
Making the Dream of  
Homeownership a Reality
2.5 million children and their 
parents will be homeless at 
some time in America this 
year. Many factors contribute 
to this epidemic, but the main 
cause, by a large margin, is a 
lack of affordable housing. 
Many families are paying more 
than 50% of their income for 
housing. This, in turn, forces 
them to sacrifice other basic 
needs like healthy food, regular 
medical attention, dependable 
transportation—this list goes on. The long-term 
effects can be devastating to the development 
of children caught in the cycle.

Family Promise has partnered with Prosperity 
Now, a national nonprofit dedicated to 
expanding economic opportunity for  
low-income families, on the Partners in Housing 
(PIH) program to help families transition from 
homelessness to financial independence and, 
eventually, homeownership. 

PIH is modeled after a program developed 
by Family Promise of Grand Rapids. Over the 
past eight years, the Grand Rapids Affiliate 
has moved 94 families into manufactured 
homes, with a success rate of 92%. Three pilot 
programs were created in Colorado Springs, 
CO; Gainesville, FL; and Anoka County, MN 
to test the program’s viability in a range of 
markets. Based on those pilots, Prosperity 
Now granted Family Promise $250,000 to 
expand the program to Affiliates in Salem, 
OR; Billings, MT; Knoxville, TN; and Great River, 
MN. PIH provides families with an opportunity 
to escape homelessness in a way that is 

financially responsible while allowing them  
to become homeowners building their  
own equity.

HERE’S HOW IT WORKS:

Manufactured housing communities, often 
called trailer parks, have units on lots that have 
been distressed or abandoned. 

Family Promise Affiliates, each of which 
has a large pool of volunteers, donors and 
supporters, are uniquely positioned to address 
that issue. With professional oversight to 
ensure a unit can be rehabbed, an Affiliate can 
find both the labor and the funding to refurbish 
a unit and make it habitable. Additionally, it 
can provide the ongoing case management 
support so a family placed in the unit can have 
the support needed to maintain its housing.

In the end, once the family has successfully 
transitioned in place, they gain title to the unit 
and become homeowners.
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Dear Friends,

Thirty years ago, an innovative local 
program became a national organization. 
Our founder, Karen Olson, had a vision: If 
her home community in New Jersey could 
transform families from homelessness to 
lasting independence, so could just about 
every other town, city, and state.

She could not know that thirty years 
later that her work would change more 
than 800,000 lives. Or involve nearly 
200,000 volunteers a year. Or be in 200 
US communities. But she did know that 
everything we need to address family 
homelessness already exists in our 
communities—we just needed a way  
to bring them together and mobilize  
the compassion inherent in our  
national character.

This past year saw many important steps 
to increase Family Promise’s impact. 
We established programs that brought 
in nearly half a million dollars to help 
Affiliates prevent homelessness and 
stabilize families after graduation. At our 
national conference, we engaged the HUD 
Secretary for the first time and addressed 
public policy on family homelessness 
with 74 US representatives, senators, 
and congressional staffs. We added 
partnerships and alliances with a range of 
corporate and nonprofit partners.

But there is a lot more to do. Family 
homelessness—and the threat of 
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SAVE THE DATES
Spring Garden Party 
May 10, 2018
12:00-2:00 p.m.
Reeves-Reed Arboretum 
Summit, NJ

30th Anniversary Gala 
Honoring Robert J. Hugin
October 19, 2018
7:00-10:00 p.m.
Baltusrol Golf Club 
Springfield, NJ

For information, contact Corina Borg at cborg@familypromise.org.

for asset building by participating families, 
community engagement by volunteers and 
corporate partners, and it is easily replicable 
in communities nationwide.

“Family Promise is thrilled to work with 
Prosperity Now,” said Family Promise CEO 
Claas Ehlers. “Their commitment to helping 
people achieve financial stability and 
success makes them an ideal partner as we 
continue to create innovative solutions for 
the families we serve.”
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Dear Friends,

I participated in two important gatherings 
last month that addressed the challenges 
for low-income Americans. One was 
a conference on the future of micro-
enterprise with the Association of 
Enterprise Opportunity (AEO). The other 
was the quarterly meeting of the New York 
Fed’s Community Advisory Group (CAG).
 
Both centered on a critical question: What 
is the future for the American worker? Our 
job market will change more rapidly in the 
next ten years than it has in the past 30.

For the New York Fed, I presented about 
the challenges of affordable housing and 
how that intersects with poverty and 
employment. After all, homes are where 
jobs go at night. With AEO, we discussed 
best practices in enterprise development. 
Recognizing that entrepreneurship is a 
means for income and employment, Family 
Promise will soon be launching a new 
micro-entrepreneurship program with our 
partners at Woodforest National Bank that 
will empower families to optimize business 
opportunities, whether advancing a side 
business or creating a new startup.

The question of the future of the workforce 
has direct impact as we plan our next 
30 years. We are not just about shelter, 
not just about housing. We are about 
empowerment, and how   people will earn a 
living is central to that.

(Continued on page 2)

…a publication highlighting our work to help low-income families achieve independence.

April showers might bring flowers in May, but 
Family Promise gives families in need the seeds 
to grow and bloom all year long. On May 10th, 
Family Promise hosted its first Garden of Hope 
Party at Summit’s Reeves-Reed Arboretum 
where, surrounded by lush flowering spring 
gardens, friends and supporters met to hear 
firsthand how Family Promise helped one 
young family blossom.

Family Promise founder Karen Olson 
and a graduate of the Union County 
shelter program, Nichole, shared their 
personal stories with the more than 
100 guests who attended the event, 
many of whom were being introduced to 
Family Promise for the first time.

Olson said she’s still amazed that what began 
30 years ago as a personal mission to assist a 
few local homeless individuals turned into a 
nationwide movement that has served nearly 
one million people to date.

“I never imagined I’d be here today talking 
about a national organization with 200,000 
volunteers,” she remarked.

Olson stressed how important it is for struggling 
families to have support within the community, 

noting that the lack of a support system is 
often what brings families to Family Promise.

“The name Family Promise describes us 
perfectly. We’re a second family for the people 
we serve, and we give our families a promise: 
the promise of a brighter future,” she said.

Single mom Nichole was six credits away from 
earning her bachelor’s degree while working 

full-time to support her son, Zion, when 
she was laid off, forced to leave school, and 
subsequently lost her home. She described 
how Family Promise empowered her to regain 
her independence.

“Most social service agencies look for ways to 
say no: ‘No, you don’t qualify. No, you can’t do 
this. No, you can’t have that.’ Family Promise 
looks for ways to say yes,” explained Nichole. 

She and Zion participated in the emergency 
shelter program, during which time Family 

(Continued on page 2)
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Charity Navigator Awards Family 
Promise Top Rating…Again!

SAVE THE DATE
30TH ANNIVERSARY GALA
Honoring ROBERT J. HUGIN
October 19, 2018,  7:00 – 10:00 p.m., Baltusrol Golf Club, Springfield, NJ
For information, contact Corina Borg, Manager of Special Events,  
at cborg@familypromise.org.

30TH ANNIVERSARY
GALA

FRIDAY, OCTOBER 19, 2018

For the fifth consecutive year, Family Promise 
has been awarded Charity Navigator’s coveted 
four-star rating, signifying strong financial 
health and commitment to accountability and 
transparency. Only nine percent of charities 
rated have earned this top distinction for at least 
five consecutive years from America’s largest 
independent charity evaluator.

“The things I gained from Family 

Promise far outweigh the things  

I lost when we became homeless.”

A MESSAGE
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Rising from the Ashes
Given a hypothetical situation, people may 
speculate about what treasured personal 
items they’d save from a burning building, but 
Maya and her family didn’t have the luxury of 
making those choices when a devastating fire 
destroyed their home. The only possessions 
spared were items they’d left in their car 
when they came to Family Promise of Greater 
Roanoke, Virginia.

“Maya was one of the most dedicated parents 
we’ve seen,” says Aaron Dowdy, Housing 
Stability Manager. “Though she was still dealing 
with the trauma of the fire when we met her, 
she was resolved to move her family forward.”

In addition to handling the stress of the disaster, 
Maya had to determine her family’s future. 
As an independent massage therapist, she 
couldn’t work without her equipment. 

Because meals and shelter weren’t a concern 
as part of Family Promise’s rotational program, 
Maya could focus on rebuilding her family’s 

world with guidance from her case manager. 
Family Promise connected them to a local 
agency that provides clothing to those in 
need. Through Family Promise’s workforce 
development program, Maya created a new 
resumé and eventually found work with a  
local chiropractor.

Once Maya was employed, Family Promise 
worked with Rapid Re-housing, an intervention 
service that returns those experiencing 
homelessness to permanent housing, to find 
her family a new home. The service covered 
the security deposit and first month’s rent to 
give the family a head-start on their new life. 
Family Promise’s financial literacy program, 
New Beginnings, enabled her to create 
budgeting, savings, and spending strategies to 
use moving forward. 

Maya so successfully implemented the 
strategies she learned, Family Promise selected 
her for further financial planning coursework 
that the Affiliate hosts with a professional 
financial expert. Through this program, a 
local bank matched the family’s savings in 
predetermined incremental amounts, and 
by the time Maya completed the nine-week 
course, she had saved more than $5,000.

Once Maya had money to put toward a new 
home, the family’s path to independence 
skyrocketed. She started her own business – a 
café and yoga studio – where her mother helps 
with the cooking. Her son is thriving in school. 
Family Promise wrote a reference letter for 

Maya to enroll in a master’s degree program  
in nutrition, which she just completed, and  
she now offers weekly nutrition workshops 
to in-program and Family Promise graduate 
families as a way to help those in a position  
she once experienced. 

Family Promise played such a valuable role 
at a critical time in her life that Maya feels 
compelled to give back in other ways, as well. 
She has served on the Affiliate’s board of 
trustees, babysits children in the program while 
their parents attend financial literacy, parenting, 
and health and wellness classes, and has 
mentored another Family Promise family.

Maya is grateful for the services Family Promise 
provided her beyond the critical shelter she 
was seeking when she arrived.  “They continue 
to help you after you find a home,” she says.  
“Even after you find a job.  I don’t know of any 
other place that does that.”
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Why I Give 
DONOR SPOTLIGHT

Margo Greenfield 
doesn’t see herself as 
a philanthropist, but 
that’s exactly what she 
has become. Observing 
her parents’ quiet work 
for their church and 

community and speaking out in the larger 
world set an example that she sought to model 
for her own children. 

“When the kids were young we volunteered 
with Family Promise as a family. My husband, 
children, and I would prepare and serve meals, 
and my kids played with the children in the 
program,” Margo explains. “My kids never 
thought they were doing anything exceptional 
– they were just playing with other kids and 
sharing their games and time with children 
whose families were in a temporary jam.”

What Margo likes about the way her family’s 
support of Family Promise has grown over 
time is that it happened in a very organic, 
uncontrived way. 

“If children are raised with an understanding 
of how important it is to give back to the 
community, it becomes a part of who they are. 
It doesn’t require any thought, it just happens. 
It becomes a habit,” she says.

As the years went by, and with more time and 
resources available, Margo and her husband, 

Dan, began to think about their giving in a more 
focused way, first by charting out categories 
that were important to them: poverty, 
education, environment, social justice, the 
arts, and their church.  Later they began to 
think about impact, about how their gifts might 
prompt significant change for an institution or 
the families it served.

But it was the concept of pledging within 
religious institutions that reshaped Margo’s 
giving philosophy. Recognizing the security 
a regular source of income offers non-profit 
organizations to ensure they can operate  
and do good works throughout the year,  
she and Dan began supporting Family  
Promise monthly.

“Monthly donors like Margo are so important to 
us,” says Cara Bradshaw, Chief Impact Officer 
at Family Promise. “Having the security to make 
plans and count on the support and resources 
to execute them is invaluable and allows us to 
better support our families.”

Margo sums things up this way: “I’ve been 
involved with Family Promise for years, and I 
know the great work it does helping families 
in need. I hear family stories and I know my 
support makes a difference.”

To join Family Promise’s monthly giving 
program, the Promise Guild, visit:  
https://familypromise.org/donate.

A MESSAGE  
FROM THE CEO
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instability that precedes it and the loss of 
resources that accompanies it—remains 
a significant issue. National averages 
indicate that in an elementary school 
classroom with thirty children, one of 
them will experience homelessness over 
the course of the year. 

That is unacceptable. We have had 
thirty years of empowerment and 
transformation. But we need to 
accomplish much more over the next 
decade. In the past few years we have 
been serving nearly 70,000 people a 
year. That is amazing. But wouldn’t it be 
even more amazing if we could empower 
100,000 people a year? We have as 
many volunteers as there are people in 
Providence, RI. What could we do if we 
had as many volunteers as there are  
in Pittsburgh?

To reach these goals, we are undertaking 
major initiatives. We are increasing our 
partnerships with corporations, using 
their support and expertise to address 
financial capability, job skills, and housing 
readiness. We are using technology  
as a tool to build guests’ skills in this 
digital world. We are addressing the root 
causes and human costs of poverty  
and homelessness through our work  
with governmental bodies and leaders  
in services. 

Thirty years ago, Karen hoped that family 
homelessness would soon disappear 
into the past. That is still our dream. But 
to achieve it, we need to continue to do 
the transformative work that you make 
possible, and work hard and smart to 
achieve our goals. We owe children and 
families nothing less.

Sincerely,

Claas Ehlers

Margo Greenfield, 
Promise Guild  
monthly donor

 “Manufactured housing has long been 
an important part of the affordable 
homeownership system in the US,” says Doug 
Ryan, Director of Affordable Homeownership 
for Prosperity Now. “This new partnership 
between Prosperity Now and Family Promise 
is an exciting opportunity to benefit families 
transitioning to permanent homes in 
manufactured housing.”

The PIH program builds on resources that 
already exist in Family Promise communities, 
providing permanent housing to families at a 
fraction of the cost of other programs. It allows 

MAKING THE DREAM OF  
HOMEOWNERSHIP A REALITY
(continued from page 1)

(Continued on page 4)

A MESSAGE
FROM THE CEO
(continued from page 1)

To accomplish this goal, we must expand 
our programs and ensure families can be 
sustainable long-term. We also need to 
continue to inform policy, as we do with 
the CAG and our Government Relations 
Committee.
 
We want to work toward a future where 
family homelessness and housing 
instability are a rarity, not an endemic 
problem. To do so, we are building the 
infrastructure now to ensure a better 
tomorrow. 

Sincerely,

Claas Ehlers

(continued from page 1) 

Promise provided her with counseling and case 
management and helped her complete her 
degree, maintain her transportation, get Zion 
the educational support he needed at school, 
and steer the family back to independence, 
ultimately finding them a new home.

“Family Promise isn’t just a shelter, it’s a whole 
system of support. You come away a better 
person with higher self-esteem. You come 
away understanding there are people who 
care,” explained Nichole.

Not only did Nichole pass her final classes 
with straight A’s, she wrote and self-published 
a book, “Letters to God,” to help others going 
through difficult times or experiencing major 
life changes.

“Family Promise is different from anything else  
out there,” Nichole told the audience. “The  
things I gained from Family Promise far outweigh  
the things I lost when we became homeless.”

“Family Promise has changed the way we 
look at homelessness,” say Nancy and Kevin 
Mahoney, who volunteer with Family Promise-
Union County (FP-UC) through their church, 
Saint Michael’s, in Cranford, New Jersey.

The couple learned about Family Promise 
five years ago at an introductory presentation 
about the organization. Nancy convinced her 
church to become a host site and helped 
develop the program there, recruiting Kevin 
and many other volunteers. Four months later 
they welcomed their first families.

The mothers in the temporary shelter program 
especially impress the Mahoneys. “I see moms 
making so many sacrifices for their children. 
They work hard to get their families in a safe 
place,” Nancy says.

But it’s not just the families who touch Nancy 
and Kevin’s life. They’re grateful to work with so 
many dedicated volunteers. 

“There are over one hundred of us at Saint 
Michael’s alone,” says Kevin, noting that in 
addition to hands-on volunteers there are 
many others “always working behind the 
scenes.” Even the parish school has raised 
money for Family Promise.

The Mahoneys maintain contact with several 
families who have graduated from the program. 

“We enjoy reconnecting with former guests 
and seeing the progress they’ve made 
because of their experience with Family 
Promise,” Nancy says.

FP-UC Executive Director Geleen Donovan 
considers the Mahoneys invaluable to the 
program. “Their compassion and concern for 
others is reflected in the relationships they 
form with our families and volunteers,” she says.

The Mahoneys cherish their work with Family 
Promise. “Family Promise is special. It makes 
a real difference in people’s lives,” says Nancy, 
“including ours.”

To learn how you can make a difference in 
the lives of children and families in need, visit: 
https://familypromise.org/get-involved

There’s a familiar saying that “play is the work 
of children,” and studies show play is essential 
to a child’s cognitive, physical, emotional, 
creative, and social development. But children 
in families battling poverty and homelessness 
often lack not only essentials like food, shelter, 
and proper medical care, but the ability and 
opportunity to play. They have limited outlets 
to learn, explore, grow, and simply be kids. 

Children are at the heart of Family Promise’s 
work, which is why Family Promise has 
partnered with other likeminded nonprofits to 
ensure the impact of homelessness on them 
is not overlooked.

Sesame Street in Communities, a 
philanthropic initiative of Sesame Workshop, 
the nonprofit organization behind the popular 
children’s television show, has enlisted Family 
Promise and other national leaders to join 
their conversation on family homelessness 
as they explore ways to address this crisis, 
engage with families at risk, and raise 
awareness of the issue. The panel’s goal 
is to create broader awareness of family 

homelessness and its impact, as well as 
inform those who interact with young children 
who lack stable housing.

Jeanette Betancourt, Senior Vice 
President of Community and Family 
Engagement for Sesame Workshop, 
noted the “incredible discussion” had 
left Sesame Workshop “with deep 
considerations on the need and, more 
importantly, what is possible.” 

Family Promise CEO Claas Ehlers 
echoes this sentiment: “Putting the 
resources of the leader in children’s 
education into family homelessness is an 
important step to raising awareness and 
engaging communities. We’re thrilled to be 
part of this effort.”

Recognizing the importance of creative play 
for children, Family Promise has also forged 
an innovative partnership with KaBOOM!, a 
national nonprofit dedicated to giving kids a 
childhood filled with the balanced and active 
play necessary to thrive, that will bring play 

products to Family Promise Affiliates across 
the country, increasing access to engaging, 
safe play spaces.

“We’ve always made sure that children can 
play,” explains Ehlers, adding, “It’s part of the 

normative environment Family Promise strives 
for. Working with KaBOOM! allows us to provide 
a consistent option to impact children’s lives 
during their stay with us.”

Ehlers sums up the significance of these 
partnerships: “Our organizations share a 
critical mission to improve the lives of children. 
Partnering brings us together in that cause and 
also provides our Affiliates with a valuable way 
to engage additional volunteers.”
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Why I Give
VOLUNTEER SPOTLIGHT

Fighting Family Homelessness:  
Sometimes It IS Just Child’s Play

“Family Promise makes a real difference in people’s 
lives, including ours.”

WELCOME TO OUR
NEWEST AFFILIATES

Beaverton, OR
Hudson County, NJ

Whatcom County, WA
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INTERESTED IN LEARNING HOW TO 
MAXIMIZE THE IMPACT OF A GIFT TO 
FAMILY PROMISE? 
For more information on how matching, planned, or recurring gifts 
can make a difference, go to: https://familypromise.org/donate 
and select “Other Ways to Give”


