary zoning is defined as “land use planning that has as its purpose, result, or effect ‘a 

form of economic segregation by restricting land usage…to block, or at least limit, the influx…of persons 

having low or moderate incomes’ into a community or municipality” (Overton, 2007: 505). Whether 

through gated communities, regulations stipulating large lot sizes, minimum square footage requirements, 

or prohibiting manufactured homes, EZ has been a common trend in many municipalities since the 1960s 

(Overton, 2007; Lerman, 2006). It was the answer of White upper-middle class residents to the 

prohibition of redlining. These practices routinely act as barriers to low-income families by isolating 

those with higher income and social class from the rest of society. The 1960s practice of redlining inner 

city neighborhoods had the same effect. It produced homogeneous communities “in which people [had] 

little to no interaction with those considered different” (Jois, 2007: 17). IZ was the strategy suggested by 

federal agencies to correct the detrimental effects of redlining against African Americans and poor 

minorities (Wright, 2007). These strategies were left up to the states to implement, however. Recently, 

more cities have recognized the harmful effects of EZ and have either limited those practices or 

eliminated them completely, and instituted IZ procedures in their stead. In the same vein, some states 

have implemented urban growth boundary policies that cities must adhere to that preserve farmland and 

wetlands, and contain city growth. This means that developers must use existing property within the city. 

Urban growth boundaries actually inhibit EZ practices because less land is available for developing. What 

is available must be shared by developers and building projects.    

3. Mixed Income, Mixed Use, Mixed Density 

 The mixed income, mixed use, mixed density approach is the other most commonly used 

strategy to alleviate the shortage of housing for low-income families. It is similar to IZ, however, it has a 

much broader application than IZ. IZ specifies a certain percentage of low-income units be included in 

any market rate housing development project, small or large. The mixed income, mixed use, mixed 
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density strategy means flexible zoning is used that allows for a wide variety of uses in one development 

rather than zoning specifically for housing, multi-units, or business (Jois, 2007). Advocates of this 

strategy feel it is a more efficient use of time and space environmentally, socially, and financially. A 

neighborhood that has retail, light industrial, office space, commercial, and mixed income residential, has 

the potential for a more integrated workforce and higher density living space. Theoretically, this kind of 

strategy creates more heterogeneous neighborhoods and the possibility of camaraderie between 

neighbors. A mixed use approach in distressed neighborhoods can not only revitalize them, it can bring a 

sense of safety and community to the district. If a mixed income approach is used alone, it would look 

very much like IZ. Jois (2007) noted that the public has a better opinion of affordable housing when 

developments use this kind of integrated approach. He argued that “when communities are mixed income 

in character, higher and lower income residents are more likely to feel that they are ‘in it together’” (Jois, 

2007: 16). Mixed use communities have the available resources those with the greatest needs typically 

have not had access to—good jobs, decent housing, and community amenities (Jois, 2007). When these 

resources are paired with housing subsidies or vouchers, low-income families have the opportunity of 

attaining a measure of wealth through owning a home, of living in middle class neighborhoods, and of 

having stable better paying jobs available to them. More importantly, mixed income, mixed density 

communities many lessen the number of vouchers required for low-income housing (Smith, 2002). Mixed 

use developments can also be cost efficient for contractors through collective parking arrangements, 

building operation costs, and shared security. Living quarters can be built over offices or retail stores to 

create higher density spaces. Traffic congestion is less of an issue in communities like this since work and 

shopping are both part of or close to residential areas encouraging walking and biking.  

 The mixed use approach also has disadvantages. Developers must integrate complex planning 

with a variety of architects and designers; they must obtain diverse financing for the various components; 

and they must apply for an assortment of permits, or request a zoning waiver. Many builders find the 

process cumbersome. There are other problems as well. Mixed income housing by itself often does not 

include the very low-income unless considerable subsidy or voucher money is provided for them 
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(Mueller & Schwartz, 2008). Gentrification of the neighborhood has pushed out low-income families as 

middle and upper class families move in to take advantage of the amenities. Another barrier of a mixed 

approach community is existing regulations. Koebel (2008), an urban planning professor, argues that 

urban planning in the U.S. came from a history of separation and isolation of uses. He believes that 

Europeans have gotten zoning issues right by examining buildings in relationship to their surroundings 

and transportation needs, and they maintain an adequate stock of affordable housing through zoning laws 

that include all housing prices. The U.S. history of single-use zoning means there are obstacles to 

overcome and regulations to be reworked in order to get the benefits of mixed use zoning.  

C. Conclusions & Recommendations 

1. Conclusions  

 The United States’ Congress has traditionally enacted housing policies that specifically benefit 

White, middle- and upper-class Americans. This practice helped create the disparity of wealth which 

persists today between well-to-do Americans and low-income Americans. Since the Civil Rights era, 

efforts have been made to change the focus of housing policies to one more inclusive of groups which 

historically have experienced discrimination in legislation and in the private sector. When discrimination 

is systemic, the very populations that require relief from the government are left without recourse. The 

effect of this practice has been to widen the gap between the very poor and those who are well off 

financially in the U.S. In the past two decades, efforts have been made at the national level to remedy this 

egregious policy. Needy populations have been the focus of housing legislation—but most legislation has 

supported homeownership. While this benefited many low-income families, there are the very low-

income who have not benefited. Homeownership has been aggressively promoted by the government 

because of the supposed benefits to society in the form of less unemployment, more responsible 

individuals, better civic engagement, improved outcomes for children, and economic prosperity. The 

early 21st century homeownership experiment showed the nation how abysmal those outcomes can be 

when regulatory safeguards are removed from the financial sector—particularly mortgage companies. It 

is time to have an overarching housing policy that addresses homeownership and rent options equally. 
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We need programs that assist the very lowest income groups as well as the low- and intermediate-income 

population.  

2. Recommendations 

• It is a mistake to promote overarching programs as panaceas for social problems 

including affordable housing. Many problems are deep-seated and difficult to 

remedy. A variety of programs may be needed to address various aspects of these 

social situations. The best approach may be programs that are flexible and 

pragmatic. 

• Financial regulations that safeguard the integrity of the entire financial system need to be re-

established so that sound accounting principles are followed in all financial transactions. This not 

only protects businesses, it protects consumers by ensuring the products in which they invest are 

reliable, and it protects the entire nation from suffering through another devastating recession. 

• Homeownership programs, through government agencies and private sector companies, need to 

make adequate information available to potential homebuyers in order for them to make informed 

decisions. This may take the form of classes, counseling, or a combination, but it would help 

safeguard both the homeowners and the financial institutions.  

•  More research is needed to determine the actual differences between middle-class homeownership 

and low-income homeownership before developing policies based solely on existing studies. It is not 

justified to assume one group is exactly like another without supporting evidence. Good policies 

should be informed by credible research.   

• The language of housing policies needs to change to reflect more equality and less 

dependency. The way different groups are labeled by the government has an impact on how 

society perceives them. For example, Habitat for Humanity refers to their clients as “partner 

families” not poor or low-income or dependent. Changing the language in existing policy would have 

the benefit of starting that process at its inception.  
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• Decent, safe, affordable housing for every American should be part of the social contract not just for 

those who can afford it. In fact, a constitutional amendment giving every American the right to safe, 

affordable housing would square with the premise that everyone is created equal. The U.S. 

Government can help remedy the disparity in benefits and resources through enacting legislation that 

assists and benefits all group equally.  

• More comprehensive assistance would be available to both homeowners and renters if housing policy 

provided comparable funding, support, and access to both groups. The government needs to 

recognize that it is not always feasible for a mobile workforce to own a home and renters should not 

be penalized for owning a home. Housing policy needs to recognize these limitations, and provide 

equal access to resources for renters. 

• Using a tax credit, like LIHTC, in conjunction with IZ and a mixed use, mixed income, mixed zoning 

approach can help alleviate the shortage of affordable housing. This needs either built-in enforcement 

mechanisms in the courts for mandatory provisions or incentives at the local level for developer 

motivation. Without the mandatory provision, some housing developers will choose not to include 

affordable housing. A mixture of incentives and mandatory parameters would ensure new affordable 

housing would always be built. Another possibility is eliminating the 30-year minimum retention for 

low-income housing so the stock of low-income housing units would increase.  

• IZ, mixed use, mixed income, mixed zoning approaches often produce better integrated communities 

since they encompass a cross section of issues. Developers are required to collaborate with 

community leaders to ensure the outcomes are acceptable and meet the needs of the locale. These 

methods should be readily adopted by city planners looking for ways to enhance their communities 

financially and socially without much added expense to their budgets. 

• Block grants, like CDBG, provide funding that can be tailored to specific needs in local areas. The 

decentralized approach of the federal government, mandating that states and local municipalities 

supply half the funding has ensured that local governments have a stake in the outcomes. 
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Establishing parameters at the federal level for affordable housing is a necessary component to 

making this a truly useful resource rather than leaving it up to each locale.  

• The HOPE VI program is useful and necessary because neither states nor developers have the funds 

or the will to first demolish existing deteriorated public housing before rebuilding using a mixed use, 

mixed income strategy. Even though many public housing units are lost, the cities are rid of the 

eyesores and the crime-ridden neighborhoods. They are replaced with a mixture of housing, 

businesses, and amenities that contribute to the health and safety of an entire community. If the other 

recommendations are followed, the availability of affordable housing will predictably increase along 

with the benefits to the community of a stable well-housed population.  

• The HOME program has been controversial because of the confusing morass of red tape and 

regulations. However, it has been especially beneficial to the very low-income population when none 

of the other programs assist them. If this assistance portion was transferred to another program 

already in existence, HOME could be discontinued. Funding for downpayments, closing costs, 

assistance for training programs and housing developments can easily be consolidated with other 

programs to be more efficient.  

• Vouchers should be used sparingly. Although they provide the deep subsidies that help low-income 

residents more than the shallow project-based vouchers that benefit landlords and developers, block 

grants that address every aspect of a community generate better outcomes for society in terms of 

decreasing poverty and increasing the health and safety of neighborhoods.  When vouchers are 

administered, it should be on a metropolitan or state level to give people the flexibility and freedom 

to relocate when necessary.  

• Housing counselors should be employed by all PHAs to help tenants find good neighborhoods with 

employment opportunities and amenities. This would help decrease the concentrated poverty found 

in some neighborhoods and increase positive outcomes for low-income tenants. 
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CHAPTER 4: A CASE STUDY of the BENTON HABITAT for HUMANITY (BHFH) 

A. Introduction 

 In this section, the policies and programs of the Benton Habitat for Humanity 

are evaluated to see what they add to the solution of low-income housing, and how 

their program works to accomplish that goal. The BHFH program targets a niche 

market of medium-low to low-income families. They help a small percentage of the 

Benton County low-income population become homeowners. In this way the BHFH 

reduces the total low-income population needing housing or housing assistance. 

Specifically I will look at how the BHFH program operates, who it helps, and what it 

contributes to the housing solution. Trends concerning actions and motivations will be 

ascertained using a dataset from a survey administered to the Coastal Fairfield Habitat 

chapter in Connecticut. These trends will provide the context for six interviews of 

BHFH families, which will be used to help evaluate whether the BHFH is fulfilling their 

mission as an organization.  

B. History of Habitat for Humanity International 

 The idea for Habitat for Humanity (HFH) got its start when Millard and Linda Fuller of 

Montgomery, AL collaborated with Clarence Jordan in 1942 in Americus, GA to come up with the 

partnership housing concept established on Christian principles. "Partnership housing" is based on the 

idea that those in need of adequate shelter work side by side with volunteers to build simple, decent 

houses (http://www.habitat.org/how/factsheet.aspx). The mission statement of the fund for Habitat for 

Humanity says poor people do not need charity or caseworkers, but rather capital and co-workers, and 

wealthy philanthropic people need an outlet for their money that is both honest and judicious—the fund 

meets both objectives. Working capital comes from people who are willing to loan money without 

receiving interest on the principle. Using the money and donated labor, Jordan and the Fullers finished 
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the first partner house in 1969 in Sumter County, GA. After spending some years in Mbandaka, Zaire 

(now Democratic Republic of Congo) to launch the partnership housing model in a developing nation, the 

Fullers came back to Georgia to found Habitat for Humanity International in 1976 as a nonprofit 

ecumenical Christian ministry that builds affordable homes for low-income families. Recognizing the 

idea could work just as well in the United States as in developing countries, the model was used to start 

chapters across the United States and around the globe. Today over 400,000 homes have been built in 90 

countries helping to alleviate homelessness for more than 2 million people 

(http://www.habitat.org/how/factsheet.aspx).  Homelessness and the shortage of affordable housing for 

low-income people is not a new problem. It has become more urgent, however, because of the increasing 

financial difficulties in the U.S. over the past few years. HFH is one of the organizations that specifically 

address affordable housing.  

 In 1984 President Jimmy Carter (1977-1981) and his wife, Rosalyn, personally donated time and 

effort to HFH bringing national recognition to the organization. Their initial involvement raised 

awareness and interest in HFH and resulted in many more Habitat chapters being opened across the U.S.  

Each year they sponsor a week-long Jimmy Carter Work Project to help areas devastated by natural 

disasters and social calamities. Because of the Carters high international profile and reputation for human 

rights and social justice, these projects attract attention to needy areas and draw volunteers from all over 

the world. In 2011 the project will be held Nov. 5-12 in Léogâne, Haiti, the epicenter of the destructive 

2010 earthquake.  

C. Benton County Habitat Chapter Description and Characteristics 

 Benton Habitat for Humanity (BHFH) was founded in 1991. Although all chapters are 

independent entities, they must follow the HFH guidelines established by the Fullers within a flexible 

framework that allows each chapter to partner with local sponsors and organizations. The goals of BHFH 

must be to help eliminate poverty and homelessness using federal and state poverty formulas to guide 

their projects, and to provide simple, safe, affordable housing for the low-income population of Benton 

County. The mission statement for this chapter says: 
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Benton Habitat is a countywide, ecumenical ministry that seeks to eliminate sub-
standard housing and to make decent shelter a matter of action and conscience. By 
having people from all income levels working together in equal partnership, Habitat 
builds new relationships and a sense of community, as well as new housing 
http://www.bentonhabitat.org/about_us/mission.php).   

This mission statement shows a commitment to eliminating systemic housing problems in Benton 

County, Oregon. Since it is a small chapter, BHFH builds about two homes per year. During the past few 

years, largely because of the financial crisis, homelessness has grown at a much greater rate in Oregon 

than in previous years. There are several Habitat chapters in Oregon located in other counties and locales 

so that statewide, many more houses are being built to alleviate the vast need for low-income housing. 

However, houses cannot be built fast enough to keep up with the poverty and homeless rate of growth in 

Oregon. The statewide trend of increasing poverty and homelessness is also in evidence in Benton 

County, albeit at a slower rate. So while HFH is providing a much needed product, society cannot rely on 

them alone to solve the affordable housing problem—their work must be juxtaposed with other solutions.  

1. Partnerships 

 BHFH partners with local contractors, suppliers, and community residents to build simple safe 

homes for needy families. They form partnerships with churches, corporate sponsors, philanthropic 

benefactors, media, political groups, and various other institutions that all work together to support BHFH 

in eliminating homelessness and unsafe housing (http://www.bentonhabitat.org/about_us/build.php). 

Habitat is largely successful because of these partnerships and bridges in the community. They have built 

an excellent reputation by contributing to the solutions and betterment of society by sheltering needy 

families in housing that is efficient, well-built, and affordable. Many of these partnerships are necessary 

for the financial support they provide for BHFH, while others are more expedient. The media, for 

instance, can draw attention to projects or areas where extra help and expertise are needed, while political 

partnerships help BHFH influence and keep abreast of housing policy in the legislature or housing 

regulations in local areas. With the exception of some of the building materials suppliers, collaboration 

and partnerships are all volunteer which helps to keep costs low for BHFH. Local contractors often 

donate new unused building materials and expertise to BHFH and suppliers sometimes donate surplus 



47 
 

inventory. The result is a low overhead that enables the BHFH chapter to offer partner families no-

interest mortgages that include only the cost of construction materials. Since labor is donated, labor costs 

are excluded. 

2. Recruitment and Partner Family Qualifications 

 BHFH holds recruitment meetings a few times a year in alternating neighborhoods so potential 

candidates can get information and local residents can get their concerns addressed. Race, religion, age, 

and other characteristics are not factors in choosing partner families. Families are selected from a pool of 

applicants based on other relevant criteria. They must fall between the 25 percent and 60 percent range of 

the HUD AMI levels for Benton County (see Appendix A), they must have lived in Benton County for at 

least one year—citizenship and/or residency verifiable through documentation, and their current living 

situation must be inadequate. BHFH defines inadequate as housing that has structural, health, or safety 

issues; overcrowding; or family cost burden. Families must also be unable to obtain adequate housing 

through conventional means. The number, ages, and genders of household members are considered, as 

are disabilities, when determining whether present living conditions are inadequate.  

 Families must demonstrate financial ability to afford the housing and an ability to make the 

payments—spending no more than thirty percent of their income on housing-related expenses which 

includes the mortgage payment, homeowners’ insurance, and property taxes. Selected families are 

required to fully disclose their financial situation. The family’s ability to repay the mortgage is necessary 

so that the integrity of the process can be maintained by putting money back into the fund to pay for more 

houses to be built for other needy families. Therefore, the family must have a documented reliable source 

of income. While BHFH does not receive grants or funding from either the federal or state programs, 

partner families can apply for HOME grant funding through Benton County to help with downpayment 

and related expenses.  

 Another qualification for families is they must be willing to partner with BHFH. Willingness is 

demonstrated by being timely with application paper work, taking the budgeting, financial fitness, 

contractual obligations, and home maintenance classes required by BHFH, and honoring the repayment 
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contract. These classes provide important tools for building success in to the process by teaching people 

how to manage their money and make informed decisions. Families must also be willing to invest a small 

downpayment—sometimes covered by a housing grant, and 500 sweat equity hours of physical labor into 

their home or another Habitat home being built. BHFH likes to have these hours finished by the time a 

family moves into their home based on the premise that investing time and energy into one’s home 

achieves the same result as making a sizable downpayment. The emotional investment in their home 

makes it more likely that the family will maintain it and less likely they will default on their mortgage. 

The sweat equity hours also present an opportunity for the family to develop an attachment to the 

neighborhood and community. Volunteering and working with neighborhood residents are values that are 

stressed by BHFH. They not only encourage volunteerism within the neighborhood, BHFH provides 

classes for potential homeowners that teach them how to become engaged in neighborhood activities and 

how to landscape their homes. These are important ideals since home maintenance or the lack of it, 

including landscaping, ultimately adds to or detracts from community value. The BHFH’s commitment to 

enhancing neighborhood values makes them and their partner families respected members of the 

community. 

3. Shared Governance 

 An important practice of nonprofit organizations working with low-income people is sharing 

governance with them (Simmons & Birchall, 2007) a practice routinely used by BHFH. The power in 

shared decision-making shifts sole responsibility for success from BHFH to partner families and BHFH 

together. This innovative strategy along with the benefits of shared governance is described by the new 

public service theory (Johnson, 2007). As families partner with the nonprofit organization, the 

organization provides the necessary tools contributing to success. BHFH works with partner families in 

planning for and building new homes—allowing the families to make as many choices as possible. They 

also host the required classes for partner families that increase the likelihood of success. This 

collaboration enhances decision-making, leadership, and organizational skills—skills that can be used in 

many situations including job and career settings. Simmons and Birchall (2007) describe this practice of 
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shared governance as making a comeback in the 1990s and 2000s after several decades of authoritative 

governance and discovering that organizations have successfully partnered with clients with beneficial 

outcomes for both parties. 

4. Benefits for Partner Families 

 The recent financial crisis was much more catastrophic than it might have been because home 

mortgages were sold and used as the basis for complex investment instruments, eliminating the 

responsibility for administering the loans from the local finance companies and leaving homeowners 

without recourse when they were unable to make the payments. Because the BHFH chapter holds the 

mortgages on the houses they build, their partner families have the ability to communicate directly with a 

local person and have their loans administrated locally. Habitat chapters do not sell their mortgages for 

mortgage-backed securities nor do they use federal funding. Because of that BHFH can offer their 

families options and alternatives that many homeowners do not have access to, and they can renegotiate 

the terms of the mortgages if necessary. This benefit is offered by all Habitat chapters and it has helped 

Habitat partner families to stay in and keep their homes while millions across the country were losing 

theirs. It enabled Habitat chapters to continue operating and building homes for needy families. BHFH 

also offers their partner families an escrow account in which to collect money for homeowners insurance 

and taxes. Families that choose to voluntarily pay into this account on a regular basis as part of their 

mortgage payment can have BHFH pay those bills for them. These funds are held in a separate bank 

account and are not available for any other use by the organization. The mortgage principle is reinvested 

back into a general fund for homes currently under construction. 

5. Current Policies of BHFH 

 BHFH recently changed their policy regarding the resale of partner families’ houses. There was 

no minimum length of time families were required to keep their houses before selling and that has not 

changed. However, if a partner family sells their home during the first half of their contract, they can keep 

one third of the appreciated equity while two thirds would go to BHFH. During the second half of the 

contract, the partner family can earn the remaining two thirds (B. Schempf, personal communication, 17 
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November 2011). These changes facilitate BHFH buying back the homes from partner families for the 

first 10-15 years. Until recently, there was no stipulation that the home must be sold to another low-

income family. Thus, many times the home benefited only the first low-income family. Another change 

by the BHFH’s board of directors is in retaining ownership of some of the properties, while selling the 

house to a partner family and leasing the land to them for a small fee. Known as a land trust with a 

renewable ground lease, the board of directors determined this was a better way to invest their resources. 

A separate title is created for the land and the house. Since BHFH retains ownership of the land, the 

homeowner is not responsible for paying property taxes or the cost of infrastructure, which ultimately 

lowers their monthly payment. However, BHFH also continues to offer the traditional equity model. 

Another recent proviso is that partner families can only sell their houses back to BHFH or to another low-

income family. The resale price is predetermined in their mortgage contract. This arrangement allows the 

house to appreciate so the homeowner has some equity they can take with them upon the sale of the house 

depending on the length of time they have paid on the mortgage. It is also in keeping with BHFH’s 

objectives to help low-income families and eliminate poverty. Homeownership is known to be a 

significant way to accumulate wealth, so helping people gain equity to invest in another home or 

something of their choosing, meets these goals. It also keeps the house affordable for future low-income 

owners, and it remains inventory stock and income for BHFH. This is a sensible plan for helping more 

low-income families find decent housing.  

 A few years ago, a sizeable acreage was donated to BHFH for the purpose of developing. They 

are currently raising money to pay for the infrastructure of this property. Federal housing policies have 

been informed by integration practices as better serving the low-income population. Studies have found 

that neighborhoods and communities are healthier when there are a variety of ethnicities, incomes, and 

ages (Jois, 2007). BHFH has explored the possibility of selling lots to other developers and buying 

property with the proceeds in other parts of Benton County to increase integration in the development. 

They also have the opportunity of exchanging properties of equal value. They will know what the best 

options are after the infrastructure is in place.  
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CHAPTER 5: RESEARCH DESIGN and DATA ANALYSIS 

A. Section Overview 

 This chapter describes methods, research design, the recruitment process, and respondent 

characteristics. The research objective was to investigate trends and elicit feedback on partner families’ 

interaction with Benton Habitat program requirements to determine whether BHFH is meeting its mission 

by eliminating substandard housing and helping house families that fall between 25 percent and 60 

percent of the AMI of Benton County. The researcher will use both quantitative and qualitative data to 

examine how effective Habitat for Humanity is with respect to meeting its goal of partnering with clients 

to house them in decent, affordable housing, and to help them gain skills that will enhance their success 

and opportunities for employment. 

B. Methods and Research Design 

 Quantitative data was collected from a survey (Appendix E) administered by Sacred Heart 

University (SHU) to the entire population (N=56) of the Coastal Fairfield County Habitat for Humanity 

chapter in Connecticut. Qualitative data was collected through interviewing partner families (N=6) of the 

BHFH. This method was chosen since the BHFH population was less than 30. The qualitative interviews 

were intended to complement the questions in the survey. The design allowed the researcher to examine 

and compare interview results in the context of the statistical data gathered from the survey. The 

interviews were audio-taped and took between 30 minutes and 1.5 hours to complete. They were 

transcribed, analyzed, and coded for themes using grounded theory--specifically the constant comparative 

method of analysis, a system of content analysis that continually asks questions and makes comparisons 

using both inductive and deductive thinking (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Identified themes from the 

interviews were then repeatedly compared to each other to discover recurring patterns from which 

generalizations could be made and concepts that explain participants’ behavior. This non-random sample 
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limits the generalizations and conclusions that can be drawn. However, it is useful for describing  

trends. Knowledge of the literature and personal understanding aided in documenting the patterns and 

themes discovered in the interview data.  

1. Recruitment  

 An informative flyer (Appendix B) explaining the purpose of the Benton Habitat for Humanity 

study was given to the executive director of BHFH, to distribute to partner families to recruit participants 

for interviews. Two mailings were done three months apart to recruit a sample large enough with which 

to work. Individuals or families who had been housed through the BHFH were eligible to be part of the 

study. Respondents called the researcher, who scheduled appointments for interviews. The method of 

recruitment ensured only people who wanted to be part of the study were included. At the time of the 

interview, each respondent signed a consent form (Appendix C) and was given the opportunity to ask 

questions. The interviews were composed of seven open-ended questions (Appendix D).  

2. Interview Respondent Characteristics 

 Six individuals/families responded to the flyer. Table 1 presents the self-identified demographic 

characteristics from the six interview respondents. All six families had started out with children at home, 

but only four families still had children living at home. With the exception of one family, all made 

between $10,000 and $25,000 annually; the sixth family made between $25,001 and $40,000 annually. 

Three adult females had associate degrees, two adult females had bachelor degrees, and one 

spouse/partner had a bachelor degree, while the other spouse/partner had a high school diploma. In the 

sixth family neither adult graduated from high school. 

3. Survey Respondent Characteristics 

 The data set obtained from SHU consists of 56 respondents and 63 questions. The ratio of 

female to male respondents was approximately two to one as was the ratio of married to single 

individuals1. Ages ranged for both respondents and their spouses/partners from 26 to 67. The ethnic 

                                                
1 One study suggests that how a survey is administered may determine who responds 
to the survey. Males seem to be more likely to respond to a web-based survey, while 
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makeup of respondents and spouses/partners was 73 percent Hispanic, 20 percent Black, and 1 percent 

White, with the remaining 6 percent unknown. This is one of the biggest differences between BHFH and 

CFCH. It is not clear how many respondents had children; however, judging from the responses, it is 

likely around 85-90 percent. The largest group of respondents at 45 percent had a total family income 

Table 1. Interview Participants’ Demographics 

Demographics 
       
 #1 #2 #3 #4 #5 #6 
Gender F F/M F F F F 
Marital Status M M M S M S 
Age 50 37 31 51 47 43 
Sp Age 52 37 30 NA 46 NA 
Race/Ethnicity       
    White X (SP) X (SP)  X X X 
    Black       
    Hispanic   X  (SP)  
    Asian/Pac Is       
    Other   (SP)    
    Prefer Not Answer       
How Many Children @ Home * 0 (3) 2 3 3 0 (4) 2 
Ages of Children Living @ Home       
     0-4 years     0  
     5-9 years   1  0  
    10-14 years  2 2  0  
    15-19 years     0 1 
    20 years & over    3 0 1 
Year Home Built 1997 2010 2003 2002 1998 2006 
Years Lived in Habitat Home 7 1 6+ 8+ 13 5 
Total Household Income       
    <$10,000       
      $10,001-25,000 X X  X X  X 
      $25,001-40,000     X  
      $40,001-65,000       
    >$65,000       
Family Source of Income       
    One Adult Earner  X  X  X 
    Two Adult Earners X  X  X  
    >Two Adult Earners       
Lost Job in Past Year No Yes No No Yes No 
Level of Education       
    Some HS   X (SP)    
    HS/GED X (SP)    X (SP)  
    Some College/2 Yr Degree    X X X 

                                                                                                                                          
females are more likely to respond to a paper survey (Sax, L. J.; Gilmartin, S. K.; and 
Bryant, A. N., 2003).  
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    4 Year Degree X X (SP)     
    Some Grad School       
    Grad/Prof Degree       
(SP=spouse or partner)       
* How many children at home designated with () indicates # of grown children  
   

between $25,001 and $40,000; 32 percent made between $10,000 and $25,000; another 15 percent made 

between $40,001 and $60,000; 5 percent made less than $10,000, and 3 percent made more than $60,001. 

There was one adult earner in 62 percent of the respondents, two adult earners in 36 percent of the 

respondents, and more than two adult earners in 2 percent of the respondents. Out of these, 29 percent had 

lost a job within the past year.  

 The most common level of education achieved by respondents was some college/AS/trade 

school at 44 percent, followed by 24 percent that graduated from high school, 21 percent that never 

finished high school, 5 percent that had graduate or professional degrees, and 3 percent each that had 

either a college degree or some graduate/professional school. Overall, the level of education was similar 

between the Coastal Fairfield County Habitat (CFCH) chapter with 50 percent of respondents having 

more than a high school education and with the corresponding BHFH respondents at 52 percent. Thirty 

percent of BHFH respondents had bachelor degrees to 3 percent of CFCH respondents; however, 5 

percent of CFCH also had graduate or professional degrees, while BHFH had none. Ages of respondents 

and their spouses/partners were also comparable. CFCH’s range of ages was slightly wider as one would 

expect from a bigger respondent pool. Taking the cost-of-living differential into account, the income 

figures were quite similar between CFCH respondents and BHFH respondents (Berry, W. D.; Fording, R. 

C.; Hanson, R. L., 2000).  

C. Data Analysis  

 According to the director of Benton Habitat very few BHFH partner families have education 

beyond high school; however, several of the respondents either had an associate’s or bachelor’s degree. 

The better educated respondents articulated the deficiencies, had more suggestions for improvement, and 

in general, contributed more readily than those with a high school education or less. This may reflect a 

long-time experience of inequity and a general tendency of society to ascribe a “poverty mindset” to low-
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income families (Gorski, 2007). Low-income families may have an inherent distrust of middle class 

values, while being acutely aware of the discrepancies between middle class and low income 

opportunities.  

 Only survey questions that relate to the BHFH interview topics were analyzed; these consisted of 

children’s health (Q22-Q24), family relationships (Q33-Q35), financial issues (Q40-Q46), community 

involvement (Q51-Q560), and Habitat programs/workshops and how they can be improved (Q61-Q62). 

These variables were measured using a 3-point scale for responses where 1 was disagree, 2 was agree, 

and 3 was not sure/don’t know. Questions 24, 33, 35, 41, 43, 45, 52, 54, and 56 were reverse coded so all 

variables could be measured in the same direction. 

D. Results 

 This section includes the statistical findings of the survey variables and a discussion of the 

interview data collected. The descriptive statistics include relevant variables and percentages of 

responses. The narrative data is presented and discussed with six common themes of interest: 

transitioning from instability to stability, becoming more financially secure, being part of the community, 

having adequate clean space, volunteering and giving back to the community, and gaining a sense of self 

confidence and self esteem. Although these threads persist through each interview, they will be illustrated 

with the most descriptive quotes from the participants. Policy suggestions and changes to the 

implementation of the program from participants will conclude the theme discussion. 

1. Descriptive Statistics 

 This section describes the survey questions that were analyzed and the percentages of the 

response categories disagree, agree, and not sure. Survey questions Q23 and Q24 are both related to 

children’s health as a result of their parents becoming homeowners. Q23 had a notable 100 percent agree 

response as shown in Table 2, while Q24 had a 90.5 percent agree response. Positive outcomes for 

children, both in health and education, when their parents are homeowners are well-documented (Shelter, 

2009; Fogel, 2008; Jois, 2007; Shlay, 2006). These results may point to a lack of control the families felt 

when living in deteriorated rentals, and the degree of control homeowners feel now in maintaining a 
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home they own. Habitat partner families did not have access to decent affordable housing without outside 

help—one of Habitat’s requirements. A move from a mold-infested, deteriorated environment to a brand-

new, clean atmosphere would bring healthy changes. 

 Q33-Q35 dealt specifically with family relationships. The highest category is in experiencing 

stronger family relationships at 98 percent reported in Table 3. However, nearly 80 percent—the lowest 

figure—stated they had an improved quality of life after becoming homeowners. Studies have shown 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Survey Responses on Children's Health. 

 Response Categories 1,2  

  Disagree Agree Not Sure N 

Since becoming a homeowner…     

Q23 Children are in better health 0.0 100.0 0.0 54 

Q24 Children are sick less often 9.5 90.5 0.0 55 
1 Cell entries contain percentages of valid responses.   
2 Response measures: 1=Disagree, 2=Agree, 3=Not Sure   

 

owning a home gives more control over one’s life, thereby enhancing family relationships (Shlay, 2006).  

However, these same studies show perhaps family relationships improve because as homeowners, low-

income families buy into middle class values. Habitat families often pay less for their mortgages than 

they did for rent, since the mortgage only covers the cost of the building materials and land acquisition. 

The lower mortgage may decrease the need for some homeowners to work two or three jobs just to pay 

the bills, giving them more time to spend with their families.    

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Survey Responses on Family Relationships. 

 Response Categories 1,2  

  Disagree Agree Not Sure N 

Since becoming a homeowner…     

Q33 Family spends more quality time together 10.7 89.3 0.0 54 

Q34 Family relationships are stronger 2.0 98.0 0.0 56 

Q35 Quality of life has improved 21.1 78.9 0.0 54 
1 Cell entries contain percentages of valid responses.    
2 Response measures: 1=Disagree, 2=Agree, 3=Not Sure    

 

 Questions 40-46 address financial matters. These variables, portrayed in Table 4, had a much 
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larger range of responses, varying from a low of 40 percent to a high of 88.5 percent for the agree 

responses. The highest score came from the home being easy to maintain. Habitat has a policy of making 

their homes energy efficient and utilizing new technology in order to keep utility bills low for their 

partner families. Nearly 56 percent of respondents said they worried about having large, unexpected bills. 

These results can be understood in the larger context of the economy. Since 2008, when a recession was 

officially announced, nearly everyone was affected financially, not just low-income families. However, 

over 50 percent of these survey respondents were able to save more money and have fewer problems 

paying bills after becoming homeowners.  

Table 4. Descriptive Statistics for Survey Responses on Financial Security.  

 Response Categories 1,2  

  Disagree Agree Not Sure N 

Since becoming a homeowner…     

Q40 We are financially better off 15.2 84.8 0.0 54 

Q41 We have less problems paying bills 29.8 70.2 0.0 56 

Q42 We are able to save more money 38.3 61.7 0.0 56 

Q43 More emphasis on saving money 27.5 70.5 2.0 54 

Q44 It's easy to maintain our home 11.5 88.5 0.0 56 

Q45 Not worried about large, unexpected bill 55.6 40.0 4.4 55 

Q46 We have greater financial security 27.0 70.9 2.1 56 
1 Cell entries contain percentages of valid responses.    
2 Response measures: 1=Disagree, 2=Agree, 3=Not Sure 
    

 Community involvement questions (Q51-Q56) showed a wide range of responses presented in 

Table 5. Nearly 82 percent stated they “talked to neighbors more” after buying their home. Habitat 

partner families are required to put in a certain number of sweat equity hours on their house. By helping 

to build their home, many of these families meet their neighbors before actually moving in. Having “more 

pride in the neighborhood” was the question that had the highest agreement at 96 percent. This is 

supported in studies that suggest low-income families are more likely to feel empowered by owning their 

home than higher income families when they live in a safe neighborhood and one that has amenities 

(Kleinhans & Elsinga, 2010).  
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 The final survey questions (Q61-Q62) addressed specific Habitat interactions, and how programs 

and workshops could be improved. Table 6 shows 100 percent of respondents stated they had a good 

experience building their home, while nearly 96 percent of respondents agreed Habitat programs or 

workshops were helpful. Studies have shown low-income families given training in financial matters and 

home maintenance had better outcomes as homeowners than those who did not have the training (Fogel et 

al, 2008; Jois, 2007). Higher self-esteem also results when people are empowered to help themselves 

rather than relying solely on charitable giving (Kleinhans & Elsinga, 2010). Habitat helps to ensure 

Table 5. Descriptive Statistics for Survey Responses on Community Involvement.  

 Response Categories 1,2  

  Disagree Agree 
Not 

Sure N 

Since becoming a homeowner…     

Q52 We talk to neighbors more 18.1 81.9 0.0 56 

Q53 We are more involved in neighborhood activities 26.2 71.4 2.4 56 

Q54 We have more friends in the neighborhood 25.0 75.0 0.0 56 

Q55 We have more pride in the neighborhood 4.0 96.0 0.0 56 

Q56 We are more involved in neighborhood gatherings 14.9 83.0 2.1 56 
1 Cell entries contain percentages of valid responses.     
2 Response measures: 1=Disagree, 2=Agree, 3=Not Sure 
    

success by preparing their partner families for homeownership and including them in the decision-making 

process. These percentages reflect that.   

Table 6. Descriptive Statistics for Survey Responses on Habitat Programs/Workshops 

 Response Categories 1,2  

  Disagree Agree Not Sure N 

Q61 I found Habitat workshops helpful 2.1 95.8 2.1 48 

Q62 I had a good experience building my home 0.0 100.0 0.0 56 
1 Cell entries contain percentages of valid responses.    
2 Response measures: 1=Disagree, 2=Agree, 3=Not Sure    

2. Qualitative Data Analysis 

a) “Feeling a sense of instability due to a cycle of movement” 

 The sense of stability that prevailed among the families after buying and moving into their 

Habitat home was the benefit mentioned most often in the interviews. “Settled” was another term to 
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describe what they were feeling. Residential mobility can have both negative and positive results. 

However, when a move is motivated by undesirable living conditions, low-income families are 

disproportionately affected in a negative manner (Teater, 2009). Many families cannot afford to move to 

better neighborhoods, so academic performance and social activities of children and parents suffer. Many 

of these marginalized families lived in less than desirable apartments and rentals and tended to move 

quite often. They were displaced from one neighborhood where they had started to make friends, only to 

be placed in another where the cycle started again. The children had to be uprooted from one school and 

changed to another. Moving into a home of their own where they did not need to continually move was a 

big deal. Sandra spoke of her children’s experience of staying in one place:  

Adam got to be in one high school, and Courtney got to grow up with the same set of 
friends from kindergarten and then they graduated from high school with the same 
group of friends...which I think really benefits them in the long run. They will get to put 
down roots I didn’t have. 

Sandra and her family have been in their current house for over 10 years and her youngest child moved 

out less than a year ago. She and her husband still live in their Habitat home and do not plan on moving 

or selling. 

b) “Feeling financially secure” 

 Feeling financially secure was another positive aspect of being settled. Many of these families 

spoke of the tremendous relief they had in being able to pay their bills. Moving frequently usually entails 

more deposits and fees, plus first and last months’ rent—expenses difficult to come by when living 

paycheck to paycheck. These six families lived through the 2008-2010 financial recession and were still 

able to pay their bills, in spite of the fact two of the women lost their jobs for a period of time. The 

families largely credited their low Habitat mortgage payment for being able to accumulate some savings. 

Not worrying about financial matters freed up families’ emotional resources so they could invest more in 

family members. Cheryl put it succinctly: 

That house took a huge burden from me that felt like my sole responsibility in a lot of 
ways because I was the one worrying about it. It alleviated me of that so I could have 
the energy to be with my kids and give them a better life. 

c) “Settling increased sense of being part of community” 
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Being settled also meant getting to know the neighbors, and sometimes, for the very first time in 

their lives, being able to put down roots. When families are continually moving, it is difficult to get to 

know the neighbors, but it also neutralizes the motivation to get acquainted in the neighborhood. One 

study noted heterogeneous egalitarian neighborhoods tend to be the most accepting of residential 

diversity and produce the most civic engagement while homogeneous neighborhoods tend to be exclusive 

and extreme (Jois, 2007). The process of assimilating into the neighborhood for the Habitat families 

actually started while their homes were in progress. Neighbors would stop by, ask what was happening, 

and sometimes pitch in and help. These neighbors had already developed social capital and were 

interested in welcoming the new residents (Jois, 2007). Mark and Sarah, each speaking and finishing each 

other’s sentences, realized on moving in, they were already acquainted with most of the neighbors. It also 

broadened their experience beyond their comfort level:  

You know, you don’t have any choice of who your neighbors are, or who you want to 
hang out with. You get what you get. It was hard for us in some ways. It was good in 
that it extended our… People that we would never have interacted with, and avoided  
interacting with for a good half year, eventually you get to know them; and even though 
they’re from wildly different backgrounds [from us], you still appreciate them. 

 Mark and Sarah’s experience is reflected by the other families. Becoming established and settled 

was a common thread they all missed in their previous lives. It was a factor in bringing families together 

and cementing positive relationships. Stability seemed to build a sense of responsibility, not only for the 

parents, but for the children as well. Social capital is created when people feel responsible for their home 

and neighborhood (Jois, 2007). The children had a stake in the neighborhood, and they felt freer to 

generate relationships outside their immediate family and establish some autonomy at the same time, as 

evidenced by Marisol: 

 My son also mows the lawn for the neighbors and earns a little money that way here. 
The kids are motivated here to get out and interact with the neighbors. I think they feel 
more settled or something—they know we don’t have to move so often like we did in 
the apartment.  

d) “Having good clean space gave me a sense of pride” 

 Having enough room for everyone was another predominant theme among the interviewed 

families. One of the criterions BHFH uses to select partner families is determining whether housing is 
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inadequate or has structural, health, or safety issues, overcrowding, or family cost burden. Every one of 

these families experienced one or more of these inadequacies. Overcrowding was repeatedly encountered 

by these families. Many children had to share the same bedroom and even the same bed and there was not 

much privacy, as Sandra explains: 

We couldn’t afford to have rooms for everybody, but we had a family room, so we 
made a fake wall so he [Trevor] didn’t have a door, he had a curtain. So the first night 
in our house he was opening and shutting the doors. “Look, Mom, I can slam my door. 
Mom, look, I’m opening my door!” This was a freshman in high school. You wouldn’t 
expect this kind of behavior. He was excited to have his own space and to be able to 
shut everyone else out. He just loved it.  

 One study reported homeownership had the potential for personalizing the home environment 

unavailable for most rentals (Kleinhans & Elsinga, 2010). The authors described owning a home as a 

form of self-actualization. For these six families, having their own space where they had control over the 

degree of cleanliness and maintenance was a source of pride. Overcrowding with health or safety 

concerns was particularly egregious and difficult for parents who wanted to provide something better for 

their children. In their previous rentals, mold and mildew seemed to be a constant problem for five of the 

six families. Not only did they have to put up with crowded conditions, they were not able to use the 

space they had efficiently because mold and mildew kept allergies stirred up and family members sick. 

Many families did not have health insurance. Sandra’s comments embody the relief and gratitude for 

getting into a clean environment: 

Before we did the best we could in smaller areas. When we lived down the street here 
in an apartment, it actually flooded in 1996. We had water up above our sinks. We had 
worms in our silverware drawer. The landlord didn’t see any problem…so we cleaned it 
up, and I was so sick. I’m allergic to mold. You know, we didn’t see any mold, but it 
was in the walls. So that was a major thing here—a house that got everybody healthy.  

 Space also translated into self expression and respect. In the crowded environment where family 

members were forced to be in close proximity, there was no place for privacy, tempers often flared, and 

violence resulted. Yet there was no place family members could escape to, and escalation often occurred. 

Habitat assisted their partner families escape the cycle of violence and escalation by giving them more 

space so that children and parents each had their own rooms. Added space helped to create respect for 

each other’s privacy. Children were free to make their space reflect their personalities as Megan’s story 
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illustrates: 

When we moved in, we each had our own room and our own space. That allows us to 
respect each other’s privacy which is very good for Jason and Eric. They can express 
themselves as they want to without all the arguing over who gets to put up what. 

 The other quality of space deals with Habitat customizing the living spaces for the families who 

would reside there. The families were grateful for Habitat working with them and creating the conditions 

of safety and an atmosphere conducive to their needs. For many of these parents, a conventional house 

would not give them what they needed to care for their families. Sandra and her husband had to leave 

their oldest daughter behind when they moved to Corvallis because California would not allow her to live 

with them until their home accommodated her disability. Habitat customized their home with wide halls 

and doorways and specially fitted electrical outlets so Heather could come home. Sarah and Mark needed 

hardwood floors because their son, Matthew, was allergic to carpet fibers, pet dander, and mildew and 

Habitat installed them. Matthew is now able to have a normal childhood experience because he is healthy. 

Cheryl benefited from a custom built pantry with a pushbutton lock that accommodated the refrigerator 

and other food so she could keep her severely disabled son safe and still give her diabetic husband access 

to food when he needed it. Cheryl expresses the appreciation they all felt:  

That blows me away. I mean it really floored me, having the family I grew up in, that 
there were people willing to put their own time and their own money into people they 
didn’t even know… I think not coming from a place of having financial security—that 
just seemed above and beyond…It was kind of like somebody was taking the time for 
me…I had not experienced that in the same way until I was involved with Habitat. 

e) “Volunteering was our way of giving back to the community” 

 When asked about their involvement in the community, nearly all the families spoke about their 

commitment to helping others. Volunteering their time and effort has seemingly become a way of life for 

these Habitat families. While each one has contributed in different capacities, spending time in the service 

of others is a priority for these six families even though many were not raised with a culture of helping.  

In fact, one study shows most Americans have become disengaged from civic activities (Jois, 2007). This 

same study reported when people see their contributions help on a local level, they are more likely to 

continue the activity. Anita describes her change in attitude: 
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My daughter is now a vet tech at [local organization]. Before she got her degree, when 
she was younger, I would volunteer a lot at [local organization] with her. I think our 
attitude changed—like my dad always had the attitude that he ‘wouldn’t do no work for 
free,’ and so we do community service.  

 Contributing to society because of what they had received was the partner families’ way of 

giving back to their community. Their attitude was “we can’t donate lots of money, but we can give our 

time.” It was important to them that their children understand how donating time and energy made society 

better just as much as donating money. It also had the effect of instilling a sense of community in them. 

Sandra spoke of including her children in the giving process:  

 We’ve always been...you know we didn’t have a lot of money to give back to the 
community, but what we did have was we had the time, so we would volunteer as a 
family. We would go volunteer at the food banks, at Vina Moses, whenever we could. 
And once a year we would take the kids out of school—it was around Thanksgiving 
time—and we would spend all day working for Vina Moses putting together food 
boxes. And the kids just loved that so much and looked forward to it. 

 Some volunteering arose naturally from becoming involved with Habitat. Even though the sweat 

equity hours were required of these partner families, it was something they seemed to look forward to 

because they were building their own houses. This Habitat experience may give partner families a 

broader outlook of humanity and how society benefited when everyone contributed something. Seeing 

others volunteer on their behalf spurred them to give back to the community when and where they could. 

Cheryl describes her transition from only being involved with Habitat to going on to other ways of 

contributing: 

So Habitat for Humanity gave me a free ticket to understanding what community is. I 
was invited to an Altrusa meeting. I got involved with Habitat for Humanity as a 
volunteer, not just as a family member, working on the PR committee. Growing up in a 
family where you didn’t ask for anything, Habitat was a hard thing for me to be taking 
something and I felt very much like I had to make it an equal trade. Somehow I had to 
give back enough work and I feel like I did that with the speaking and the fundraising I 
did. Now, at this point, I’m stepping away from that uncomfortable place and role and 
contributing to the community in other ways.  

f) “I gained self confidence & self esteem” 

 Another theme running through the interviews was the sense of self confidence and self esteem 

family members acquired because of their experience building their homes and the quality of the home 

environment. Their experiences led them to discover inner resources of which they were not aware. Some 
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of them went on to achievements previously unthinkable because they came from a culture of poverty and 

thinking that led to few options and low expectations. In partnering with Habitat, these families became 

part of a process that empowered them by giving them control and influence over their lives. The 

evolution of change is documented by Sandra: 

 I benefited because after building the house, I realized I can do more than I really 
thought I could because “I just built my house!” So I went back to school. When my 
youngest one started...when Karen went to first grade I took that time and divided it in 
half between volunteering and starting school. By the time I was done I had an AAOT 
and was working for the Corvallis School District. I don’t think any of that would have 
been possible for us if we didn’t do the Habitat house because it gave me the 
confidence that I could do it. 

 One of the ways self esteem was developed was due to the home environment over which the 

families had control. The homes provided shelter and they were healthy, affordable, and clean—qualities 

many rentals did not possess. Limited space and deteriorated conditions were not conducive for the adults 

to socializing with family and friends. Many times the children were ashamed to have their friends over, 

and in some cases they were constrained by the lack of space. In their new homes the children could 

equalize their relationships by reciprocating the visits middle class children take for granted. Sarah’s son, 

Matthew was eloquent in his simplicity: 

 I like knowing that my house is really, really well-built. The old house looked gross. I 
like having square walls and stuff. When my friends come over, we’re like a normal 
family.   

 Parents and children alike are aware of their differences from mainstream Americans. It is one of 

the motivations many low-income families have for owning a home of their own. Without Habitat, it is 

doubtful any of these six families could have become homeowners. For most low-income families, it is 

usually out of the realm of possibility.  

3. Participants’ suggestions for improvement of the BHFH Program 

 One area mentioned by several of the participants was the lack of organization and 

communication. Some families felt decisions and changes were made that left them out completely. 

These were particularly egregious when the family had previously met with a BHFH representative and 

had already made some different decisions. The families realized the city planning department sometimes 
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requires changes and there is not much that can be done; however, they still wanted the courtesy of being 

told of changes in a timely fashion. Not being informed creates a paternalistic ethos which is resented by 

partner families who are practicing responsible behavior. This oversight in communication belies 

Habitat’s model of shared governance for empowering its partner families. Sarah explains, 

It never even occurred to them that we didn’t know—that we hadn’t received that information. 
So you know how it is when you have this imagination in your mind of what something’s going 
to look like, and all of a sudden it… it didn’t look anything like what we had spend months 
working on. I almost walked away at that point. 
 

 Partner families are also demoralized because of board members’ concept of poverty—putting 

the responsibility on families for being poor and assuming it is not necessary to consult families in 

decision-making. Family spokespersons felt they worked hard and were responsible. They are offended 

by the attitude they are receiving charity or are at fault for being poor. Partner families want to be 

included in decisions and be able to question decisions and practices without feeling guilty. Mark says, 

You’re already dealing with people that are struggling with being disenfranchised from all these 
different processes that everybody takes for granted in part of the American Dream. But you 
can’t just make decisions and say, “Okay, here’s your house. Be happy. Live. Go.” The 
board…could use a bit more social science. I think a lot of the people, probably 90 percent of the 
board are over 65. I think they still have the idea of poverty from the 60s, whereas poverty has a 
lot more faces now.  
 

 Another area in which some partner families wanted improvement was training mentors. One 

family found their mentor to be “largely window dressing” who could not answer any of their questions. 

The lack of knowledge of one mentor had prevented another family from engaging in the process as much 

as they wanted. A third family was happy with their experience. Their mentor clearly told the family what 

their responsibilities were, what the requirements were, how to get things done, and to expect frustrations 

along the way.   

 Other suggestions were not universal, but rather voiced by one or two families. Some said 

having childcare available for the required meetings would be a tremendous help in being able to attend 

without worrying about their children.  One woman wanted to know what she could and could not have in 

her home from the start so unrealistic expectations would not hinder or slow the progress. Another 

suggestion was to create a fund specifically for repairs that were the direct result of flaws in the building 
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process. One family experienced mold growing because the concrete had not been allowed to cure and 

dry, so the linoleum needed to be replaced. The family felt like timely repairs were not made. 

 The last suggestions were for the classes and workshops. Unanimously, the families agreed the 

required workshops were beneficial. This echoes the survey results. Learning what their responsibilities 

were and what their neighbor’s responsibilities were was helpful for many families. They learned how to 

be good neighbors and how to become involved in the neighborhood. Being educated on contracts, legal 

issues, and financial matters—particularly budgeting—were beneficial classes for several families. For 

many, it was their first exposure to financial management, and a couple of women expressed the desire to 

know more about budgeting. The home maintenance classes were especially valuable for partner families. 

Two single mothers suggested having more do-it-yourself classes or workshops for women. One said, 

“When one has always rented, home maintenance is an unknown and I still don’t know how to care for 

my hot water heater or if the smell from my gas stove is normal.” 

 These insights from the partner families were not complaints, but rather suggestions for BHFH 

to improve their program. Many of their suggestions would only benefit future families, but these 

participants realized how beneficial the program was for them personally, and they were interested in 

helping BHFH improve and streamline the experience for others. Some of these ideas are incorporated in 

the recommendations in the following section.      
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Chapter 6: CONCLUSIONS and RECOMMENDATIONS 

A. Conclusions 

 The Benton Habitat partner families which were interviewed all agreed the process of buying a 

home through BHFH was very worthwhile and most indicated they would do it again. The comments 

were largely positive about their experience. Many alluded to the health and social benefits both they and 

their children reaped because of having a clean, well-built, safe environment. This corresponds with the 

survey analysis where 100 percent of parents said their children were in better health after buying their 

Habitat home. Stability was another advantage the entire family shared. From moving repeatedly trying to 

find a better home for their family, to finally putting down roots in a community was a tremendous relief 

for many of these families. Even the negative comments had a positive twist—the children’s poverty 

mindset was being replaced with one that was more conventional in society—one they associated with 

normality. They evidently felt more socially acceptable rather than being continually reminded they were 

poor. It was not just the children who benefited, however. Parents spoke of their own health, both 

physical and emotional and how the Habitat experience had been good for them as well. It relieved much 

of the stress they had been under due to financial pressures and an inability to provide decent housing for 

the family. Finances were an area where there was mostly positive feedback. By definition Habitat 

families are low-income individuals. They struggle at times to make ends meet. In one situation, the 

family was separated because the right environment could not be provided for a disabled child until they 

partnered with Habitat. Even though these families still had financial concerns, they felt more secure 

because they could pay their bills. This is consistent with the survey results where at least 61 percent felt 
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more financially secure. 

 Some parents talked about their family relationships improving because they now had more time 

to spend together, and they had a place where they could invite their extended family and friends over and 

not be ashamed of their surroundings. A high percentage of survey respondents, 98 percent, said their 

family relationships were stronger. Building their house together seemed to draw family members closer. 

Buying a house is usually considered a stressor for most of society; for the majority of these families, the 

experience of helping build their home was a highlight in their lives. It helped them realize they could 

accomplish much more than they had realized. At least two mothers decided to go to college after buying 

their Habitat home, evidence of their increased self confidence. The supportive ethos of Benton Habitat 

was evident in the reports of the homeowners.  

 Community involvement in the form of volunteering was a priority for many of those 

interviewed. This corresponds with the survey results in the community involvement index score of 

nearly 89 percent. Respondents were positive about their motive for volunteering to help others where 

they could. It seemed to be an important part of their lives, and one that was learned directly from being 

involved with BHFH. Volunteering was a way they could give back to society in lieu of cash donations. 

“Paying it forward” in the form of volunteerism is an apt metaphor for the effect on the Habitat 

homeowners and an encouragement for those of us in the mainstream. It is their way of giving back to 

society and making life better for others.  

 Listening to these observations and looking at Benton Habitat’s organization, there is evidence 

BHFH is fulfilling their mission to help eliminate substandard housing in Benton County. The statistical 

analysis of the Coastal Fairfield County Habitat chapter data set supports the interview narrative results.  

 Changing the policies whereby houses are sold by partner families will help retain affordable 

housing stock in Benton County. This is an important transition in the way the program is administered. 

BHFH also creates partnerships with many businesses in the community and state which helps them 

leverage their realm of influence. These partnerships enable BHFH to access available resources to help 

fulfill their mission. The selection process of BHFH and the requirement partner families attend financial 
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fitness and home maintenance classes, gives these families some of the tools they need to succeed in 

owning a home. This is an example of the new public service theory in empowering people to help 

themselves. Overall, our research shows this nonprofit organization is fulfilling their mission and 

benefiting society as a whole. 

B. Recommendations 

 Based on the organizational analysis and the interview comments, the following 

recommendations are provided as feedback for the Benton Habitat organization to improve their delivery 

of service to clients:  

• Requiring partner families to sell their home back to BHFH or to another low-income family helps 

ensures affordable housing stock will benefit more than just the first generation of Habitat partner 

families. The land trust with a renewable ground lease is an excellent way to keep mortgage 

payments lower for some families. BHFH may be able to help families with fewer resources as a 

result of this arrangement. This may be an option used exclusively in the future.   

• Choosing potential neighborhoods and building sites should be informed by studies showing low-

income families have better outcomes when living in integrated neighborhoods close to amenities. 

This can be accomplished through inclusionary zoning strategies, mixed use strategies or simply 

through buying lots in already established mostly middle-class neighborhoods. Partner families will 

benefit from this approach. 

• The new public service theory has shown shared governance helps create autonomy and 

empowerment and it also develops skills on which individuals can build. Benton Habitat already uses 

this model to some extent. However, some partner families want to be more involved and would 

benefit from being consulted and having input on more than just paint colors and layout design.  

• Communication is a tool that builds bridges between parties. Partner families would feel more 

included and part of the process by keeping them apprised of changes or progress being made. This 

may seem to be an extraneous step, but it will build cooperation, commitment, and investment in 

partner families’ future homes.    
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• The classes required by Habitat are seen as beneficial by partner families. There is evidence that this 

is a critical part of the success of new homeowners. It is a vital part of the BHFH program. 

Continuing classes for already established partner families would also be beneficial—particularly 

since there is interest. Two- to four-hour workshops would work for partner families in many areas. 

• Childcare is an issue for families with small children. Having childcare available for required classes 

would help partner families. The sitters they can afford often cancel at the last minute, making it 

difficult to attend the classes. Perhaps Habitat could take the lead in forming childcare co-ops. 

• Mentors can be a great resource to partner families. It would be helpful if all mentors had the basic 

information and training necessary to prepare them to mentor another family. BHFH’s expectations 

for partner families should be made explicit to mentors so they have all the tools necessary to be a 

real help to their families.  

• BHFH does well in helping people help themselves. The term “partner families” puts them on a more 

equal footing with BHFH rather than being classified as dependents. Families help build their house, 

pay a mortgage when it is finished, and contribute to society. The attitudes and messages from board 

members need to reflect the language of empowerment rather than the feeling of providing charity.   
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Appendix A 
 

      Table 7. HUD AMI Levels for Benton County 
 

Family Size 25% Median 60% Median 
One $1,037 $2,480 
Two $1,179 $2,830 

Three $1,327 $3,185 
Four $1,475 $3,540 
Five $1,594 $3,825 
Six $1,710 $4,105 

Seven $1,829 $4,390 
Eight $1,948 $4,675 
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Appendix B 
Benton Habitat for Humanity Study 

 
An Invitation for...      
Who: Benton Habitat homeowners 
What: Study on Benton Habitat policies 
Where: Your home 
When: Anytime convenient for you 
Why:  You have bought a home through 
 the Benton Habitat chapter 
How: Through an interview 
Time Requirement: Approximately 30 minutes 
 
Have you ever wondered about Benton Habitat guidelines?  

       Or why you were asked to fulfill certain requirements? 

                 You have the chance to be heard on these policies.  
 

Call Kathleen Veritas at 541-401-9952 or 
email veritask@onid.orst.edu 

 
                  About the Study 
                       
Conducted by Kathleen Veritas, student researcher       Privacy & Confidentiality 
Supervised by Dr. Dwaine Plaza, principal investigator 
              •  The responses you give will not  
Purpose:          be connected to you personally. 
                          
  1. To fulfill requirements of OSU Master’s Degree &   •  Your identity, answers, &  
                         privacy will be carefully  
  2. To analyze Benton Habitat policies        protected.    
       
Completed report will be presented to the Benton  •  No one at Benton Habitat will       
Habitat for Humanity organization.       know who took part in the study and 
          who did not. 

 
$25 Gift Certificate 

To redeem at 
the ReStore 
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          .    
Results may offer new ways of fulfilling the mission of     
Benton Habitat for improving and living standards  •  This study will not affect      
for families.         your relationship with Benton   
          Habitat in any way.  
Results may offer new perspectives on how their goals     
may be better achieved.           
 
Introducing your interviewer… I am an OSU graduate student. My focus is on policies that promote equality for all 
people. I am interested in changing policies that are poorly designed or endorse injustice, inequity, and political bias. 

 
Appendix C 
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Appendix D 
Demographic Information 
 

1. What is your gender?  _____Female _____Male 

2. What is your marital status? _____Single _____Married/Partner 

3. What is your age? _____ 

4. What is your spouse’s/partner’s age? _____ 

5. What is your race/ethnicity? _____White _____Black _____Hispanic             

_____Asian/Pacific Islander _____Other: __________ _____Prefer not to answer 

6. What is your spouse’s/partner’s ethnicity? _____White _____Black _____Hispanic   

_____Asian/Pacific Islander _____Other: __________         _____Prefer not to answer 

7. How many children live in your home? _____ 

8. Ages of children living at home:   _____0-4 years  _____5-9 years _____10-14 

years _____15-19 years _____20 years and older 

9. What year was your Habitat home built? _____ 

10. How long have you lived in your Habitat home?  _____ 

11. What is your total household income?  _____Under $10,000 _____$10,001 to 

$25,000        _____$25,001 to $40,000 _____$40,001 to $65,000 _____More than 

$65,000 

12. What is the family source of income? _____One adult earner _____Two adult earners  

_____More than two adult earners 

13. Within the past year, have you or your spouse/partner lost your job? _____Yes _____No 

14. What is the highest level of education completed by the adults in your family? _____Some HS 

_____HS Diploma _____Some college/2 yr degree/trade school _____4 yr degree 

_____Some graduate/professional school _____Graduate/professional degree 

Open-ended questions 

15. What are some specific ways your children have benefited or not benefited from owning your 
Habitat home?  

 

16. What are some specific ways your family’s relationships have improved or worsened since 
owning your home?  

 

17. What are some specific ways your family’s physical health has improved or worsened since 
owning your home? 
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18. What are some specific ways your family’s emotional health has improved or worsened since 
owning your home?  

 
 
19. Please talk about specific ways your family is more or less involved in community activities 

since becoming a homeowner.  
 
 

20. How are Habitat programs beneficial to you as a homeowner?  
 
 

21. How could Habitat programs and/or workshops be improved?  
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Appendix E 

Coastal Fairfield County Habitat for Humanity 
The 2009 Habitat Homeowner Survey 

 

Survey Respondent Demographic Profile Q1-Q13e. 
 
Family and Children 

Since becoming a homeowner has the nutrition of your family 
___Improved  ___Remained the same  ___Worsened 
 
Since owning a home, has the physical health of your children 
___Improved  ___Remained the same  ___Worsened 
 
Since owning a home, have your children's grades in school 
___Improved  ___Declined  ___Stayed the same 
 
Since owning a home, has the involvement of your children in school activities 
___Increased  ___Decreased  ___Stayed the same 
 
Since owning a home, has the attitude of your children toward school become 
___More positive ___Less positive ___Remained the same 
 
Since owning a home, do your children bring friends home to play 
___More often  ___Less often  ___About the same 
 
Overall, would you say that owning a home has benefited or not benefited your children? 
___Benefited  ___Not benefited 
 
The next few questions will be answered using the following scale: 
     1                   2                 3            4                5                   6 
Disagree  Disagree  Neutral/  Agree  Agree  Not sure/ 
Strongly  Somewhat No change Somewhat Strongly  Don't know 
 
Since becoming a homeowner, the children in my home are in better health. 
     1                  2                 3           4       5        6  

Since becoming a homeowner, the children in my home are in better health. 
    1             2                 3                 4                5                    6 

Since becoming a homeowner, the children in my home are sick more frequently. 
    1             2        3        4       5        6 

Since becoming a Habitat homeowner, my children's educational performance has increased. 
    1             2        3        4       5        6 

Since becoming a homeowner, my children's educational aspirations have decreased. 
    1             2        3        4       5        6 
Since become a homeowner, my children's attitude towards school has changed for the better. 
    1             2        3        4       5        6 

Since becoming a homeowner, my children are less involved in school activities. 
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    1        2        3        4       5        6 

Overall, owning our own home has benefited the children in my home. 
    1        2        3        4       5        6 

Since becoming a homeowner, the adults in my home have made educational achievements. 
    1        2        3        4       5        6 

Since becoming a homeowner, the adults in my home have made work-related achievements. 
    1        2        3        4       5        6 

Since becoming a homeowner, my family spends less quality time together. 
    1        2        3        4       5        6 

Since becoming a homeowner, the relationships within my family are stronger. 
    1        2        3        4       5        6 

Since becoming a homeowner, the quality of my life has not improved. 
    1        2        3        4       5        6 

Since becoming a homeowner, I have greater peace of mind. 
    1        2        3        4       5        6 

 
What are some other specific ways your children have benefited or not benefited since owning your 
Habitat home? (Open-ended) 
 
What are some specific ways your family's relationships and their physical and emotional health have 
improved or worsened since owning a home? (Open-ended) 
 
Finances and Security 
Since becoming a Habitat homeowner, have your housing costs 
___Increased  ___Decreased  ___Stayed the same 
 
Since becoming a homeowner, has your sense of the safety and security of your family 
___Increased  ___Decreased  ___Remain the same 
 
The next few questions will be answered using the following scale: 
     1        2        3        4       5        6 
Disagree  Disagree  Neutral/  Agree  Agree  Not sure/ 
Strongly  Somewhat No change Somewhat Strongly  Don't know 
 
Since owning our Habitat home, we are financially better off. 
    1                   2        3        4       5         6 

Since becoming a homeowner, we seem to have more problems paying bills on time. 
    1        2        3        4       5         6 

Since becoming a homeowner, my family has been able to save money. 
    1        2        3        4       5         6 

Since becoming a homeowner, we place less emphasis on saving money for the future. 
    1        2        3        4       5         6 

Since being a homeowner, we have found it easy to maintain our home. 
    1        2        3        4       5         6 

Since being a homeowner, my family worries about how we would cover a large unexpected bill, such as 
home or auto repairs, or $100 or more. 
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    1        2        3        4       5         6 

Since becoming a homeowner, my family and I have greater financial security. 
    1        2        3        4       5         6 

Prior to owning your Habitat home, was your family receiving assistance from any of the following 
sources: food stamps, rent assistance, welfare assistance, Medicaid, children's health insurance program, 
SSI, or utility bill assistance 
___Yes  ___No  ___Not sure/Don't know 
 
Since becoming a homeowner, does your family receive assistance from any of the following sources: 
food stamps, rent assistance, welfare assistance, Medicaid, children's health insurance program, SSI, or 
utility bill assistance 
___Yes  ___No  ___Not sure/Don't know 
 
Community Involvement 
Since becoming a Habitat homeowner, has the involvement of your family in the community 
___Increased  ___Decreased  ___Stayed the same 
 
Did you vote in the last (2008) election? 
___Yes  ___No  ___Not sure/Don't know 
 
The next few questions will be answered using the following scale: 
     1        2        3        4       5         6 
Disagree  Disagree  Neutral/  Agree  Agree  Not sure/ 
Strongly  Somewhat No change Somewhat Strongly  Don't know 
 
Since becoming a homeowner, my family attends religious services more frequently. 
    1        2        3        4       5         6 

Since becoming a homeowner, my family and I talk to our neighbors less. 
    1        2        3        4       5         6 

Since becoming a homeowner, my family and I are more involved in neighborhood activities and 
gatherings. 
    1        2        3        4       5         6 

Since becoming a homeowner, my family has fewer friends in the neighborhood. 
    1        2        3        4       5         6 

Since becoming a homeowner, we take more pride in our neighborhood. 
    1        2        3        4       5         6 

Since becoming a homeowner, my family is less involved in community activities, such as religious 
activities, community service activities, Habitat activities, etc. 
    1        2        3        4        5         6 

Please talk about some specific ways your family is more involved in community or neighborhood 
activities since becoming a Habitat homeowner. (Open-ended) 
 
Habitat Feedback 
We could not have owned our own home without help from Habitat. 
    1        2        3        4       5         6 

Habitat has been supportive of my family. 
    1        2        3        4       5         6 
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Have you participated in any Habitat workshops? 
___Yes ___No  ___Not sure/Don't know 
 
If yes, Habitat workshops have been helpful to me and my family. 
    1        2        3        4       5         6 

My family and I had a good experience during the building of our Habitat home 
    1        2        3        4       5         6 

What are some specific ways Habitat programs are beneficial? (Open-ended) 
 
What are some specific ways Habitat programs could be improved? (Open-ended) 
 

 
 
 


