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Community-based organizations have implemented low-income 
homeownership initiatives as part of a solution to improve the poor 
economic conditions in urban neighborhoods across America.  These 
organizations strive to improve housing conditions, property values, 
quality of life and a sense of community in neighborhoods. One such 
organization that is particularly well known with a widely recognized 
brand is Habitat for Humanity (HFH).  Yet, urban scholars know little 
about the economic and neighborhood impacts of Habitat’s efforts.  
Focusing on one of its local franchises, this study will determine the 
neighborhood impact of Milwaukee Habitat for Humanity’s (MHFH) 
renovation and construction of affordable housing.  This study will 
consider both the contribution of 1) MHFH building projects and 2) 
investments in other construction in the Walnut Hill and Midtown 
neighborhoods from 1984 to 2009. In evaluating the second concern, we 
focus on what influence Habitat houses have had on other construction 
projects neighboring them. Our analysis draws from tax records, building 
permits, census data, and interviews to document MHFH’s strategy for 
clustering of house construction and to clarify the influence of MHFH on 
other nonprofit efforts in the same neighborhoods. 

 
Introduction 
 

Affordable housing has long been advocated as a revitalization tool, necessary to 
address neighborhood level instability and to help invigorate distressed communities. 
Organizations with an affordable housing focus often emphasize improving housing 
conditions, property values, quality of life and a sense of community at the scale of the 
neighborhood.  Few affordable housing organizations have had such a profound impact 
or are as well recognized as Habitat for Humanity (HFH) (AREA 1998; Vidal 2001 cited in 
Browning 2006, p. 20). HFH’s housing model is centered upon the notion of “partnership 
housing” wherein homes are built by volunteers and home recipients partner with the 

                                                 
1 We reference Milton Fuller’s (2000) book, More than houses: How Habitat for Humanity is 
Transforming Lives and Neighborhoods, in this title.  Fuller is the founder of Habitat for 
Humanity.   
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organization and volunteers in the home building process, contributing “sweat equity” 
and receiving a zero interest mortgage. Guided by these principles, the organization2 
builds thousands of homes across the country, with local affiliates overseeing efforts in 
their respective locations. However, in spite of its thirty-five plus years as a key 
affordable housing provider at the national scale, there is a surprising dearth of research 
on HFH’s role in urban housing provision and neighborhood revitalization.   

This research addresses that gap in the literature. We evaluate the organization’s 
claim to neighborhood-level improvement through an analysis of the impact of 
Milwaukee Habitat for Humanity’s (MHFH) renovation and construction of affordable 
housing in the areas of Walnut Hill and Midtown in Milwaukee over a twenty-one year 
period between 1984 to 2005 (See Figure 1). During this time-frame, the MHFH affiliate 
concentrated building efforts on these areas in Milwaukee’s urban core.3  Documenting 
the development strategy of the MHFH affiliate offers significant insight for at least two 
reasons.  One, each HFH affiliate responds with distinct strategies that reflect specific 
urban geographies and the housing needs of their local community.  MHFH’s 
development strategy initially focused on the rehabilitation of existing housing stock 
and then transitioned primarily to new home building, making its infill housing strategy 
significant for a city experiencing an increasing amount of tear-downs.  MHFH’s 
emphasis on clustering homes – that is, focusing on individual neighborhoods and even 
specific blocks - makes its organizational strategy distinctive.  Second, since Habitat for 
Humanity International (HFHI) increasingly identifies its mission as neighborhood-
oriented, the Milwaukee case study offers an excellent place to examine the impacts 
that HFHI currently promotes.  Additionally, HFHI recently highlighted the local 
Milwaukee affiliate’s efforts as a benchmark in the nonprofit’s evolving role in regard to 
neighborhood stabilization and development (Reckford & Rubinger 2011). Examining 
the outcomes of this building strategy, consequently, assists in evaluating best practices 
so that other affordable housing developers can implement successful strategies in 
other cities throughout the country.  
 
“In Partnership”: Evaluating Habitat for Humanity’s Mission and Record 

In the context of urban restructuring and disinvestment in which nonprofit 
organizations increasingly assume responsibility for the provision of affordable housing, 
Habitat for Humanity International has gained prominence as a builder. In 2009, HFHI 
earned the No. 8 ranking on the “Builders 100” list, thereby marking the organization as 
one of the nation’s top ten biggest builders (Habitat World 2010, 30).4  Under any 

                                                 
2 Habitat for Humanity International (HFHI), located in Americus, Georgia, is the organizational 
center for Habitat for Humanity with its administrative office in Atlanta. The local affiliates are 
separately managed organizations established in an array of communities, united by a 
commitment to the HFH guidelines. 
3 To gauge the contribution of Milwaukee’s HFH, in 2009, the affiliate built its 400th home in the 
city. Recently, MHFH celebrated the construction of its 500th unit (Pabst 2012). 
4 The most recent “Builders 100” list ranks it sixth  (www.builderonline.com/business/builder-
100).   

http://www.builderonline.com/business/
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circumstance, the organization’s ranking is remarkable.  For a non-profit organization 
that began just over thirty-five years ago as a grassroots house-building ministry in 
Georgia, however, its success is distinctive as it draws an array of people together in 
support of its mission.  Conservatives praise its charitable works, operating without the 
involvement of government, while liberals suggest that engaged members of the 
community offer housing opportunities that might not otherwise be provided in this era 
of government cutbacks.5  The public in general appears unaware of the extent to which 
the organization has grown since its founders launched their Christian-based “Theology 
of the Hammer” in 1976 (Fuller 1994). Although it maintains certain key principles and 
founding values, the organization adjusts to other aspects of contemporary conditions.  
In the following paragraphs, we first lay out those founding values.  Then a review of the 
literature on Habitat’s activities to date situates our study in regard to a necessary 
evaluation of the effective contribution of this model in neighborhood development.    

“Theology of the Hammer”  
 

From its beginnings, the organization’s founders advocated the building of 
adequate, simple, decent and affordable homes to address the problem of “poverty 
housing.”  Milton and Linda Fuller envisioned the elimination of poverty housing 
through faith in action by volunteers who would partner with “low-income, hardworking 
families” to meet their needs (1990).  Selection of the partner families does not depend 
on their personal expression of faith since Habitat claims a non-discrimination policy. 
Instead, prospective homeowners must supply evidence of need, a reliable income 
source, and an income that falls within a proscribed range for the area’s income.  For 
example, in Milwaukee, program participants qualify by being 30-60 percent of the 
Milwaukee County income (Herguth 2009, 29). The selected participants are called 
“partner families” because they are active participants in the program by contributing 
“sweat equity” (Fuller 1995).  “Sweat equity,” another distinctive Habitat ideal, is a term 
used to describe the “partner family’s” investment of volunteer labor during the 
construction phase (anywhere from 250 to 500 hours, depending on the HFH affiliate).
 A no-interest mortgage on their homes further facilitates the partnerships. Habitat’s 
“fund for humanity,” which underpins construction funding, is a more radical aspect of 
the organization’s principles since it challenges traditional financing mechanisms. 
Described by Millard Fuller as a “Biblical finance plan,” the fund operates as a revolving 
source of capital replenished by monthly payments from homeowners, donations and 
fundraising efforts (www.habitat.org; Herguth 2009).   

                                                 
5 Jason Hackworth’s (2009) research analyzes Habitat’s success alongside the trend of 
neoliberalization, declining funds for social services at all scales, and attendant discourses of 
government failure that reinforce and legitimate this dynamic. While his argument resonates 
with some of our findings, this is not the lens through which we evaluate the nonprofit’s 
influence on neighborhood economic development in this paper.     

http://www.habitat.org/
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Guided by Fuller’s initial vision6, Habitat International’s primary role is to provide 
the organizational framework for Habitat for Humanity.  In this capacity, HFHI defines 
the non-profit’s policy and building agenda, monitors local affiliate operations, and 
enforces the “HFH brand” nationally.  Habitat has local affiliates that manage the grass-
roots effort located in cities, towns, rural areas, and suburban communities in the 
United States in addition to approximately ninety countries worldwide (Baggett 2000; 
www.habitat.org).  Each affiliate signs a covenant that is the document that defines the 
relationship between HFHI and the local affiliates and outlines the founding principles of 
HFH (http://www.habitat.org/how/affiliates.aspx). The affiliates coordinate all building 
efforts within their local community. Thus, even though HFHI is a well-known 
organization at the national scale, every affiliate operates independently, tailoring its 
development strategy for constructing, renovating or building new homes in response 
to the affordable housing needs of its community.  Although some affiliates build or 
renovate multi-family units, the traditional choice of structure tends to be the 
construction of a single-family house apparently consistent with both the desires of 
many partner families and American cultural norms (i.e. Interview D 2011). As to 
placement of the HFH homes, local real estate markets dictate location based on 
affordable properties and the individual affiliates’ local considerations.  Some patterns 
of development can be described as scattered sites while others focus on specific 
neighborhoods, concentrating on particular blocks or – more ambitiously – building a 
subdivision-scaled development.  By 2000, Habitat’s founder and board began to 
articulate a mission that not only spoke of the impact of its charitable works on its 
partner families but also benefits at the level of the neighborhood.  Underscoring this 
focus, one of Fuller’s book titles reads More than Houses: How Habitat for Humanity is 
Transforming Lives and Neighborhoods (2000).  Given this promotional attention to 
improvements at the neighborhood scale one might expect more formal analysis of the 
claim.  Yet, HFH’s impact at the neighborhood-level for the various affiliates remains 
understudied. 

Analysis of HFH: Themes and Scale 

 To date, the literature evaluating HFH tends to fall into four particular categories: 1) 
theological and sociological investigations of HFH’s organizational form and capacity; 2) 
examinations of self-perceptions and empowerment connected to homeownership; 3) 
comprehensive community development research, which analyzes the role of 
community-based organizations in neighborhood revitalization; and, 4) large-scale 
comparative analyses of HFH affiliates.  Because of the religious foundation of HFH and 
the large number of volunteers mobilized by HFH affiliates across the country, as 
indicated by the first category, a sizeable literature focuses on HFH’s faith-based roots 
and its role in promoting volunteerism (e.g. Baggett 2000; Fuller 1980, 1990; Hays 

                                                 
6 In 2005, Fuller officially split with Habitat for Humanity following scandal and tension 
surrounding Fuller’s overtly religious tone and messaging and Habitat’s more secular approach.  
Nonetheless, Fuller’s initial vision for housing provision remains foundational.   
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2002). Much of this research emphasizes the theological and sociological dynamics 
underpinning HFH housing agendas, often highlighting the relationship between religion 
and civic participation and specifically how a person’s faith motivates him or her to 
volunteer (Baggett 2000, Fuller 1990), and the building of social capital through 
volunteerism (Hays 2002). Theological and sociological dynamics of volunteers within 
HFH are significant contributions to the literature. Given the organization’s foundations 
and mode of operation, these analyses provide insight into HFH work in the community. 
Yet, once again, this category of analysis does not address the impact HFH production of 
affordable homeownership opportunities has on its local community.  

Another popular analytical approach evaluates HFH and its contribution in terms of 
the personal benefits achieved through homeownership (c.f. Finn 2004). This focus is 
prevalent because of the historic nature of affordable housing programs supported by 
the U.S. policy on the federal, state and local levels and because of the centrality of the 
idea of homeownership in American culture (Rohe 1997, 2007).  Examining such cultural 
assumptions, researchers have measured self-perceptions of people before and after 
homeownership to determine its value to low-income homeowners. However, this 
research again does not evaluate the overall social or economic impact HFH has on the 
community.  

In contrast, comprehensive community development analysis, which gained 
momentum in the late 1990s as community-based organizations became more 
pervasive in neighborhood revitalization, attempts to link the social, physical and 
economic needs of community residents (Chaskin 1997; Stone 1996). Reflecting this 
agenda, much of this research emphasizes a large-scale neighborhood approach that 
attempts to objectively evaluate the collaborative success of community development 
programs through analysis of a range of economic indicators, such as real estate 
fluctuation, property values, and commercial activity, in order to quantitatively measure 
the impact of particular programs (Higgins 2001). However, comprehensive community 
development tends to focus on many organizations, and therefore, does not find any 
significant conclusions about the impact of individual organizations. Thus, even though 
HFH is often a contributing organization in comprehensive community development 
research, little is known about the organization’s individual role in the economic 
improvement of the communities where it is active.  

The final segment of research examining Habitat includes comparative studies of 
HFH affiliates across the United States.  This category includes a small number of studies 
of affiliates conducted through surveys or phone interviews of homeowners, volunteers 
and/or staff members to answer questions about HFH’s program. The most widely cited 
study in this category is a Housing and Urban Development funded-project conducted 
by Applied Real Estate Analysis, Inc (AREA 1998). Representing an effort to discover the 
best practices in homeownership program models, this study was undertaken with 
information collected from interviews and focus-group sessions with HFH homeowners 
who purchased homes in 19 affiliates. Key findings of the study include the increased 
sense of pride and security achieved by home ownership and documentation of the 
transition of new HFH homeowners from rental housing situations and into lower 
density, less crowded and better physical conditions than their former residences (AREA 
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1998).  Similarly, the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation supported a study in 
2004 of thirty of the fifty-nine HFH affiliates in Canada by reviewing questionnaires and 
a sample of follow-up telephone interviews. General findings of this research concluded 
that homeowners experienced improvements in their children’s school performance, 
returned to school themselves, and/or received promotions at work since moving into 
their HFH home (Canada 2004).  
 Two studies evaluating HFH in their local communities come close to assessing the 
neighborhood impact of HFH in a way similar to our approach.  Browning’s (2006) thesis 
project, Self-help housing: The geographic impact of Habitat for Humanity projects in 
Wilmington Delaware, investigates a relatively small number of homes constructed in 
two different neighborhoods in Wilmington, Delaware in order to compare findings of 
the neighborhood impact and homeowner well-being of scattered site versus compact 
development. Focusing on building permit data, Browning measures additional private 
investments and other building improvements in areas where HFH has been active. In a 
similar vein, The University of Southern Indiana’s (USI) Center for Applied Research’s 
Habitat for Humanity Impact Study (2008) focuses on the Evansville HFH affiliate in 
order to consider the impact of over 300 HFH homes built in eighty different 
neighborhoods. The USI project measures changes in economic impact based on the 
income, employment, business sales and tax base of the community through a survey of 
107 HFH homeowners and fifty-two follow-up face-to-face interviews. The USI study 
finds not only that clustering housing units is preferable to scattered-site developments, 
but also that that the local impacts of Habitat extend beyond the economic, including an 
“improved level of social, psychological, emotional and financial wealth of individuals, 
greater stability within neighborhoods, and stronger communities” (2008 p. 105).  

Our research builds upon key components of the Browning (2006) and USI (2008) 
studies in order to analyze the economic impact one HFH affiliate has on its local 
community.  We broaden the framework, however, to include the impact that Habitat 
construction has on the perception of an improved local market for new construction.  
Thus, the following discussion of the local strategy and its consequences extend the 
scope for evaluation by acknowledging the various actors engaged in development and 
renewal activities.  

 
Milwaukee HFH Foundation: Walnut Hill and Midtown Neighborhoods 
Background 
 

Within eight years of the first Habitat affiliate’s founding, a small group of suburban 
church leaders in the metropolitan area organized Milwaukee’s Habitat for Humanity as 
the country’s thirty-ninth affiliate.  In 1984, they identified the HFH mission as an 
appropriate response to the changing conditions in Milwaukee, which included 
deteriorating housing conditions, a lack of affordable housing, and urban disinvestment 
in the City of Milwaukee as well as a way for their congregants to “connect the city with 
the suburbs” (Interview A 2009). In response to the restructuring of the city’s urban 
core, marked by the sharp decline of central city neighborhoods and a growing number 
of abandoned homes in these areas, the initial focus of the affiliate’s housing agenda 
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was on home rehabilitation.  However, as the demolition of blighted homes meant that 
hundreds of vacant lots were available to the organization through the City of 
Milwaukee, the affiliate evaluated the market potential for construction of new infill, 
single-family homes.   
 An event in 1989 made that year pivotal for MHFH’s strategy.  The local affiliate 
sponsored the annual “Jimmy Carter Work Project,” Habitat’s national promotional 
event focusing on new construction.  The event drew attention to Habitat’s local 
operation as it required the affiliate to prepare volunteers to build rather than use their 
renovation skills. Volunteers constructed six new houses on contiguous lots in a highly 
visible location in the area of N. 23rd and W. Walnut (see Figure 1). With the event’s 
success and the organization’s ability to acquire one-dollar lots from the City of 
Milwaukee, new construction became MHFH’s sole mode of housing production within 
a few years. Consequently, the Milwaukee affiliate gained credit for its pioneering work 
in neighborhoods where no other organization was willing or able to invest time or 
resources (Interviews A & B 2009).  
 From that event, the affiliate began to centralize efforts in the Milwaukee 
neighborhoods of Midtown and Walnut Hill.7 As a consequence, two qualities make our 
case study relevant for an evaluation of the neighborhood impact of MHFH’s 
development strategy. First, it contains the earliest and largest concentration of MHFH 
single-family, new construction homes with 170 homes clustered within a twenty-block 
area (see Figure 1).  The organization has clearly invested a tremendous amount of 
resources in the case study area. Second, in 2005, MHFH completed construction in the 
neighborhood and began to shift its focus on to other areas in the city.  This case study 
area, therefore, provides the opportunity to evaluate the entire cycle of the MHFH 
development strategy by focusing on construction in these two neighborhoods from 
1989 to 2008, several years after the conclusion of work.  
 
Case Study Neighborhoods 
 

The Midtown and Walnut Hill neighborhoods (comprised of census tracts #97, #99, 
#119, #120), located on Milwaukee’s north side, have been profoundly impacted by 
disinvestment, suburbanization, white flight and clearance for freeway construction 
(Figure 2). Over a twenty-year period between 1980 and 2000, this area saw nearly a 
38% decline in overall population (US Census 1980; 1990; 2000).  Moreover, between 
1980 and 1990, these neighborhoods saw nearly a 68% decrease in white residents. This 
shift was further entrenched in the following decade as the white population declined to 
18% of the 1980 figures.  

These processes gave rise not only to a much higher concentration of low income 
families in the area compared to the city overall, but also saw a tremendous decline in 
the quality and amount of housing stock (see Figure 3).  From 1980 to 1990, the 
Midtown and Walnut Hill neighborhoods experienced a loss of 23% of their housing 

                                                 
7 As will be noted in our analysis of Milwaukee Habitat’s early renovation projects, MHFH began 
its mission in the Washington Park neighborhood as well as within Midtown and Walnut Hill. 
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stock, translating to a total loss of 2,394 housing units. The loss of community housing 
stock intensified from 1990 to 2000 with another 43% decline, equating to the 
disappearance of another 1,673 housing units. As the disinvestment in homes and 
properties amplified movement out of the area, the community’s remaining housing 
stock became more distressed and significant numbers of homes were designated as 
blighted properties and were subsequently acquired and demolished by the City of 
Milwaukee. 

As suggested by these conditions, few people saw the Walnut Hill and Midtown 
neighborhoods as likely targets for investment and new construction projects were even 
more unexpected when the Jimmy Carter Work Project selected the sites in the 
southern portions of census tract #119.  MHFH’s experiment with new construction in 
1989 launched not only the affiliate’s commitment to a clustered, new single-family unit 
strategy but also suggested new opportunities for development in these neighborhoods. 
That year, the new structures were valued at $60,000 to $65,000 and thus stood out in 
an area of declining values as well as decreases in housing stock.  A City of Milwaukee 
redevelopment specialist noted that private, public and non-profit organizations did not 
believe there was a market for new house construction in this area (Interview B 2009).  
MHFH challenged this notion from 1989 to 2005 as the non-profit placed over 170 
partner families in residential units in the Walnut Hill and Midtown neighborhoods. 
 
Milwaukee Case Study 
 

Traditionally, Habitat affiliates employ two geographic strategies to renovate or 
build homes: they pursue either scattered-site or clustering development models.  From 
its inception, MHFH believed that clustering homes provided their best development 
model.  This philosophy was reflected in the organization’s initial home renovation 
strategy and has continued to be a priority with the affiliate’s focus on new 
construction. The clustering concept is informed by the notion of “neighbors helping 
neighbors” (Interview A 2009) in revitalizing community.  Moreover, the organization 
believes that building new homes on contiguous lots of once blighted or nuisance 
properties represents a visible sign of reinvestment in the community.  

In order to examine this clustering strategy, we evaluated assessment data from 
1989 to 2009 in four categories.8  First, since MHFH began their program renovating 
older housing stock, we examine assessment data to determine how the renovated 
houses’ assessment values changed over time. We also compare the renovated home 
assessment values to the values of Habitat’s new construction and the overall housing 
market of the City of Milwaukee. Second, we analyze and compare assessment values of 
MHFH’s new construction to the average assessment rates for the census tracts as well 
as the City of Milwaukee overall.  Third, we evaluate existing housing stock located 
adjacent to MHFH properties to evaluate how their values compare to the average 
assessments in the Census Tracts as well as the City of Milwaukee. Finally, two control 
areas located within the study area offer further means of comparison (See Figure 1). 

                                                 
8 Source of data - Milwaukee Public Library’s Humanities Department. 
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The two control areas are located a few blocks away from MHFH homes, yet still within 
the case study area.  These two control areas offer comparability to the Habitat blocks 
based on 1) a similar number of homes, and 2) similar square footage for existing and 
new structures. Admittedly, certain challenges exist in making such comparisons. For 
example, a large number of vacant properties in the case study area makes it difficult to 
find a control area with a full block of housing.  Additionally, the typical new 
construction home is approximately 1,200 square feet in contrast to traditional homes 
in the neighborhood, which tend to be either large duplexes or small Cape Cod style 
homes. Thus, the control areas are not perfectly matched but represent an attempt to 
provide a control for data comparison.  

We recognize that concerns have been raised about the use of assessment data as 
an indicator to measure neighborhood change since it is difficult to control for general 
market trends. Despite this, we analyzed assessment values as an objective benchmark 
to analyze property values, tax base, and equity growth in homes. All four categories of 
our assessments indicate consecutive years of double digit increases in property values 
(discussed in more detail subsequently). These findings suggest that the neighborhoods 
are beginning to stabilize.  

 
Renovated Units Analysis  
 
 As indicated earlier, as an organization, MHFH began their work rehabilitating vacant, 
blighted, and boarded up homes in the Milwaukee neighborhoods of Washington Park, 
Midtown, and Walnut Hill.  How does the more recent focus of new construction 
compare to the earlier strategy of house renovation? The renovated houses are 
significantly larger than MHFH’s new houses. In several cases, volunteers gutted 
duplexes and converted them to single-family homes. Although many of the renovated 
homes are located outside the case study area, comparing the assessment trends of the 
rehabilitated homes with the new construction and adjacent control properties provides 
a means of analyzing the success of this earlier development strategy. This is especially 
relevant considering MHFH’s conscious decision to move from renovation efforts to a 
primary focus on new construction.   
 We find that assessment values for renovated units are comparable to MHFH’s new 
construction. Over that nineteen year period, the average assessed value for the 
renovated structures increased by 275% (See Figure 4). Beginning with the average 
value of $25,160 in 1989 for these houses, in 2008 the highest assessment for a 
renovated property was $127,000 while the lowest was $64,600. To compare these 
figures to Milwaukee as a whole it might be noted that in 2005, a period of dramatic 
improvement overall, the Habitat properties improved in value by 30% while the 
citywide average was 11.2% (Borowski 2006). 
 
New Construction Analysis  
 

With the success of the “Jimmy Carter Work Project” in 1989, the possibility of 
undertaking new construction was given consideration and by 1996 it became the 
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primary focus of Milwaukee’s Habitat affiliate housing production. Our examination 
indicates that prior to 1999, new construction assessments fluctuated and were 
inconsistent in terms of improving values (see Figure 5). However, starting in 1999 the 
new construction saw an increase in values each year, with the exception 2006 to 2007 
when the assessments held constant. However, the values of new construction 
increased at a lower rate than the rehab values. This is likely because new construction 
assessments start off higher than other housing types, which makes the possibility for 
dramatic increases in value more difficult.  

New construction homes experienced a 158% increase in average assessment 
values from 1989 to 2008, with average assessments beginning at $34,717 and currently 
average $89,584.9 This dramatic change indicates that MHFH homeowners experienced 
a tremendous increase in the equity of their homes.10 It is also notable that the district 
in which these census tracts are located saw the highest increase in property 
assessments for the entire city of Milwaukee during the high value real estate years of 
the first decade of 2000, MHFH’s contribution draws particular notice (Borowski 2003, 
2006).11 This is especially significant considering their homes are financed on a twenty-
year, zero-interest mortgage and partner families begin paying directly on their principle 
with their first payment.  

In addition to the increase in property assessments of the new construction, MHFH 
partner families made an impressive contribution to the city’s tax base. Because MHFH 
new construction homes are built on lots acquired through the City of Milwaukee for $1, 
the new homes put additional properties back on the tax roll each year.  Thus, as MHFH 
built more homes each year on the donated lots, the city received tax payments for 
each new property. In 2008, MHFH paid out over $500,000 in city taxes (Interview C 
2009).  
 
Adjacent Housing Analysis  
 

Another potential influence on a neighborhood’s economic development might be 
the improvement in values and/or physical improvement of houses adjacent to Habitat 
structures. In many cases, adjacent units include housing stock built between the 1890s 
and 1920s that has been improved by other non-profits. This portion of our case study 
considers five cluster areas that allow for further evaluation of the impact MHFH homes 
have had on neighboring housing (see Figure 1 & Figure 6). Cluster A includes thirty-one 

                                                 
9 In 2008, the highest new construction property assessment was $109,000 with the lowest 
assessment at $61,600. 
10 In 1991, the median assessment of the six homes built during the Jimmy Carter Work Project 
(all located in Census Tract 120) was $34,700. Their median average was 33% above the median 
assessment for the area.  By 2000, MHFH built forty-four homes, predominantly in Census Tracts 
119 and 120. The 2008 median assessment of new construction homes is 285%, 264%, 73% and 
120% above the average median assessment for 2000 Census Tracts 97, 99, 119 and 120 
respectively. 
11 Between 2002 and 2003, values jumped from $47,053 to $63,771 - improving 36%, compared 
to the citywide average increase of 7%.  
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MHFH constructed houses. This cluster has the highest average assessment at $104,589, 
yet the lowest median average of $66,800. Thus, Cluster A has some of the highest and 
lowest assessed real estate for all of the areas. Cluster B contains sixty-two MHFH units. 
The average assessment for this area is the lowest of all five areas at $69,553 and a 
median average of $73,800. Cluster C includes forty new MHFH houses. The average 
assessment for adjacent housing in this cluster is the second highest at $85,788 with a 
median value of $73,500. Cluster D, one block north of cluster C, contains ten MHH 
homes built between 2001 and 2005- making it one of the last area in the 
neighborhoods in which Habitat worked before shifting efforts to elsewhere in the city. 
The average assessment for adjacent housing in Cluster D is $70,700 and a median value 
of $69,250.  Finally, Cluster E, also an area of later construction (2001-2005), contains 
thirteen MHH houses. The adjacent housing in this area has the average value of 
$76,542.  Cluster E has the highest median value of all the cluster areas at $74,000.  

We find that houses within MHFH clusters average 21% higher assessments than 
the two control areas (See Figure 7).  Moreover, these higher assessments also translate 
to adjacent properties, which are assessed at approximately $10,000 higher than the 
control area.  The positive contrast between MHFH rehab and new construction values 
and those for the control areas holds true for the entire nineteen-year duration of data 
collected for the project. In short, housing located within clusters have experienced ten 
consecutive years of increasing property values, where the control areas have not.  
Therefore, our analysis demonstrates that homes located in between and adjacent to 
MHFH builds have benefitted from neighboring new construction and as a result their 
property values continued to rise overtime  
 Another measure of neighborhood stability is owner-occupancy levels.  Higher levels 
of owner-occupancy suggest that lending institutions would view an area more 
favorably. Assuming greater stability for property values, thus, they would be more 
inclined to provide financing to a person interested in buying in that area. Owner-
occupancy data collected from the City of Milwaukee tax assessment records indicates 
that owner-occupancy in all cluster areas is more than twice as high as the overall case 
study percent of 32% for 2008 for all areas12. Owner-occupancy levels for these areas 
are also higher than the citywide owner-occupancy average of 56%, indicating that 
MHFH clusters are more stable than the case study area as well as the city overall 
(Census 2007). 
 When comparing the renovated units’ values with new construction, adjacent 
properties and control values, the percentage change appears dramatic across the 
board. However, it is important to note the difference in actual assessments of the four 
categories.  For example, in 2008, the renovated units’ average assessment is $94,380; 
new constructions’ values are $89,584; existing/adjacent housings are $76,907; and, the 
control areas’ are $53,406. Clearly, on average, the MHFH structures’ assessment values 

                                                 
12 Owner-occupancy rates, including MHFH homeowners, are: 73% in cluster A; 73% in cluster B; 
86% in cluster C; 76% in cluster D; and, 60% in cluster E. Interestingly, when excluding MHFH 
homeowner in the calculation, all five clusters’ owner-occupancy levels are still above the 
neighborhood average. 
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are higher than both the adjacent and control area properties.13 Thus, the level of 
owner-occupancy, partnered with the assessment data demonstrates the variety of 
ways MHFH housing influenced property values in the neighborhood. 
 
Additional Investments in the Case Study Area 
 

Measuring direct results of additional investment for economic improvement in a 
distressed neighborhood can be difficult because of a number of contributing factors 
and general trends within urban markets.  Nonetheless the additional investment 
inspired by MHFH’s construction activity in the Midtown and Walnut Hill neighborhoods 
appears noteworthy.  One official from the Milwaukee Department of City Development 
remarked that MHFH served as a catalyst for development in neighborhoods that other 
groups did not have the willingness or capacity to serve (Interview B 2009). While MFHF 
may not be the sole reason for the neighborhoods’ relative improvement as a 
prospective market, she suggested that MHFH’s record lent the areas new credibility.   

There are several additional ventures into these markets worth consideration but 
we limit our focus here to two prominent examples: CityHomes and the Lindsay Heights 
neighborhood initiative14.  CityHomes, a City of Milwaukee Redevelopment Authority 
subdivision of seventy-one houses built in two stages, began construction six years after 
MHFH’s Jimmy Carter Work Project15 (Redevelopment Authority 2001). According to 
interview data, the site for CityHomes was chosen because of the proximity to 
downtown as well as the amount of continuous vacant lots available after clearance for 
the Park West Corridor, a corridor for a freeway that was never built.  However, as a 
former MHFH administrator argued, “They won’t say it directly, but I think we softened 
the neighborhood for CityHomes” (Interview C 2009). Thus, the proximity of the area to 
downtown, the amount of vacant land, as well as MHFH’s previous success in the area 
were contributing factors for launching the CityHomes.   
 Another example of new investment, arguably, following MHFH building and 
rehabilitation efforts is the Lindsay Heights neighborhood initiative, a collaboration 
between the City and Wisconsin Housing and Economic Development Association 
(WHEDA).  The Lindsay Heights initiative included ninety-four scattered site homes. Just 
as it is difficult to pinpoint the exact motivations for CityHomes, the evidence for the 
Lindsay Heights development project is suggestive rather than conclusive.  Interview 
data posits that with MHFH’s success with new infill construction in these 
neighborhoods, others saw that nonprofits could play an important role is spurring 

                                                 
13 Yet, houses adjacent to Habitat structures have assessment values that surpass the control 
areas. 
14 Two other notable examples of additional building investment in the area include Walnut 
Circle and Legacy Development. We limit our discussion here to CityHomes and the Lindsay 
Heights neighborhood initiative because they are the larger development projects.   
15 The CityHomes development is located adjacent to the Midtown neighborhood (N. 20th-22nd; 
W. Walnut – W. Vine); and, Lindsay Heights houses are located in the neighborhoods adjacent to 
the Midtown as well. 
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future development. This shift in perception, we argue, can be attributed to Habitat’s 
efforts. MHFH’s initial work of increasing the number of low-income homeowners in the 
neighborhood as well as demonstrating the market opportunity and neighborhood 
potential, as early as 1989, paved the way for private and public projects that came 
years later.  

In fact, interview data and an examination of building permit data indicates that an 
uptick in new construction business development in the research area occurred during 
the study period as well.16  Private development in a distressed neighborhood can be a 
significant indicator of improvements in real estate markets given the motivations of 
for-profit developers. Building permit data for the CityHomes and Lindsay Heights 
projects indicate project related investments of $10,239,783.  Private construction 
investments in new home construction total $1,646,960.  This data suggests the 
investment generated in the case study area and its consequence for a stronger 
neighborhood economy.  
 
Conclusion 
 

Although Habitat for Humanity (HFH) contributes a number of housing units in 
distressed neighborhoods, little is known about the impact of the organization’s 
contributions in specific urban environments.  Given that HFH increasingly views its 
affordable housing agenda as a means for neighborhood scale improvement, clearly, 
more research on this topic is warranted.  We begin to address this gap in the literature 
by evaluating HFH’s claim to neighborhood-level development with a specific focus on 
the impact of Milwaukee Habitat for Humanity (MHFH), the largest nonprofit housing 
producer in the city of Milwaukee.  From 1984 to 2005, MHFH built 162 properties in 
the Walnut Hill and Midtown areas of Milwaukee. Our analysis addresses the period 
from 1984 to 2008 to include the length of the affiliate’s work there plus additional 
assessment data for the last to be constructed.   

Our quantitative and qualitative analysis indicates that MHFH’s building in the case 
study area has had a significant economic impact and contributed to further 
neighborhood development. Specifically, our examination finds that homes renovated 
by MHFH increased in assessment value at a faster rate than the citywide average 
(Figure 8). We also find that MHFH new construction values surpass the median values 

                                                 
16 The most prominent area for new construction development within the research area is on 
West Walnut Street between the 2000 and 2200 blocks. Next door to MHFH’s Jimmy Carter 
Work Project homes built on the 2200 block of Walnut, Jeffery Kouchich built two 2,178 square 
feet, duplex homes in 1984 and 1985.  In 1991 the homes where assessed at $48,200 and 
$34,100.  Both properties have increased in value by 339% and 521% with current assessments 
at $211,500 and $211,700 respectively. More recently, three projects constructed on the 2100 
block of Walnut Street where built in 2000, one block east of the six JCWP homes constructed 
eleven years prior. Badger Home Builders constructed two homes, one 2,866 square foot home 
at $129,060 and one 3,752 square foot home at $160,000. Both properties are currently owner-
occupied and assessed at $194,500 and $214,000 respectively. These properties have 

appreciated by 34% and 25% respectively over the past eight years. 
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of homes within the communities in which they are located and that Habitat 
homeowners in these areas contribute to the city’s tax base. Further, our findings 
indicate that MHFH building in the case study area has facilitated and supported 
additional investments from other public and private entities. New homes in our area of 
study increased the stability of the neighborhood both in terms of housing values, but 
also in terms of higher rates of owner-occupancy. Therefore, the level of owner-
occupancy, taken together with the assessment data, demonstrates the neighborhood 
impacts of MHFH. This research suggests that MHFH has the ability to improve housing 
conditions for low-income homeowners and create the opportunity for future 
development from private and public entities. The organization certainly deserves 
recognition for their significant investment in the case study area and for demonstrating 
that new home construction was possible in these neighborhoods.  However, even with 
the construction of 162 Habitat properties, that housing crisis in Walnut Hill and 
Midtown remains acute after the loss of 1469 housing units in area between 1980 and 
2000 (See Figure 2).   

As Habitat’s national and international profile expands and its role as builder grows 
in cities across the United States, this research offers other urban scholars with a 
framework that can be duplicated in other cities to evaluate Habitat’s impact at the 
local level.  Such scholarship is essential during this time of growing housing insecurity 
as Habitat’s expands its affordable housing agenda into a greater number of urban areas 
with an eye towards neighborhood redevelopment.  
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Figure 1:  Case Study Area indicating Habitat for Humanity construction; Walnut Hill and 
Midtown Neighborhood Areas; and, Census Tracts for 1980, 1990 and 2000. (Source: 
Milwaukee HFH records; City of Milwaukee Neighborhood Map; US Census) 
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Figure 2: Changing Demographics for the Midtown and Walnut Hill Neighborhoods, 
1980 -2000 - Census Data by Race 
Census Tract Racial %  (Black;White) Population Total 

97 (1980) 60%; 32% 3197 

97 (1990) 78%;   8% 2993 

97 (2000) 64%;   6% 2053 

   

99 (1980) 82%; 15% 3186 

99 (1990) 93%;   6% 2684 

99 (2000) 89%;   6% 1592 

   

119 (1980) 91%;   8% 1114 

119 (1990) 97%;   2% 1206 

119 (2000) 85%;   2% 982 

   

120 (1980) 80%; 15% 1365 

120 (1990) 83%; 13% 1238 

120 (2000) 77%; 10% 846 

(Source: US Census Bureau 1980, 1990, 2000; Authors’ Analysis) 
 

Figure 3: Housing Census for the Midtown and Walnut Hill Neighborhoods, 1980-2000 – 
Housing Unit Loss  

Census Tract  Units % Change  Total Units Lost  

97 (1980)  1184   

97 (1990)    767 65% 417 

97 (2000)    480 63% 287 

    

99 (1980)    983    

99 (1990)    741 75% 242 

99 (2000)    470 63% 271 

    

119 (1980)    335   

119 (1990)    282 84%   53 

119 (2000)    314 111% +32 

    

120 (1980)    447    

120 (1990)    337 75% 110 

120 (2000)    216 64% 121 

(Source: US Census Bureau 1980, 1990, 2000; Authors’ Analysis)  
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Figure 4: MHFH’s  Renovated Units in the Washington Park, Midtown and Walnut Hill 
Neighborhoods – Assessment Analysis, 1989 -2008  

Total Change (1989-2008)  275%  

2007-2008  16%  

2006-2007  0%  

2005-2006  19%  

2004-2005  30%  

2003-2004  5%  

2002-2003  9%  

2001-2002  19%  

2000-2001  0%  

1999-2000  34%  

1998-1999  3%  

1997-1998  15%  

1996-1997  6%  

1995-1996  -17%  

1994-1995  23%  

1993-1994  -7%  

1992-1993  9%  

1991-1992  -3%  

1989-1991  -8%  

(Source: City of Milwaukee’s Assessment Data; Authors’ Analysis) 

 
 
 

Figure 5: MHFH’s New House Construction – Assessment Analysis, 1991-2008 
Total Change (1991-2008)  169%  

2007-2008  0%  

2006-2007  0%  

2005-2006  20%  

2004-2005  10%  

2003-2004  7%  

2002-2003  40%  

2001-2002  7%  

2000-2001  1%  

1999-2000  15%  

1998-1999  7%  

1997-1998  -1%  

1996-1997  8%  

1995-1996  -2%  

1994-1995  0%  

1993-1994  -2%  

1992-1993  0%  

1991-1992  0%  

(Source: City of Milwaukee’s Assessment Data; Authors’ Analysis) 
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Figure 6: Adjacent Housing Analysis, 1991-2008 
 Number of MHFH 

Homes in Cluster 
Percent Change in 
Property Values 
(1991-2008) 

Cluster A 31 319% 

Cluster B 62 

Cluster C 40 

Cluster D 10 

Cluster E 13 

Control Area 1 0 298% 

Control Area 2 0 

  
 
 

Figure 7:  Percent Change in Property Value: Clusters and Control Areas 
 Percent Change in Property 

Value: Adjacent Housing in 
Clusters A-E 

Percent Change in Property 
Value: Control Areas 

Total Change (1991-2008)  319%  298% 

2007-2008  16%  21% 

2006-2007  3%  -1% 

2005-2006  44%  48% 

2004-2005  42%  35% 

2003-2004  17%  19% 

2002-2003  5%  12% 

2001-2002  9%  10% 

2000-2001  0%  5% 

1999-2000  38%  4% 

1998-1999  0%  20% 

1997-1998  1%  1% 

1996-1997  0%  1% 

1995-1996  3%  -5% 

1994-1995  -8%  0% 

1993-1994  0%  -6% 

1992-1993  -10%  0% 

1991-1992  13%  -6% 

(Source: City of Milwaukee Assessment Records, Authors’ Analysis) 
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Figure 8: Comparison for Average Increase in Property Values for Key Years 
 2006  2005 

Renovated Homes 19% Renovated Homes 30% 

New Construction 20% New Construction 10% 

Adjacent Homes 42% Adjacent Homes 42% 

Control Areas 48% Control Areas 45% 

Citywide 13% Citywide 11.2% 

 2002  2000 

Renovated Homes 19% Renovated Homes 34% 

New Construction 7% New Construction 15% 

Adjacent Homes 9% Adjacent Homes 38% 

Control Areas 10% Control Areas 4% 

Citywide 14% Citywide 6.3% 

 1999  1998 

Renovated Homes 3% Renovated Homes 15% 

New Construction 7% New Construction -1% 

Adjacent Homes 0% Adjacent Homes 1% 

Control Areas 20% Control Areas 1% 

Citywide 6.3% Citywide 8.3% 

(Source: City of Milwaukee Assessment Records; Authors’ Analysis) 
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