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Executive Summary 

The notion of “government failure” is central to neoliberal theories. Rather than focusing on 
“market failures” and their correctives, the supporters of neoliberalism (otherwise known as the 
“new political economy”) aim to demonstrate ways that government “incompetence,” “ineffi-
ciency,” and “graft” pollute or completely block the provision of adequate public services. Little 
work has been done, however, in determining the extent to which this notion has been accepted 
within the mainstream, or the ways in which examples have been deployed to highlight or solve 
“government failure.”  

This study analyses the way in which the organization Habitat for Humanity has been depicted 
as a challenge to interventionist government, and as such as an alternative to “government fail-
ure.” A qualitative and quantitative content analysis of 1,427 news articles that included “Habitat 
for Humanity” from six North American newspapers was conducted to determine the extent to 
which the organization has become normalized as a viable alternative to state-delivered housing 
in particular, and Keynesian welfarism in general.  

The paper adds to the argument that neoliberal assumptions, originally associated with a small 
cadre of right-winged political economists, have permeated mainstream attitudes towards the 
role of government in the provision of public goods. 
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1. Introduction 

The efforts of the Republican congressional majority to reduce and reorganize a wide 
range of social welfare programs − food stamps, Aid to Families With Dependent Chil-
dren, and housing subsidies among them − have made clear how conservatives will 
deal with programs that they don’t believe in. But in an era both of budget constraints 
and of a revaluation of the role of government, another question arises: What should 
conservative governance do for the causes it does believe in? […] An early indicator has 
arisen in the form of a proposal to authorize $25 million in federal aid for Habitat for Hu-
manity, the volunteer-based non-profit builder of low-cost homes for the poor […] It is 
the sort of tough-minded compassion of which Mr. Gingrich, as influenced by social his-
torian Marvin Olasky, approves. (Howard Husock, 1995; Wall Street Journal) 

Though it would be disingenuous to suggest that an op-ed quote by a noted conservative 
economist in the most widely read economic conservative newspaper in the United States is 
representative of mainstream opinion, it is curious to note how often this sentiment has been 
expressed in conservative and liberal publications alike. The organization Habitat for Humanity 
has been repeatedly depicted as an example of “what works” − an antidote to “inefficient,” 
“bloated,” “misguided,” or “corrupt” governments at various levels.  

This paper is an attempt to discern the extent to which such quotes are anomalous or part of a 
pattern. If there is a rise of its usage as such, to what extent is this limited to the centre-right 
press? To what extent, moreover, is this an example of American exceptionalism?  

Answering these questions involved a detailed content analysis of news articles from six U.S. 
and Canadian newspapers. I am not trying to evaluate whether or not Habitat actually has been 
a replacement for the welfare state − it has not − but rather the way that it has been discursively 
framed (or not) as such.1 I am attempting to discern the extent to which Habitat for Humanity 
has been absorbed into a public consciousness that is becoming increasingly neoliberal. 

 
1  It is also not meant to impugn the motives of Habitat for Humanity staff, volunteers or the organization. I am, for 

the record, sympathetic to almost any organization which devotes itself to ameliorating some form of poverty. It is 
not even meant to question the motives of the media in referring to the organization.  
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2. “Government failure” and its “solutions” under 
neoliberalism 

Neoliberalism is a common focus within urban studies. Scholars have argued that neoliberalism 
has changed everything from assumptions about political economy (Peck, 2008; Harvey, 2005), 
to the way that cities are governed and experienced (Mitchell, 2004; Wilson, 2004).  

There is a great deal of debate about what exactly is and is not2 “neoliberalism.” Drawing largely 
on the work of Hayek (1960) and Friedman (1962), who both selectively reincarnated elements 
of classical liberalism from the late 18th and early 19th century, I centre the definition around 
three themes.3 First, and foremost, neoliberalism venerates the individual, and individual auton-
omy, at almost all expense, and certainly over collective decisions and policies. Second, neolib-
eralism values markets as the most effective means through which to facilitate individual utility-
maximizing behaviour − or in plain terms, the best means through which to give individuals the 
ability to make their own choices. Third, neoliberalism vilifies state actions (and often the state 
itself) that inhibit either the choices of individuals or the workings of markets. I view neoliberal-
ism as a selective reincarnation of classical liberalism. It is positioned against socialism, 
Keynesian-styled economic management, and its more famous philosophical variant, “egalitar-
ian liberalism.”4  

The notion of “government failure” is central to theories of neoliberal normativity (Hackworth, 
2007; Harvey, 2005). The notion rests on the assumption that government is less than perfect, 
or at the very least materially inferior to markets at producing and distributing public goods. 
There is a large and growing literature on “government failure,” penned largely by scholars who 

 
2  Several articles have dealt in depth with the difficulty of defining and conceptualizing neoliberalism, including 

Hackworth and Moriah (2006) and Sparke (2006). 
3  This definition has been condensed considerably to conserve space. For a more elaborate definition see Hack-

worth (2007). 
4  Egalitarian liberalism developed in the late 19th century (largely following J.S. Mill) as a reaction to the fatalism of 

classical liberalism. Central to this project is the notion that some form of redistribution and regulation is neces-
sary by government to ensure that the individual freedoms so central to all of liberalism can be realized (Girvetz, 
1963). Egalitarian liberalism is the form that most North Americans are referring to when they use the descriptor 
“liberal” (much to the dismay of both Hayek and Friedman who felt that egalitarian liberalism was a corruption of 
the word). In this paper, “liberal” is used as short-hand for “egalitarian liberal,” while “neoliberal” refers to the 
aformentioned revival of classical liberalism (following Hayek and Friedman). 
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are sceptical of government regulation. The “government failure” literature was, and continues 
to be, built on the political desire to provide an antidote to the notion of “market failures,” which 
dominated economic thought and policy during the postwar period in the United States and 
much of the developed world (Liu, 2007; Wallis and Dollery, 2002; Montgomery and Bean, 
1999). “Market failure” economists, especially following Samuelson (1954), focused on ways of 
using government to reduce inefficiencies and inequities in the production and distribution of 
goods and services. Four main “failures” were central to this line of thought.  

First, markets would likely fail if there was “imperfect competition” − the idea that industries, if 
left alone would actually tend toward a limited number of firms (a pure monopoly being the most 
extreme case). Without adequate competition, output would be lower and prices higher than un-
der “perfect competition.”  

Second, some goods were considered “public” or “social” to the extent that they are collectively 
consumed and very difficult to price on an individual basis. A commonly used example of this 
type of good is national defence, but infrastructure and transportation networks have been fi-
nanced using a similar justification.  

Third, the presence of “externalities” (primarily negative) could induce a form of market failure 
that would necessitate government intervention. Many firms do not factor the full (external) cost 
of production into their price, so it was acceptable for governments to intervene through taxation 
and regulation to make sure that the firms that generate such externalities have to pay at least a 
portion of their costs, directly or indirectly. The pollution generated, for example, in the produc-
tion of an automobile is not directly factored into its price, even though it is a tangible cost that 
often gets transferred to a city, state, or province. 

Fourth, “imperfect information” was considered a source of market failure by mainstream 
economists, because ideal-type markets cannot work properly without complete or almost com-
plete information on product prices, characteristics, and so on.  

Though most Keynesian economists never intended for non-market forms of failure to serve as 
justifications for intervention, one could also add a fifth type of “failure” to this typology, because 
of its importance for justifying government expenditures. Specifically, some state intervention 
was justified because markets tended not to protect minimum socially acceptable standards for 
important commodities like housing and settings like the workplace. Many economists never 
considered such failures as the responsibility of the market, but the transparent inability of 
stand-alone markets to generate adequate housing, health care, safe working conditions, and 
infrastructure served as a powerful social justification within the discourse of “market failures” 
and more generally Keynesian economic policy.  

Overall, the focus on “market failures” whether “purely economic” or not, served to justify the in-
tervention by government to solve such “failures” in the postwar period. At the municipal level, 
these ideas helped to justify regulations like Euclidean zoning, property taxes, and building 
codes, not to mention (federally funded, but locally managed) redistributions such as public 
housing, unemployment insurance, and food stamps.  

Though Hayek (1944; 1960) and Friedman (1962) were actively challenging the focus on “mar-
ket failures” and explicitly addressing the failures of government during the mid-20th century (the 
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apex of the market failures literature), it was not until the late 1970s that a formalized “govern-
ment failures” literature began to emerge. The literature on “government failure” is broad and 
varied, and some would argue that it lacks the theoretical foundation of market failure theory 
(Liu, 2007), but it is possible to trace it to a number of traditions, including the work of Adam 
Smith (Reisman, 1998), Wolf’s model of non-market failures (Wallis and Dollery, 2002), and ra-
tional choice theory, particularly the public choice “capture” literature and Austrian political 
economy (Harris, 2007). Whatever the specific source of inspiration, the literature is unified 
around the desire to develop a concept of “government failure” that is theoretically analogous 
with “market failure.”  

The actual focus of applied studies within this literature is somewhat varied but almost always 
consists of a one or more case studies that situate or highlight a public good whose distribution 
or production was either corrupted, distorted, or inhibited by the actions of government at some 
level. To name but a few of the many examples, Harris (2007) argues misguided regulatory 
schemes in Victoria Australia led to an increase in in-stream salinity, while for Winston (2000) 
government failure is to blame for nothing less than nearly all public transit and congestion prob-
lems in the United States and the United Kingdom. Other articles highlight examples of “public 
goods” that are successfully produced and delivered by private entities, such as Montgomery 
and Bean’s (1999) study of privately built climate-controlled walkways in North American cities.5  

The nature of the “failure” varies somewhat depending on the topic, but the most common fail-
ures found in the literature were:  
 the failure of government to efficiently provide public goods (see Chang, 1997);  
 the presence of special interests who have “captured” elements of the government and in-

fluence government officials to govern in a non-optimal way (Wallis and Dollery, 2002);  
 the graft, corruption, or misguided or malevolent intentions of public officials that distort mar-

kets (Meier, 1993).  

Most articles that highlight “government failure” end by arguing that privatization is the “answer” 
to the putative problem created by “government failure.” It is unclear the extent to which such 
ideas are the cause of or simply the product of larger shifts within the broader public sphere 
(Wallis and Dollery, 2002) − as Chang (1997) argues, they are probably both. At a minimum, as 
Wallis and Dollery (2002) point out, the notion of “government failure” has been associated with 
various efforts in the United States, United Kingdom, Canada, and New Zealand (among many 
others) to “reform” government − to make it run more efficiently, “like a business” (Box, 1999). It 
is also clear that such ideas have served as an important justification for reducing regulation in 
the developed and less-developed world alike. 

This is not to say that such ideas have gone unchallenged. Considerable critique has come from 
urbanists, this author included. We know a great deal about the means through which these as-
sumptions are promoted, particularly the role of think tanks (Peck, 2006), large international in-
stitutions like the International Monetary Fund (Harvey, 2005), and business interests keen on 
co-opting the language of liberalism for their own ends (Mitchell, 2004). But almost entirely 

 
5  This tack is much less common because as many government failure theorists are quick to argue, there are very 

few public goods that are completely private in their production and distribution (so there are not many examples 
to celebrate). 
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missing from either the “government failure” literature, or the many that are critical of it, is some 
consideration of these ideas have or have not, percolated into mainstream political thought 
about the role of government. Many critical urban scholars have argued emphatically that there 
is a nearly all-pervasive neoliberalization occurring during the same time period, that both re-
flects and shapes public opinion and policy (Anderson, 2000; Wilson, 2004; Peck and Tickell, 
2002). So strong is this ethos that David Harvey (2005) recently suggested that it might be time 
to declare that “we are all neoliberals now,” reversing President Nixon’s famous declaration that 
“we are all Keynesians now” in 1974. If this is true, surely there would be evidence to support 
this notion within the mainstream press. Has there, for example, been a rise in the invocation of 
“government failure” in the media that broadly reflects a change of ethos? If so, what types of 
“failures” are highlighted and what types of “solutions” are put forth as replacements?  

This paper attempts to address some of these questions by analyzing the way that one organi-
zation, Habitat for Humanity, has been framed in the media during the past 30 years. The basic 
argument is that Habitat for Humanity has been normalized as an alternative to government fail-
ure in the public sphere and that this roughly parallels the rise of anti-government neoliberal 
normativity during the past 30 years. 
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3. Habitat for Humanity 

Habitat for Humanity was created in Americus, Georgia 1976 by Millard Fuller, a Georgia corpo-
rate lawyer who had grown disaffected with his life and wanted to return something to society 
(Fuller and Scott, 1980). He established the organization as one that relied on volunteers to help 
build and finance houses for those in need. In order to qualify for a house, recipients had to con-
tribute a significant amount of labour toward its construction (initially 500 hours, now as low as 
300 in some locations), and to adhere to various credit and criminal background checks. To 
Fuller, the organization is built first and foremost upon religious principles. As he notes in a 2006 
discussion of the organization: 

I placed a sign in a window in Americus, Georgia, proclaiming the opening of Habitat for 
Humanity. This is God’s work. Habitat for Humanity is a Christian ministry created to 
witness to the gospel of Jesus Christ. Churches, therefore, are natural and primary part-
ners (p. 49) 

Though the range of volunteers and housing recipients are relatively pluralistic (see Hayes, 
2002 for an interesting discussion of this), Fuller himself ties the organization explicitly to its 
Christian roots. In later work on the organization the phrase “Jesus economics” emerged (and is 
used by Fuller himself) to describe the foundation of the organization (Baggett, 2001). 

It has become the favourite charity of a number of high profile politicians and celebrities during 
its existence, perhaps none more committed as Jimmy Carter. Carter has made the organiza-
tion famous since leaving office in 1981, volunteering to help build its houses in many parts of 
the world. It is one of the most common myths about the organization − one that is pleasantly 
corrected by Habitat staff − that Carter is the founder of the organization. The organization has 
also become very popular with anti-government politicians like Newt Gingrich as well. Until very 
recently it refused to take government funds at all. It still refuses to take direct government con-
tributions; it will only accept land and other in-kind contributions from government (Nagel, 1998). 

As of 2008, the organization had built over 250,000 units worldwide, and had affiliates in 90 
countries (Habitat for Humanity, 2008). It first came to Canada in 1985 − specifically to Winkler, 
Manitoba (Habitat Canada, 2008) − but did not become a significant player in the affordable 
housing scene in large cities like Toronto until the mid-1990s, because land costs were so high. 
It is also worth noting that in Canada − as in many of the other countries, including the United 
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States, that Habitat serves − the role of the organization increased along with the precipitous 
decrease in government-provided affordable housing in the 1990s.  

Recently the organization experienced a high-profile shake-up in which Millard Fuller was fired 
from the Board of Directors for allegations of sexual harassment (New York Times, 2007). Fuller 
has gone on to start his own competing organization, The Fuller Center for Housing. Beneath 
the salacious details of Fuller’s exit, is a fundamental transition to a more “professional” non-
profit organization. Habitat’s new directors are more interested in working with governments, re-
quire higher affiliate fees to be paid directly to the main organization, and have engaged in a 
much larger marketing campaign than was previously the case.  

Recent examples of the latter include high-profile celebrity involvement in the organization (Jon 
Bon Jovi), glossy ads in magazines and national television commercials in the United States 
and Canada designed, first and foremost to bring in funds, but also to enhance the organiza-
tion’s “brand.” Focus on “branding” has become a mild obsession for the organization. As one 
Habitat official, interviewed for this study boasted, “[our brand value is] somewhere between 
McDonalds and Starbucks.” This departs radically from the original highly diffuse model envis-
aged and built by Fuller. The current-day Habitat is more centralized, secular, and willing to 
partner with government than its predecessor. 

Why focus on Habitat for Humanity as a case for this study? First, surprisingly little has been 
written about this organization in academic journals, and none (to the knowledge of this author) 
has been written on this particular angle. Notable exceptions include an article written by Hayes 
(2002) which argues that Habitat for Humanity can have a key role in enhancing social capital, 
and a book by Baggett (2001) which argues that the organization inspires a sort of public relig-
ion for all. Books by current and former directors (Fuller and Scott, 1980; Reckford, 2007; Frye, 
1996) are interesting reads, but understandably not intended to critically evaluate its positioning 
within the wider political economy. Some notable exceptions include the analyses by Kumar Giri 
(2002), Leonard (2006) and Trigg and Nabangi (1995) that address some of Habitat’s limita-
tions, but all are generally uncritical of its central mission. In part, the effusive nature of cover-
age about Habitat is an expression of how widely respected the organization is to groups of 
varying perspective. But it does not change the relative dearth of basic, critical scholarship on 
the topic. 

Second, Habitat is seen as a “solution,” or at least part of the solution, by vantage points across 
the political spectrum, and increasingly across the globe. So, it is a suitable candidate to evalu-
ate the ways that this model is deployed in a variety of contexts. The Habitat model appeals to 
social conservatives because of its focus on “Jesus economics” (Baggett, 2001; Fuller and 
Scott, 1980), or the redemptive power of religion in social mobility. It appeals to neoliberals 
(economic conservatives) because it portends a social welfare system that does not involve the 
state − until very recently it did not take contributions from government. It appeals to the Left, 
broadly defined, because it is focused on poverty amelioration at a time when virtually no large-
scale federal housing program (in either Canada or the United States), other than subsidies for 
homeownership, exist. It is difficult to think of another organization, model or idea within social 
service provision that enjoys such widespread sympathy.  

Third, it is also difficult to imagine another organization where the public perception of its capac-
ity differs so radically from its reality. The public perception − reflected in the articles discussed 
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below − of the organization ranges from “could be helpful for ameliorating the housing problem” 
to “should be the central vehicle for dismantling government-led housing programs.” This is 
radically different from the message put forth by Habitat for Humanity itself. Though most Habi-
tat officials are very positive about their organization, most are also very careful to clarify the or-
ganization’s limitations in direct conversations, in press releases, or on their website. Many em-
phasize the fact that the organization is much too small and disparately organized (even with 
the re-organization) to meet the needs of all in need, or even of a sizeable portion of them.  

As part of this study, I asked Habitat officials and perused websites to assess its capacity. Habi-
tat International officials noted that the figures were not kept centrally but local affiliates revealed 
their own numbers in some cases. Even this limited sample of responses underscores the ca-
pacity limitations of the organization. Los Angeles, for example, receives roughly 100 applica-
tions for every house it is able to build, according to an interview conducted as part of this study. 
Habitat New York City received over 5000 requests for applications in 2006 and were able to 
eventually build 41 homes.6 

Rates in smaller cities and rural areas are similarly low. In Omaha, Nebraska, 500 to 600 people 
request applications, 160 complete them, and 20 houses are eventually built (Habitat Omaha, 
2007). Canadian figures are similarly low. In Toronto, approximately 100 potential clients take 
applications, 10 complete them, with 1 eventually resulting in a home.7 In Vancouver, British Co-
lumbia, the Habitat affiliate receives 20 to 30 inquiries a week, approximately 50 percent of 
which are eliminated due to some criteria (usually income being too low). Every few years, the 
300 pre-screened families are invited to an information session about going further, about 20 to 
30 percent (60-90 families) of whom then fill out formal applications, which result in about 4 
families receiving homes.  

I report these figures not to minimize the importance of the organization, but to highlight its in-
herent capacity limitations, and to contrast them with its “potential” as expressed through the 
mainstream press. This tension between the capacity limitations of the organization, its branding 
practices that tend to obfuscate them, and a public dialogue that positions the organization as a 
potential salve for the housing crisis, creates an interesting space within which to ask these 
questions.

 
6  According to an interview with an official familiar with Habitat NYC. 
7  According to an interview with an official familiar with the Toronto Habitat affiliate.  
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4. Method 

Content analysis is a valuable method for discerning meaning from texts that were written for 
popular consumption. The method is widely used by sociologists, geographers, and cultural 
studies scholars. Within urban studies, one of the most valuable (for present purposes) study 
was completed by Robert Beauregard (2002) in his book Voices of Decline. There, he uses print 
media − newspapers and magazines − to assess changes in the way that commentators framed 
the American city as a declining place, and how in turn these printed views helped re-position 
public opinion. Like many other users of this method, Beauregard is quick to point out that con-
tent (or discourse) analysis is both a reflection of and a driver of the public dialogue on a par-
ticular topic. Newspapers both represent and produce viewpoints that are part of the public dis-
course. This discourse helps shape, and is itself shaped by policy and political decisions that 
shape the urban landscape and the welfare state. 

A manifest and latent content analysis8 was performed on all articles featuring the phrase “Habi-
tat for Humanity” in either the title or the text of six selected newspapers from 1976 to present9: 
The New York Times,10 The Wall Street Journal,11 The Washington Times12 from the United 
States; and The Globe and Mail,13 The National Post,14 and The Toronto Star15 from Canada. 

 
8  I define a manifest and latent content analyses as being two ends of a spectrum. Manifest analyses are more 

systematic, less interpretative and often more quantitative than latent (or discourse) analysis. Latent analyses 
are more interpretive, qualitative and contextual. In practice, most content analyses contain elements of both. 
Habitat for Humanity opened its first affiliate in the U.S. in 1976, so we searched for articles that went back as 
close to this date as possible. Habitat for Humanity Canada did not, however, open its first affiliate until 1985 in 
Winkler Manitoba, so the Canadian search went back to this date (1985). 

9  These searches were completed in June of 2008, but given that 2008 was not yet a full year, articles from that 
year were omitted.  

10  Articles from The New York Times were obtained through Factiva for the period 1980-2007, and by Proquest for 
the period 1976-1980. 

11  Articles from The Wall Street Journal were obtained through Factiva for the period 1979-2007, by print index vol-
umes of The Wall Street Journal for the years 1976-1979. 

12  The Washington Times was established in 1982. Articles from The Washington Times were obtained through 
Factiva for the period 1988-2008. We were unable to gain access to The Washington Times archives for the pe-
riod 1982-1988. 

13  Articles from the Globe and Mail were obtained from Factiva for the period 1985-2007. 
14  The National Post was established in 1998. In addition to adopting a general audience format the National Post 

absorbed the existing Financial Post (which dates back to 1907). Articles after 1998 are thus found under “Na-
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These six newspapers were deliberately chosen to span the mainstream political spectrum, and 
suitable representatives from Canada and the United States so that geography and political ori-
entation could be factored into the analysis later. Table 1 displays the circulation numbers and 
national rank of the newspapers used in this analysis. Two important caveats are in order before 
going into a justification of each individual newspapers.  

Table 1: Average daily print circulation for newspapers analyzed in this study 

Newspaper Daily Circulation National Rank 
New York Times 1,077,256 3 
Wall Street Journal 2,069,463 2 
Washington Times 93,763 >100 
Toronto Star 436,694 1 
Globe and Mail 312,713 2 
National/ Financial Post 209,595 6 

Sources: Audit Bureau of Circulations and Canadian Newspaper Association;  
circulation averages for the six months ended March 31, 2008. 

 
First, I do not want to make too much of the “liberal-conservative” divide as it expresses itself or 
not in newspapers. I freely acknowledge that the coverage in these newspapers is motivated by 
a much more nuanced variety of concerns than being true to “liberal” or “conservative” princi-
ples, and I also acknowledge that such labels are more often cast by opponents of the publica-
tion than by scholars.  

Second, I do not want to reify false nationalisms by suggesting that that the Canadian and 
American newspapers hold a strict nationalist line in choosing articles and perspectives. But I 
also understand that each of these newspapers has an identity within the public culture of their 
respective countries that is not entirely random, nor entirely unrelated to their selection of news 
items and perspective. Though many of the stories are filed by the Associated Press, Reuters or 
some other wire service, the newspaper themselves decide which to print and which to omit. At 
a minimum, this analysis should help clarify how useful these labels are. 

From the United States, I chose three newspapers to maximize the political spectrum of nation-
ally-focused newspapers.  

The New York Times is one of the most widely-respected newspapers in the United States. It 
aims for a balance of regional, national, and international coverage. Its editorial principles have 
been associated with liberal (centre left) causes, especially by the social and economic Right.  

The Wall Street Journal has a more specialized but slightly larger readership. It is primarily a 
business-oriented publication, but it does provide an array of national political coverage from a 
perspective that is understood by this author as “economic conservative.”  

                                                                                                                                                          
tional Post” while pre-1998 articles were found under “Financial Post.” Articles for this publication (Na-
tional/Financial Post) were obtained from Factiva for the period 1998-2007 and from proquest for the period 
1985-1998. 

15  Articles from The Toronto Star were obtained from Factiva for the periods 1985-2002, and 2004-2007. For rea-
sons that are unclear, Factiva did not have access to Toronto Star articles for 2003, so Proquest was used for 
that year. 
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The Washington Times is the newest of the U.S. publications and was chosen because it is a 
resolutely conservative publication (both socially and economically) which attempts to provide 
some national coverage.  

In Canada, where the political spectrum and its media representatives are somewhat different, I 
chose three publications.  

The Toronto Star is the largest paper (by readership) in Canada, and is generally considered a 
“liberal” publication. But The Star is also more regionally focused than any of the other choices 
in this study, so The Globe and Mail was also included.  

The Globe and Mail does not have a strong political identity within Canadian society, but it is a 
highly regarded mainstream publication that was included here to protect against over-
representing stories about Toronto.  

The National Post is a nationally-focused newspaper owned by the conservative icon (and now 
convicted felon) Conrad Black. It has existed as a national newspaper since 1998, but was pre-
ceded by The Financial Post, a business-focused publication that generally held the same eco-
nomically conservative viewpoint as The National Post.  

There were no perfect equivalents to The Washington Times in Canada, as social conservatism 
does not enjoy the same place in the public culture in Canada as it does in the United States. 

All articles that included the phrase “Habitat for Humanity” in either the title or the body were re-
trieved and compiled into a searchable database. This yielded an initial sample of 1,427 articles 
(see Table 2). Each article was then read, analyzed, and then coded.  

The first step was to eliminate all incidental references to Habitat for Humanity so that the focus 
could remain on the most substantive references. To do this only articles with the following crite-
ria were retained: (1) “Habitat” in the title and the text; or (2) At least one full sentence in the text 
that was about some aspect of the organization.16  

A total of 532 (or 37.3 percent) of the articles met at least one of these criteria and were ana-
lyzed more closely. First, they were read for qualitative meaning − particularly focusing on con-
text, the way that Habitat is framed as an organization, and intended and unintended political 
perspectives expressed using the organization as a vehicle. Second, they were coded on two 
separate dimensions that could be analyzed quantitatively. 

The religiosity of the descriptors used to refer to Habitat for Humanity was the first dimension 
coded and analyzed. This was studied to see if there were any differences in the way that the 
organization was characterized vis-à-vis its religious roots. Was there a discernable rise or fall in 

 
16  This eliminated many articles where Habitat for Humanity was mentioned only in an incidental way. Some of the 

more common forms of incidental references included: (a) wedding announcements in which Habitat was men-
tioned as a place where the bride or groom had volunteered; (b) announcements of events such as “a benefit 
was held for Habitat,” with no other information (although references such as “Habitat, which renovates housing 
in Bridgeport and enlists volunteers since 1993” were retained); (c) any repeats or very close pieces within the 
same newspaper; (d) photo captions not attached to a larger article that discussed Habitat; e) corrections of pre-
vious articles; and (e) advertisements for “Restore,” a building thrift shop managed by Habitat Canada (some 
were kept if substantive mention of Habitat for Humanity occurred in the text, but most of these were classified 
ads repeated on a regular basis). 
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the religiosity of Habitat for Humanity descriptors? As the model became more normalized over 
time was there a secularization of its descriptors? Were any changes in this regard attributable 
to the political bent of the news source or the source country?  

Table 2: Annual totals for all news articles that contain “Habitat for Humanity” in the text 
or title, selected newspapers, 1976-2007 
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2007 49 7 8 37 18 34 153 
2006 38 12 11 41 17 18 137 
2005 29 10 7 43 8 14 111 
2004 18 2 11 59 6 13 109 
2003 28 2 13 42 9 14 108 
2002 28 7 16 54 3 4 112 
2001 33 10 24 20 5 5 97 
2000 32 12 18 31 6 4 103 
1999 22 3 20 16 3 4 68 
1998 11 6 20 8 0 3 48 
1997 32 2 24 10 2 2 72 
1996 16 10 25 6 0 1 58 
1995 18 5 31 9 1 2 66 
1994 15 2 12 8 0 1 38 
1993 6 3 6 10 3 6 34 
1992 10 3 10 8 0 4 35 
1991 8 2 4 0 0 0 14 
1990 4 1 4 1 0 1 11 
1989 5 1 - 4 0 1 11 
1988 2 1 - 0 0 2 5 
1987 2 1 - 2 0 0 5 
1986 7 0 - 3 0 0 10 
1985 4 1 - 0 0 1 6 
1984 13 1 -    14 
1983 0 0 -    0 
1982 1 0     1 
1981 1 0     1 
1980 0 0     0 
1979 0 0     0 
1978 0 0     0 
1977 0 0     0 
1976 0 0     0 
Total 432 104 264 412 81 134 1427 
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To code for this, articles were classified according to the descriptor used to describe Habitat for 
Humanity in the text. Only direct references to the organization were included in this analysis 
(religious, secular or other). Table 3 provides a selection of secular and religious phrases used 
to describe Habitat for Humanity in the text to give the reader a clearer sense of what was being 
classified. The frequency of these descriptors were then analyzed using chi-square statistics to 
see if variation could be attributed to time, geography, or the political bent of the newspapers in 
question. More interpretive analysis of meaning in the articles was also completed. Emphasis is 
on the most prevalent themes in the descriptions below. 

Table 3: Examples of religious and secular descriptors for Habitat for Humanity  

Examples of Religious Descriptors Examples of Secular Descriptors 
 

“a religious charity”;  
“an ecumenical house-building group”;  
“an ecumenical Christian organization”;  

“an ecumenical organization”;   
“a faith-based organization”;  

“a single-issue evangelical group”;  
“a Christian group”;  

“a faith-based NGO”;  
“a Georgia-based Christian group” 

 
“a social service” 

 “a public-private partnership” 
 “a charity” 

 “a non-profit organization” 
 “a low income housing initiative” 

 “a volunteer-based non-profit builder” 
 “a housing provider” 

 “a network of volunteers” 
 “a partnership venture of businesses 

 individual donors and volunteers” 
 “housing advocacy organization” 
 “volunteer home-building group” 

 “that Jimmy Carter group” 
 “a good social cancer spreading lot by lot” 

 “a good cause” 
 “an international self-help organization” 

 
 
The second dimension for classification was the positioning of Habitat for Humanity vis-à-vis the 
government. Here, I was interested in the extent to which Habitat for Humanity was framed as 
either a replacement for or a direct challenge of interventionist government. For the quantitative 
portion of this study, attention was paid only where it was clear positioning of Habitat for Hu-
manity could be discerned. This happened in three principal ways as shown in Table 4 and ex-
plained in detail below. There were many instances where it could be plausibly interpreted that 
Habitat for Humanity was indirectly being deployed as an alternative to the welfare state. These 
were also analyzed.  
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Table 4: Three ways that Habitat for Humanity was presented as a “replacement” or 
“solution” to “government failure”  

Representation Example Article Representative Quote 
Habitat for Humanity as 
a replacement for the 
welfare state 

Wall Street Journal, 
1996 

“The idea, endorsed by GOP presidential chal-
lenger Robert Dole, is simple enough. Give 
money to a private charity whose work you sup-
port and the government will give you a tax credit 
equal to your donation. ‘It would present Ameri-
cans with a stark choice,’ Mr. Dole said recently. 
‘Give your money to the Department of Housing 
and Urban Development, or give it to Habitat for 
Humanity . . . to big government, or to Big Broth-
ers and Big Sisters.’” 

Habitat for Humanity as 
an antidote to welfare 
state 

New York Times,  
1994 

“Nicknamed by an anonymous volunteer ‘The 
Ministry of the Hammer,’ Habitat for Humanity In-
ternational, founded in 1976 in Americus, Ga., 
uses no public funds. It is underwritten by 
churches, synagogues, individuals and corpora-
tions in 500 American cities and 45 foreign coun-
tries.” 

The local managerialist 
state as an obstacle to 
Habitat for Humanity 

Toronto Star,  
2002a 

“Despite the fact the houses are sold at cost to 
people who wouldn't otherwise be able to buy 
them, the city doesn't give Habitat a blanket ex-
emption on development fees.” 
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5. Recurrent Themes 

It is difficult, if not impossible, to survey comprehensively the contents of 1,427 different news 
articles, from two different countries, and a variety of political perspectives, but a few themes 
emerged as most salient for this discussion. First, as Tables 4 and 5 suggest, the sheer number 
of references to the organization has steadily increased over time. Very few articles about the 
organization were published in the late 1970s and early 1980s, but by the 1990s all newspapers 
displayed substantial coverage of the organization.  

Hidden beneath these numbers is the fact that by the late 1990s and early 2000s, the organiza-
tion was referred to more casually, with no explanation of its origins or purpose, a sign that the 
organization had achieved “brand value,” or had become a known entity within public culture. A 
2004 Toronto Star article even quipped about this familiarity in a characteristically effusive way: 

You know Habitat. […] They buy land and build affordable housing for families in need, 
using donated material and volunteer labour; some professional and some amateur. […] 
Sounds simple, sounds pragmatic, sounds brilliant. 

The implication of this word choice is, of course, that the organization and its principles are part 
of the public culture and that readers should know what they do. Almost all references to Habitat 
were as positive as this one, regardless of the time, country, or political inclinations of the news-
paper. Only in 25 out of 1,427 cases was Habitat for Humanity framed negatively at all, and in 
even fewer cases was it framed as inferior to government or government-provided housing. The 
praise ranged from implied to utterly effusive. The vast majority praised some aspect of Habitat, 
whether it be the “heroic” volunteer, the organization itself, or how the organization must con-
tend with governments at various levels who inappropriately step in the way.  

There was a great deal of variation in religious descriptors used, but a general decline in all de-
scriptors (religious and secular) later in the sample, in part because of the growing familiarity of 
the organization. Table 5 displays this more clearly. It shows how religious descriptors were 
more commonly used in the 1990s than today, but it also shows that the same is true of secular 
descriptors. In the mid-1990s for example it was not possible to find articles that featured sen-
tences “Habitat for Humanity wears its Christianity on its sleeve and its boosters are not shy 
about promoting its virtues” (Toronto Star, 1993b). By the later part of that decade and the early 
part of this one, such characterizations were fewer and far more muted when they did occur. 
Habitat was framed increasingly blandly as a secular or non-descript organization without  
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Table 5: Temporal change in the deployment of Habitat for Humanity as a “solution” to 
“government failure,” and as a religious institution 
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2007 153 54 35.3% 12 22.2% 4 7.4% 13 24.1%
2006 137 43 31.4% 1 2.3% 2 4.7% 10 23.3%
2005 111 40 36.0% 6 15.0% 7 17.5% 7 17.5%
2004 109 44 40.4% 4 9.1% 2 4.5% 15 34.1%
2003 108 48 44.4% 3 6.3% 6 12.5% 8 16.7%
2002 112 41 36.6% 12 29.3% 1 2.4% 21 51.2%
2001 97 31 32.0% 3 9.7% 6 19.4% 13 41.9%
2000 103 34 33.0% 5 14.7% 4 11.8% 13 38.2%
1999 68 14 20.6% 1 7.1% 2 14.3% 7 50.0%
1998 48 16 33.3% 1 6.3% 3 18.8% 10 62.5%
1997 72 23 31.9% 4 17.4% 0 - 13 56.5%
1996 58 18 31.0% 4 22.2% 2 11.1% 4 22.2%
1995 66 25 37.9% 10 40.0% 6 24.0% 13 52.0%
1994 38 13 34.2% 0 - 3 23.1% 8 61.5%
1993 34 21 61.8% 3 14.3% 10 47.6% 6 28.6%
1992 35 18 51.4% 1 5.6% 1 5.6% 12 66.7%
1991 14 5 35.7% 1 20.0% 1 20.0% 3 60.0%
1990 11 7 63.6% 0 - 3 42.9% 2 28.6%
1989 11 7 63.6% 1 14.3% 5 71.4% 2 28.6%
1988 5 3 60.0% 0 - 0 - 2 66.7%
1987 5 5 100.0% 1 20.0% 2 40.0% 2 40.0%
1986 10 6 60.0% 0 - 1 16.7% 4 66.7%
1985 6 6 100.0% 0 - 3 50.0% 1 16.7%
1984 14 8 57.1% 0 - 6 75.0% 2 25.0%
1983 0 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 -
1982 1 1 100.0% 0 - 1 100.0% 0 -
1981 1 1 100.0% 0 - 1 100.0% 0 -
1980 0 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 -
1979 0 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 -
1978 0 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 -
1977 0 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 -
1976 0 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 -
Total 1,427 532 37.3% 73 13.7% 82 15.4% 191 35.9%
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reference to its religious origins. This was especially the case for The Toronto Star, The New 
York Times, and The Globe and Mail. Somewhat in contrast to this there was a small uptick in 
the religious emphasis subtly (not represented in Table 5) and explicitly (expressed in Table 5) 
in religious emphasis in mid-1990s, and early 2000s from Washington Times and Wall Street 
Journal.  

Table 5 also shows the incidence of articles in which Habitat was deployed as a “solution” to 
“government failure.” The frequency of articles in which Habitat was cast as such ranges from 
6.3 to 40 percent of the articles for a given year. This in sharp contrast to the cases (overall only 
25) in which Habitat is framed as inferior to government (0.7 to 20 percent for a given year). But 
even this contrast grossly understates the level of anti-welfarism in Habitat references for two 
reasons: (a) it excludes incidental mentions of it as such which were somewhat common in the 
Wall Street Journal and Washington Times; and (b) it excludes all cases where Habitat was, by 
implication, framed as a replacement for government (discussed below).  

Nevertheless, Table 5 gives us a useful indication of change over time. Beneath the numbers, it 
should be noted, not surprisingly, that The Washington Times and The Wall Street Journal were 
the most common sources of anti-welfarism in their framing of Habitat. Much more surprisingly, 
The Toronto Star was, by far, the most common source of framing Habitat as a challenge to lo-
cal government. 

Habitat for Humanity as a direct “solution” for “government failure” 

Though some of the rhetorical devices used to frame Habitat involved interpretation on the au-
thor’s part (as every content analysis does), there were several instances in which no interpreta-
tion was necessary, as the organization was directly being framed as an alternative to a vilified 
welfare state. Most of the time, Habitat was framed as such in editorials or invited op-eds. Not 
surprisingly, most, though not all, of these editorials appeared in The Washington Times and 
Wall Street Journal (though none did in The National Post, the other ostensibly conservative 
paper in this study). Also not surprising, articles of this sort were more common around major 
moments of conservative change in the recent past, such as the Republican takeover of the 
U.S. Congress in 1994, and the Bush Administration’s entering office in 2000. 

In one of the earliest examples of this framing, Wall Street Journal reporter Virginia Postrel la-
mented the affordability crisis facing many American families in the late 1980s (Wall Street 
Journal, 1987). She frames the problem succinctly and then immediately moves on to argue that 
government programs are impotent at solving the problem: 

The lack of affordable housing is particularly acute (and well-known) among poorer fami-
lies, especially those relying on one income, because as household income goes down, 
the percentage devoted to housing rises. Yet traditional government remedies − housing 
projects, subsidies − have largely failed, tearing down neighborhoods, uprooting the 
elderly, creating ghettos of age or class, and costing far more per unit than quality can 
justify or political realities will allow. 

Lest the reader think that hers is the ideology of mean-spiritedness, she then moves onto “solu-
tions.” First she emphasizes the general approach that is needed: 
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The alternative to government programs is not abandonment of the poor. Taking advan-
tage of changing demographics, we can go a long way toward improving American 
housing by encouraging more efficient use of existing buildings − at a savings of a third 
or more over the cost of new construction. In many cases, this encouragement need 
consist simply of loosening land-use regulations or freeing up unused government-
owned buildings. 

Then she lists specific instances of this idea in practice, including a prominent one involving 
Habitat for Humanity: 

On New York's Lower East Side, the Christian group Habitat for Humanity purchased a 
six-story abandoned building from the city for $19,000. The building, says the project's 
executive director Rob DeRocker, “had been vacant for five years, except for junkies 
and homeless people. Even the rats had moved out.” Using donations and volunteer la-
bor, the group renovated the building to produce 19 units that will be sold at no profit 
through 30-year, no-interest mortgages.  

Not limiting herself to simply a critique of government intervention in general, she then goes on 
to point out why the local managerialist state ruined the benevolent efforts of Habitat: 

Ironically, Habitat originally had planned to renovate a smaller, formerly church-owned 
building. But two days after Habitat signed the contract to take it over, the city con-
demned the building to make way for public housing. 

In a later piece written in the same newspaper just after the Republican takeover of Congress, 
an invited editorial by Howard Husock,17 extended this theme and logic even further (Wall Street 
Journal, 1995). He frames the organization in starkly ideological terms. Habitat is a good thing, 
he argues, but it should stay away from government, and government away from it: 

It is one thing, however, to approve of an organization − and another thing to approve 
federal funds for it. One must ask, Will such funds be good for Habitat in the long run? 
More broadly, the implicit question here is one about the stance government should take 
to ensure a healthy independent (i.e., non-profit, charitable) sector…The broader ques-
tion here is that of government influence on the non-profit sector. 

To him, government should do little more than provide tax breaks for people who want to donate 
to Habitat for Humanity. Subsidies are misguided at best, and at worst distorting to the mission 
of such organizations, according to Husock. He (and former Habitat Director Millard Fuller, who 
is quoted) ends by framing the government as a “snake” that the organization should be very 
wary of: 

If this legislation passes, Habitat for Humanity will have to hope that as an organization 
with its own succinct and clear sense of mission it can avoid the distractions that come 
with chasing government grants. “The trick,” Mr. Fuller says of government aid, “is to 
dance close to the snake but not get bit.” He may be underestimating the snake. 

The author penned yet another critique of the government using Habitat for Humanity as an ex-
ample in 2006 (Wall Street Journal, 2006). His approach was paralleled by similar efforts, pri-
marily in the Washington Times. In general though, brazenly framing Habitat as a replacement 
for the welfare state remained the least-used, if most direct, device for highlighting “government 
 
17  Husock is a noted conservative economist, as of the time of the writing at Harvard, now at the Manhattan Insti-

tute. 
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failure.” More often, the organization was simply framed as an antidote to some aspect of the 
welfare state. 

Habitat for Humanity as an antidote to welfare state 

Representing Habitat as a positive alternative to some aspect of the welfare state − real or per-
ceived − was more common and widespread than deploying it as a putative replacement. More-
over, this theme − framing it as an antidote − was not limited to The Wall Street Journal and 
Washington Times. By far the most common example of this representation was the emphasis 
on the point that “Habitat is not a hand-out, but rather a hand-up.” This phraseology derives 
from a Habitat promotional point that has been very successful at raising funds and motivating 
volunteers. It is also very clear that the implied critique is that of “hand-outs” from the govern-
ment. 

At first, most mentions of the language of “hand-outs” were simply quotes from Habitat directors 
to the media.18 As but one (of many) examples, Carol Casperson, former executive director of 
the Washington, D.C., Habitat affiliate noted in a 1995 Washington Times article, “‘We think 
people should get a hand up, not a hand out’” (Washington Times, 1995). Or in a 1993 Toronto 
Star article (1993a) quoting the oft-quoted Jimmy Carter, “‘… Habitat homes are not handouts, 
such as government-subsidized housing’.” Increasingly over time, this talking point melted into 
the phraseology of the reporters and columnists more directly. The Toronto Star was the most 
frequent user of this approach. In 1995, they explained the organization, which at the time was 
relatively new to the area: 

The Toronto chapter of Habitat for Humanity is a non-profit charity …their goal is to give 
families a hand up, not a handout, […and to…] look for businesses, religious and com-
munity groups and concerned individuals willing to help out with financial support.  

Later in 2002, an editorial in The Toronto Star by Greater Toronto Area Homebuilders Associa-
tion president, Sheldon Libfeld, notes with perfect talking point discipline, “Habitat’s philosophy 
is based on housing the working poor by providing a hand up, not a handout” (2002b). Whatever 
the intent of this language by Habitat, it had become normalized as an axiom, at least in this 
newspaper. 

More subtle and common was the simple emphasis on “sweat equity” in describing Habitat’s 
mission and projects. “Sweat equity” in this instance refers to the work requirement that each 
family must complete toward the construction of their home. Fully 96 (18 percent) out of the 532 
articles that substantively referenced the organization also emphasized or repeated the phrase 
“sweat equity.” In many cases, it was not coded as a “solution” to government failure because it 
was just mentioned ostensibly as a fact. For example, “…they must be willing to partner with 
Habitat by providing 500 hours of sweat equity” (Toronto Star, 2002c). But it is worth mentioning 
here simply to point out that the phrase has become firmly attached to Habitat, and that it is not 
too much of a stretch to suggest that simply invoking the phrase at all is a subtle critique of 
those programs that ostensibly do not require it, such as government and secular-non-profits. 
Moreover, the language of “sweat equity” was also often coupled with quotes or language that 
 
18  These were counted in the quantitative portion of this study only if the statement by the Habitat official was not 

counterbalanced or challenged by the journalist elsewhere in the article. 
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more directly critiqued the welfare state or its perceived imperfections. Quoting Neil Heathering-
ton, Toronto Habitat CEO, The Toronto Star noted (2007), “‘Families don't need charity, and 
they need co-workers, not case workers.’” Like most articles of this kind there was no effort to 
counter this implied criticism elsewhere in the article, so it was left unchallenged.  

Invoking the language of “sweat equity” and “hand-outs” was not the only way to highlight the 
differences between Habitat’s product and state-delivered housing. Sometimes the contrast was 
made more directly through vignettes of Habitat “rescuing” people from social housing. In one 
example, The Toronto Star (2005b) celebrated the completion of a Habitat home for a family in 
Toronto while at the same time contrasting it with the “cramped” conditions in social housing: 

Before moving into the two-storey home a month ago, which is nestled in the McLevin 
Woods area of Scarborough, Stewart and her children spent many years crammed into 
a two-bedroom apartment in a Metro Housing building. 

Or in a Globe and Mail (2005) article printed in the same year: 

Poised to move in next month, most of the new homeowners tell a similar tale. More 
than half are immigrants living in public housing. All work and have been poor for most 
of their lives.  

It is undoubtedly true that Habitat homes are, on average, much nicer than government pro-
vided housing (in both countries), but continuing to invoke this without clarification that Habitat is 
in no position to replace or even meaningfully supplement social housing systems has the col-
lective effect of normalizing it (Habitat) as an antidote to “government failure.”  

The local managerialist state19 as an obstacle to Habitat for Humanity 

Direct editorials that position Habitat as a “replacement” and articles that over-emphasize an 
implied critique of the welfare state were not the only means of emphasizing “government fail-
ure.” A third category of articles positioned the local state (usually though not always the mu-
nicipal government) as an obstacle to the efforts of Habitat. Perhaps because it is the most lo-
cally-focused of the newspapers being analyzed here, The Toronto Star featured the most 
articles with this approach.  

Overall, this theme tended to take three, related, forms: (1) criticizing government for having on-
erous building rules; (2) criticizing local government bureaucracy for slowing the approval of ex-
isting applications by Habitat; or (3) criticizing how a proposed government policy would disrupt 
the efforts of Habitat. In a representative example, The Toronto Star (2002e) lamented that, be-
cause of delays related to a government workers union,  

The dreams of 14 low-income families to move into their own homes have been put on 
hold because of bureaucratic delays […] the delay has also put at risk hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars in donations for the Habitat for Humanity project and leaves 2,000 vol-
unteers idle.  

 
19  The term “local mangerialist state” is derived from Harvey’s (1989) conceptualization of municipal governance 

under Keynesianism. It is used here to refer to actions by government that are managerialist in nature − e.g. im-
posing and enforcing building regulations − and is contrasted with the “entrepreneurial state” which is much more 
accomodating for business interests. 
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A few years later, in the same newspaper (Toronto Star, 2004), the City of Toronto was criti-
cized for slowing a project because of its building laws: 

Today’s hitch: the city has asked for a minor but annoying change. The building inspec-
tor requires a thicker beam in the front of the house, under the deck. This means some 
of the work that was done yesterday must be undone, and done again.  

Such comments routinely went unchallenged. There was rarely a counter-quote provided by a 
city official or counter-argument to balance this perspective.20 The frequency of such comments 
collectively framed Habitat as the benevolent force, and government as a source of annoyance, 
inefficiency, or worse. 

The second form of local managerialist state critique took the form of larger scaled policies that 
were perceived to inhibit the general activities of the organization. In a 2000 article in The New 
York Times (2000), a battle between local environmentalists and affordable housing activists re-
garding a proposed anti-sprawl legislation was covered. The interesting element of the article for 
the purposes of this study was the way that Habitat was framed vis-à-vis the state governments 
of Arizona and Colorado: 

Until this year, Habitat for Humanity affiliates in Arizona and Colorado never felt a need 
to get involved in a political fight.[…] In one of the most far-reaching efforts yet to curb 
suburban sprawl, ballot initiatives in both states proposed giving voters an unprece-
dented level of power to designate wide swaths of land off limits to new housing.[…] Of-
ficials with Habitat, which builds low-income housing for needy families, feared that the 
measures would drive up the cost of land and “basically shut down our ability to acquire 
land and lots for growth,” said Chris Wolf, the organization’s director in Phoenix. 

Though other figures were quoted in the article who supported the proposed legislation no direct 
challenge to the notion that Habitat’s efforts would be stymied was offered. Rather, in this article 
(like others), it was considered axiomatic that Habitat’s efforts would become more challenging, 
but that this was simply the cost of addressing other concerns. 

Overall, Habitat was more often framed as a benevolent force that was being impeded, in one 
way or another, by “misguided” interventionist local governments, than it was framed as a 
healthy partner of government. This tended to be the case more with The Toronto Star which 
had more local coverage, but was also found frequently in The Washington Times, The Globe 
and Mail, and The New York Times. This theme was rare in The Wall Street Journal and com-
pletely absent in The National Post. 

Indirectly positioning Habitat as a solution to “government failure” 

Though there was not a systematic effort to code them as “solutions” to “government failure” in 
this study, there were also a number of indirect means through which the Habitat model was 
glamorized. The motivations behind such themes vary and as such would be improper to cate-
gorize with those listed above, but they are important collectively for venerating and normalizing 
this particular form of housing provision. When coupled with direct attacks on government inter-

 
20  In such cases when there was, the article was not coded as having been a direct alternative to “government fail-

ure.” 
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vention in housing and the lack of coverage on Habitat’s capacity limitations, it is not a stretch to 
see how such themes can contribute to the normalization of Habitat as an alternative to state-
delivered housing. 

One of the most common themes of this sort was the exaggeration of Habitat’s scope or influ-
ence, either in the lives of those it formally serves or society at large. For a Globe and Mail arti-
cle from 2004 for example, Habitat is a vehicle for enabling “families [to] escape from the cycle 
of poverty.” For a Toronto Star article in 2002(d) the effects are even more comprehensive: 

The concept of Habitat is simple. It raises money to build simple, decent houses for 
families living below the poverty line.[…] The net result is manifold: Cycles of poverty 
are broken, self-esteem is restored, children live in homes, not hovels. 

There are lots of reasons to be positive about the organization, from many different perspec-
tives, so it is not surprising to find this level of enthusiasm. But the important point here is that 
when this sort of effusive coverage of Habitat’s positive attributes is coupled with aforemen-
tioned direct challenges to interventionist government on the one hand, and the lack of cover-
age highlighting the organization’s limitations (or interventionist government’s virtues), the net 
effect is one in which Habitat emerges as a discursive alternative to the welfare state. 

This was not the only form of indirectly venerating Habitat vis-à-vis interventionist government. 
One of the most common themes of this sort was the glamorization of volunteering. One way 
that this happened was through dozens of articles that covered a famous person volunteering or 
participating in some way with Habitat for Humanity. There were many articles highlighting the 
participation of celebrities (e.g. Jon Bon Jovi, Paris Hilton, Amy Grant), politicians (e.g. George 
W. Bush, Bill and Hillary Clinton, Al Gore, Newt Gingrich, former Louisiana Governor Kathleen 
Blanco, Virginia Governor Tim Kaine, and of course Jimmy Carter and his wife Rosalynn), 
heads of state (e.g. South Korean President Kim Dae-Jung), royalty (Queen Elizabeth, Prince 
Edward and wife Sophie Rhys-Jones), and famous clergy (Pope John Paul II).  

But not all volunteering articles were about the experiences of the famous. Many also had the 
effect of venerating the experience of the everyday volunteer as being mildly heroic.21 In a 
characteristic article of this sort in 1998, The New York Times covered a Habitat project in New 
York by emphasizing the sacrifice of the experience itself: 

About 50 people huddled in the dark basement of the new construction, the only place 
on the lot that offered any shelter. And while the intense rain crept in through a dozen 
dripping cracks and continued to soak the piles of plywood and stacks of two-by-fours, 
an invocation with a different cadence was brought forth into the room.  

Similarly, many articles covered the experience of volunteering for Habitat as a vacation, what 
one newspaper called “voluntourism.” The practice was venerated as something that good peo-
ple did on vacation. For example:  

The trip was a week long and most of the team arrived on a Saturday, to be greeted by 
Jose Manuel Abreu, Habitat volunteer co-ordinator for the Dominican Republic. Four of 
us − Canadians Blain and Anita Covert of Calgary, Rory Griffin from Boston and myself 

 
21 In contrast to this it should be noted that there were five articles that pointed out that it was being used as a pun-

ishment for criminals (including a community service requirement for discraced CEO Jeffrey Skilling), and that in 
one other case, prison labor was being used to reduce costs for Habitat for Humanity. 
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− had arrived the day before. After spending Sunday acclimatizing and getting to know 
each other, we all set off to work in the outlying village of El Factor early on Monday. 
Most of us were travelling in a guagua, a battered mini-bus that had been rented and 
came with a wonderfully eccentric driver for the week, and two or three adventurous 
types on the back of motoconchos, noisy, 100cc or 125cc motorcycles. Make no mis-
take. Working holidays can be backbreakers. And construction supervisor Natanael, 
Nata for short, drove us hard for 5½ days (Toronto Star, 2006). 

As many other articles and notices informed, not only is Habitat a useful way to spend your va-
cation, but it can also be an honourable dating opportunity. Many Habitat affiliates organized 
“singles build” programs where you were required to bring a date to your volunteering. Many of 
these were advertised and covered, especially in The Toronto Star, The Globe and Mail, and 
The New York Times. For example:  

Singles are invited to build new relationships and help out Habitat for Humanity Toronto 
on Saturday. At the third annual Valentine singles build, 30 volunteers will swing ham-
mers and shoot nail guns at the McLevin Woods site, near Neilson Rd. and McLevin 
Ave. in Scarborough, to help build a house for a low-income family.[…] Games and con-
tests will also take place throughout the day to encourage people to get to know each 
other (Toronto Star, 2005a). 

Finally, there were a sizeable number of articles that featured the volunteering contributions of 
the corporate community, either the corporations themselves or corporate figures. Most often 
this simply consisted of mentioning the contribution of a given corporation. Examples included, 
Sprint Canada, The Greater Toronto Area Homebuilders Association, The Toronto Maple Leafs, 
Dewalt, Dow Chemical, RBC Financial, Home Depot, and CIL Paint. In one of the more humor-
ous (in its efforts to humanize the volunteers) articles highlighting corporate benevolence, The 
Wall Street Journal (2002) described the scene when executives met in Baltimore to volunteer 
on a Habitat site:  

The typical construction crew doesn't show up to a building site with a private driver in 
an executive limousine. There wasn’t, however, anything typical about the crew assem-
bled for a recent house-building project in Baltimore. 

Glamorizing volunteering whether from corporations or otherwise is hardly a malevolent thing to 
do. The only reason it is raised here is to argue that it contributes to a narrative that normalizes 
Habitat (and models like it) as an honourable alternative to the welfare state, or other means of 
providing housing.  
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6. Political and Geographic Differences 

There have been no great swings in the nature or frequency of either the religiosity of descrip-
tors, or the extent to which Habitat is framed as a “solution” to “government failure.” But recur-
rent themes are discernable over time.  

First, there is a great deal of evidence that Habitat is becoming more normalized within the pub-
lic cultures of Canada and the United States. Most recent articles do not even provide a short 
paragraph on the organization as its “brand value” and meaning are already widely understood. 
Moreover, it is frequently dropped in as an example (with no explanation) of something that is 
good, or something that is an alternative to failing government.  

Second, there is an enduring anti-welfarism in the articles featuring Habitat for Humanity that 
spans the newspapers and the time periods questioned. The Wall Street Journal and The 
Washington Times were the sources of the greatest number of editorials that deployed Habitat 
as a possible alternative to the welfare state, but all the other papers featured some articles that 
directly challenged interventionist government or that positioned Habitat as a “solution” to its 
problems. Still other articles contributed indirectly to venerating Habitat vis-à-vis government by 
hyper-emphasizing its virtues (volunteering in particular) and de-emphasizing its limitations (its 
capacity to actually replace a meaningful percentage of what even hollowed out state-housing 
agencies can provide in particular). Conversely, “government,” “public housing,” and “regulation” 
were routinely deployed as “obviously” negative, in need of little or no explanation. 

But while this analysis is able to show how Habitat is deployed in general and to a certain extent 
how this has varied over time, what this analysis does not tell us is how these themes vary 
across time, geography, and political orientation. Is this the product of a single newspaper, po-
litical perspective, or national context? To address this question, an effort was made to make 
more systematic comparisons across the sample. 

Political differences 

To determine the extent to which variations in religiosity of descriptors and positioning vis-à-vis 
government are attributable to the political inclinations of the newspapers, a simple chi-square 
analysis was performed. Chi-square analysis allows for the statistical comparison of categorical 
data between actual and expected (based on their proportion in the sample) frequencies. Sev-
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eral chi-square comparisons were made to see if the religiosity of the descriptors differs be-
tween “liberal” (The New York Times and The Toronto Star) and “conservative” newspapers 
(The National Post, The Wall Street Journal, and The Washington Times).  

Why might such differences be expected? It is clear that neoliberalism and the specific notion of 
“government failure” did not appear out of the air. It is, like any other political ideology, socially 
constructed through think-tanks, proponents, the media, and the like. Newspapers like The Wall 
Street Journal and The Washington Times have had prominent roles in the promulgation of this 
ideology. To what extent is this discernable when the topic is as narrow as “Habitat for Human-
ity” and to what extent do “liberal” newspapers adhere to a line that is resistant to this ideology?  

Table 6 displays the basic frequencies of religious and secular Habitat descriptors by grouping 
the newspapers into political inclinations. A few cursory findings are immediately evident. First, 
the majority of news articles, no matter what the political inclination of their newspaper, used no 
descriptor at all. The New York Times was particularly inclined, in a proportional sense, to pro-
vide no explicit descriptor of this sort. For those that did provide one, explicitly secular descrip-
tors were more than twice as common as religious ones (173 to 72).  

Second, The Toronto Star appears to be a bit of an outlier in its reliance on secular descriptors. 
The frequency of secular descriptors for this paper was out of proportion from its expected one 
given the sample size (of Toronto Star articles). Given that The Toronto Star is half of the “lib-
eral” category, chi-squares comparisons were completed with and without it, to evaluate the ex-
tent to which its presence distorts the findings.  

Table 6: Religiosity of Habitat descriptors, by political inclination of newspapers 
 “Liberal”  

Newspapers 
“Conservative”  

Newspapers 
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Total articles 432 412 844 81 104 264 449 1293 

Substantive references 130 197 327 24 39 86 149 476 

Habitat as religious group 26 20 46 3 4 19 26 72 

Habitat as secular group 37 83 120 11 8 34 53 173 

 
Table 7 displays the Chi-Square comparisons for religiosity of descriptors by the political inclina-
tions of the newspapers. To make the findings easier to interpret, both religious and secular 
were separated into tables in which only two categories exist. Each scenario was run with and 
without The Toronto Star. As the table suggests however, none of this made a difference, as 
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none of the comparisons amounted to a statistically significant difference. In other words, there 
were no statistical differences between the frequency of either religious or secular descriptors in 
“liberal” versus “conservative” newspapers. This is true whether or not The Toronto Star was in-
cluded. However, while adding or omitting The Toronto Star from the “liberal” category did not 
change the findings, it (The Toronto Star) was statistically more likely (at the .001 level) to use 
secular descriptors if seen as a stand alone category. The New York Times was the least likely 
to use any descriptor. 

Table 7: Chi-Square statistics comparing religiosity of descriptors against political 
inclination of news source 
 

 “Liberal”  
newspapers 

“Conservative” 
newspapers Total Chi statistic Level of 

significance 

A.  Habitat as a “religious” group in all “liberal” versus “conservative” newspapers  
“Religious” group 46 26 72 

Other 281 123 404 

Total 327 149 476 

0.9122 0.339540595 

B. Habitat as a “religious” group in “liberal” versus “conservative” newspapers, omitting The 
Toronto Star 

“Religious” group 26 26 52 

Other 104 123 227 

Total 130 149 279 

0.2978 0.585275901 

C.  Habitat as a “secular” group in all “liberal” versus “conservative” newspapers 
“Secular” group 120 53 173 

Other 207 96 303 

Total 327 149 476 

0.0562 0.812649975 

D. Habitat as a “religious” group in “liberal” versus “conservative” newspapers, omitting The 
Toronto Star 

“Secular” group 37 53 90 

Other 93 96 189 

Total 130 149 279 

1.6056 0.205111106 

 

An attempt was also made to see if any differences in the way that Habitat was framed as a “so-
lution” to “government failure” could be attributed to the political inclination of the newspapers. 
Table 8 shows the basic frequencies of Habitat framing (vis-à-vis interventionist government) 
between “liberal” and “conservative” newspapers. A few findings are immediately evident.  

First, a large majority of articles are not classified as either challenges to interventionist gov-
ernment or to the Habitat model. It should be repeated though that this is only because the cod-
ing scheme used here was cautious in that it omitted references that merely implied that Habitat 
was a better model. It only included models where it was directly framed as such, so the actual 
level of articles that highlighted “government failure” is higher than these numbers suggest (if 
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“implied” articles are counted. Nevertheless the numbers do give us a useful basis on which to 
compare relative differences between the papers.  

Second, The Toronto Star once again seems to have a distorting effect on the category of “lib-
eral” in that it was significantly more likely than either its “liberal” brethren, The New York Times, 
or the rest of the sample to frame Habitat as a positive alternative to “government failure.”  

Third, The National Post was least frequently guilty of featuring Habitat as either a “solution” for 
“government failure” or as a problem in its own right.  

Fourth, “conservative” papers almost never framed Habitat as inferior to interventionist govern-
ment, though admittedly they were also not that frequently guilty of framing it as a “solution” to 
the failures of such government.  

Table 8: “Habitat” as “solution” and “failure,” by political inclination of newspaper 
 “Liberal” Newspapers “Conservative” Newspapers  
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Total articles 432 412 844 81 104 264 449 1293

Substantive references 130 197 327 24 39 86 149 476 

Habitat as “solution” to  
“government failure” 12 30 42 1 9 15 25 67 

Habitat as inferior to government 11 7 18 0 1 1 2 20 

 
 
Table 9 displays the chi-square comparisons across the liberal-conservative divide. When seen 
as a category, “liberal” newspapers are no more likely to position Habitat as a solution to “gov-
ernment failure” than “conservative” ones (9A). However, if The Toronto Star − which featured a 
disproportionate number of articles that criticized local government vis-à-vis Habitat − the story 
changes somewhat (9B). In this scenario, the remaining “liberal” newspaper (The New York 
Times) was less likely (at the .1 level of significance) to position Habitat as a “solution” to “gov-
ernment failure” than the “conservative” newspapers as a whole.  

Turning the analysis to the frequency of framing Habitat as “inferior” to government-based as a 
solutions yielded a more definitive difference (9C and 9D). Liberal newspapers, whether or not 
The Toronto Star was included, were significantly more likely to position Habitat as inferior to 
government as a provider of housing. With The Toronto Star included under “liberal,” the differ-
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ence is significant at the 0.05 level of significance. Without it, the difference significant at the 
0.001 level.  

Table 9: Chi-Square statistics comparing the framing of government provision vis-à-vis 
Habitat provision, by political inclination of newspaper 
  

 “Liberal” newspapers “Conservative” 
newspapers Total Chi 

statistic 
Level of 

significance 

A. Habitat as “solution” to “government failure” in “liberal” vs. “conservative” newspapers 
“Govt Failure” 42 25 67 

Other 285 124 409 

Total 327 149 476 

1.3101 0.252368721 

B. Habitat as “solution” to “government failure” in “liberal” vs. “conservative” newspapers, 
omitting The Toronto Star 

“Govt Failure” 12 25 37 

Other 118 124 242 

Total 130 149 279 

3.4384 0.063698634 

C.  Habitat as “inferior” to government solutions in “liberal” vs. “conservative” newspapers 
“Inferior” Habitat 18 2 20 

Other 309 147 456 

Total 327 149 476 

4.4057 0.035819225 

D. Habitat as “inferior” to government solutions in “liberal” vs. “conservative” newspapers, 
omitting The Toronto Star 

“Inferior Habitat” 11 2 13 

Other 119 147 266 

Total 130 149 279 

7.9210 0.004886519 

 
In short, three findings emerge. First, The Toronto Star is an outlier for “liberal” newspapers. It is 
more likely than its “liberal” brethren The New York Times, or even the other conservative pa-
pers to frame Habitat as a “solution” to “government failure.” Second, liberal newspapers, with 
or without The Toronto Star are significantly more likely to feature articles which highlight the 
limitations of Habitat vis-à-vis interventionist government, although the numbers are still rela-
tively small. And third, beneath the numbers, The Wall Street Journal and The Washington 
Times were far more direct and ideological in their criticism of government than any of the other 
papers, including the ostensibly “conservative” National Post.  

* * * 

Overall, political differences had little impact on frequency and usage of religious (or secular) 
descriptors, but did have a significant difference on the inclination to criticize Habitat’s capacity 
or some other attribute vis-à-vis government’s. The number of articles in each coded category 
were small, so it is difficult to infer too much from these numbers, but they do cast some doubt 
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on the two labels “liberal” and “conservative” in this context − particularly “liberal,” which may be 
ill-defined or simply wrong in the case of The Toronto Star on this issue.  

That said, it is also true that important qualitative differences exist between the newspapers” po-
litical inclinations. First, the challenges to interventionist government using the vehicle of Habitat 
were far more direct in The Wall Street Journal and Washington Times, regardless of their fre-
quency. Second, the nature of challenging interventionist government was different. In The To-
ronto Star and The New York Times, most challenges were in the form of criticisms of local 
government regulatory obstacles to Habitat developments. In the case of The Wall Street Jour-
nal and The Washington Times, the criticisms were larger and more ideological in scale, often 
part of very direct editorials, which rarely appeared in the other papers.  

Geographical differences  

The next step in this study was to determine the extent to which differences in national context 
might contribute to variation in positioning or description of Habitat. Why might such differences 
be expected?  

First, the two countries have both experienced an aggressive turn away from public housing and 
toward non-profit housing in the last 30 years, but this process began in the 1970s in the United 
States (Hackworth, 2003), while it did not fully get underway until the 1990s in Canada (Hack-
worth and Moriah, 2006). In a sense, the differential existence of Habitat in the two countries 
speaks to this fact. Habitat as a model rose to prominence beginning in the late 1970s in the 
United States but not until the early 1990s in Canada.  

Table 10: Religiosity of Habitat descriptors, by national origin of newspapers 
 U.S. Newspapers Canadian Newspapers  
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Total Articles 432 104 264 800 134 81 412 627 1427 

Substantive References 130 39 86 255 56 24 197 277 532 

Habitat as religious group 26 4 19 49 10 3 20 33 82 

Habitat as secular group 37 8 34 79 18 11 83 112 191 

 
Second, while the actual amount of social housing is not that different between the two coun-
tries − both around 5 percent depending on what is counted (Schwartz, 2006; Hackworth, 2008) 
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− there is much less public antipathy to government intervention in sectors like housing in Can-
ada than there is in the United States. So, one might expect less criticism of government and 
more scepticism of the Habitat model in Canada. A chi-square analysis was performed to con-
sider the extent to which these assumptions are true. 

Table 10 displays the basic counts of the religiosity of descriptors of all newspapers divided into 
Canadian and U.S. origin. A few features seem particularly pertinent.  

First, Canadian newspapers were more likely (in relative terms) to have primary and substantive 
references to Habitat than American newspapers were. This likely speaks to the fact that there 
has been greater familiarity for a longer time period with the Habitat model in the United States 
than in Canada. Thus, it was more routinely mentioned in an incidental way (without need of ex-
planation) in the United States, though such mentions have increased recently in the Canadian 
papers.  

Second, the U.S. papers appear, at least upon initial visual inspection, to be more likely to use 
religious descriptors than Canadian papers. Finally, The Toronto Star seems to have a distorting 
effect on the Canadian papers. A chi-square analysis was performed to determine the extent to 
which these impressions are true. 

Table 11: Chi-Square statistics comparing religiosity of descriptors against national 
origin of news source 

 U.S.  
newspapers 

Canadian 
newspapers Total Chi statistic Level of significance 

A.  Habitat as a “religious” group in all U.S. versus Canadian newspapers  
“Religious” group 49 33 82 

Other 206 244 450 

Total 255 277 532 

5.4304 0.01978969 

B. Habitat as a “religious” group in U.S. versus Canadian newspapers, omitting The Toronto Star 
“Religious” group 49 13 62 

Other 206 67 273 

Total 255 80 335 

0.3551 0.551230904 

C.  Habitat as a “secular” group in all U.S. versus Canadian newspapers 
“Secular” group 79 112 191 

Other 176 165 341 

Total 255 277 532 

5.1555 0.023173516 

D. Habitat as a “religious” group in U.S. versus Canadian newspapers, omitting The Toronto Star 
“Secular” group 79 29 108 

Other 176 51 227 

Total 255 80 335 

0.7741 0.378959961 

 



H a b i t a t  f o r  H u m a n i t y  a n d  t h e  N e o l i b e r a l  M e d i a  3 1  
 
 

C i t i e s  C e n t r e  •  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  T o r o n t o  

Table 11 displays the results of this chi-square analysis. The analysis seems to confirm the 
second impression listed above − namely that the U.S. papers are significantly more likely to 
use religious descriptors (11A − significant at the .05 level), and that the Canadian papers were 
significantly more likely to use secular descriptors (11C − sig at the 0.05 level). However, the 
significance of these differences evaporates when The Toronto Star is removed from the sam-
ple. Without it, the differences in actual frequency were not significantly different from what 
would be expected based on sample size (11B and 11D). This analysis thus seems to reveal 
more about The Toronto Star as being much more inclined than the others to cast Habitat as a 
secular organization than any national predisposition to do so in either country.  

Table 12 displays the basic frequencies of articles in each country that positioned Habitat as a 
“solution” to “government failure” (12A and 12B) or, alternatively, Habitat as “inferior” to gov-
ernment (12C and 12D). The most notable feature of the table is the roughly equal (and low) 
frequencies of articles on this dimension across the two countries.  

Thirty-six articles positioned Habitat as a solution to “government failure” in the U.S.; 37 were 
coded as such for the Canadian papers. Moreover, 13 articles from the United States framed 
Habitat as inferior to government as a housing provider; 12 articles were similarly characterized 
in Canada. Chi-square analyses (Table 13) add weight to this impression of equivalence. 
Though the influence of The Toronto Star was visually notable, eliminating it from the analysis 
did not change the equivalence of the two countries’ news articles on this dimension.  

Table 12: Habitat for Humanity as “solution” and “failure,” by national origin of 
newspaper  

 U.S. newspapers Canadian newspapers  
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Total articles 432 104 264 800 134 81 412 627 1427

Substantive references 130 39 86 255 56 24 197 277 532

Habitat as “solution” to “government failure” 12 9 15 36 6 1 30 37 73

Habitat as inferior to government 11 1 1 13 5 0 7 12 25
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Table 13: Chi-square statistics comparing the framing of government provision vis-à-vis 
Habitat provision, by national origin of newspaper 

 U.S.  newspapers Canadian 
newspapers Total Chi 

statistic 
Level of 

significance 

A. Habitat as “solution” to “government failure” in U.S. vs. Canadian newspapers 
“Government failure” 36 37 73 

Other 219 240 459 

Total 255 277 532 

0.0648 0.799034797 

B. Habitat as “solution” to “government failure” in U.S. vs. Canadian newspapers, omitting The 
Toronto Star 

“Government failure” 36 7 43 

Other 219 73 292 

Total 255 80 335 

1.5682 0.210473929 

C.  Habitat as “inferior” to government solutions in U.S. vs. Canadian newspapers 
Habitat “inferior”  13 12 25 

Other 242 265 507 

Total 255 277 532 

0.1739 0.676655183 

D. Habitat as “inferior” to government solutions in U.S. vs. Canadian newspapers, omitting The 
Toronto Star 

Habitat “inferior” 13 5 18 

Other 242 75 317 

Total 255 80 335 

0.1589 0.690139256 

 

Overall, expectations of a marked difference between the coverage of Habitat were largely un-
justified. Though it is the case that there were significantly more “substantive” references to 
Habitat for Humanity in Canada − probably a reflection of the fact that its rise has been more 
steep and recent − the differences in religiosity and government positioning were mild. If The 
Toronto Star is included, Canadian papers were significantly more likely to characterize Habitat 
as a secular organization. If it is excluded the differences, at least quantitatively evaporate. This 
does however, belie important differences that are not revealed in the numbers.  

There was a noted inclination in recent years by The Toronto Star (and to a lesser extent The 
Globe and Mail) to refer to Habitat as a secular organization, just as it was becoming a more 
important provider of housing in Canada. Most characterizations in the United States by contrast 
ebbed and flowed based on the context of the article. When there was a need to emphasize re-
ligiosity − for example during the public discussions surrounding President Bush’s faith-based 
initiative − religiosity was emphasized (particularly in The Washington Times and The Wall 
Street Journal). When it seemed appropriate to emphasize the secular dimensions, this was the 
direction the article took. In Canada, by contrast, there seemed to be a concerted effort to em-
phasize either the secular or to not use any descriptors at all, particularly in more recent articles. 
Then again, this could be attributed to the fact that Canada has not thus far had a “faith-based 
initiative” debate − and thus perhaps does not have the same need to discuss this dimension.  
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Differences on the dimension of “government failure” were even more mild. There was no statis-
tical difference in the frequency of articles that framed Habitat as a solution to “government fail-
ure” in Canada and the United States. But this too overstates the similarities, and belies more 
subtle political differences in the public cultures of the two countries that can be found beneath 
the numbers.  

First, there is no Canadian equivalent to The Wall Street Journal or The Washington Times. The 
“conservative” National Post was mostly notable in its indifference to Habitat coverage. There 
were no blistering editorials about privatizing the welfare state using Habitat for Humanity as a 
vehicle in The National Post − there were several in each of its American counterparts.  

Second, the qualitative nature of positioning Habitat as either a problem or solution differed 
somewhat between papers in the two countries. The Toronto Star, was much more likely to em-
phasize ways in which Habitat was a solution to a failed local managerialist state, but featured 
no sweeping ideological editorials about privatizing the welfare state. It could be, in other words 
that geography matters, but not as much as political inclinations and spatial differences in cov-
erage (i.e., local versus national coverage). 
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7. Conclusion 

“Government failure” is a central plank in within neoliberal academic literatures and the conser-
vative media, but little is known about the extent to which this idea has influenced, and been in-
fluenced by the larger political economy that is trending neoliberal. This paper is about the 
normalization of Habitat for Humanity as a model that is deployed to solve the problems cre-
ated by “government failure” in the housing sector. Though no organized program of neoliberal 
indoctrination by the media was found, a good deal of evidence was uncovered that revealed a 
normalization of the model as a replacement or antidote to the “failing” welfare state.  

First, the organization is simply more known now than ever before, so its usage as an example 
(for a number of purposes) has grown markedly in the last 15 years.  

Second, while “conservative” papers were generally more willing to open their op-ed pages to 
the most ideological neoliberal viewpoints, the deployment of Habitat as a “solution” to “gov-
ernment failure” was not limited to The Wall Street Journal and Washington Times. The Toronto 
Star, Globe and Mail, and to a lesser extent The New York Times were all guilty of framing the 
organization as a positive alternative to government.  

Third, the growing normalization cannot simply be reduced to a particular time period − such as 
post 1994 − or dismissed as “American exceptionalism.” Canadian papers were nearly as 
prevalent at deploying Habitat as a replacement, and no overwhelming temporal spikes in its 
deployment as such were found in either country. In short, the organization, whether intended 
or not has become a mythologized symbol of what could be, if only government deregulated 
and allowed such organizations to flourish. 

Why is this the case? It is certainly not because of an effort by Habitat officials to promote such 
a view. Though the organization does employ language that is critical of “the welfare state” (“a 
hand up not a hand out”), most Habitat officials are very careful to specify the limitations of their 
approach. Some prominent supporters like Jimmy Carter even suggest that the organization 
owes its existence to the fact that government is not interventionist enough. It is also improb-
able that the normalization reflects an organized program by the newspapers themselves. Most 
articles about the organization covered specific developments and relied on received view-
points about its role.  
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This convergence of viewpoints is suggestive of a wider shift in “common sense” political econ-
omy during the past 30 years. Owing in large part to the rise of neoliberalism, the notion that 
government’s fail, that markets succeed, and that individuals are singularly responsible for their 
success or failure, have become less controversial in “centre-left” circles, and axiomatic in cen-
tre-right ones. The news articles both reflect and reproduce these sentiments. 

Can such findings be extrapolated to other non-profits? It is difficult to say for sure, given in par-
ticular Habitat’s unique prominence within the North American public dialogue about housing. 
But it is at least clear that the organization is now routinely positioned as a replacement to the 
welfare state despite its inherent capacity limitations. It is also clear that many of the arguments 
used to position it as such could, and are, easily morphed to encompass other non-profit or 
third-sector institutions.  
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