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“I’ve witnessed a lot of evolution in the thinking of nonprofit providers about how to best serve people with disabilities. But I don’t think anything or anyone has led me to challenge the status quo as much as the story of David Morris and Habitat International.”

–GEORGE W. KESSINGER

President and CEO, Goodwill Industries International, Inc.

“Habitat International is a living affirmation and example of career possibilities for all people with disabilities…. Most of these wounded veterans are young men or women [who] need inspiration—examples of people with severe disabilities who do go on to live productive and satisfying lives. And they need employers, such as Habitat and David Morris, who stand ready to offer much-needed and much-welcomed opportunities and support.”

–THE HONORABLE TOM RIDGE

Chairman, National Organization on Disability First Secretary of Homeland Security and Former Governor of Pennsylvania

“The story of David Morris and Habitat International is one of success, and his company’s most valuable resource is its diverse workforce. As one reads in Able!, employees with disabilities are replacing stereotypes and obstacles with achievements. Their work is not only beneficial to the individual, but to the company that employs the individual as well. A community’s economic strength is only as valuable as its faith in all people to be a part of its successes. I appreciate Habitat’s commitment to people and to its community.”

—UNITED STATES SENATOR BOB CORKER (TN)

“Habitat International’s hiring practices have revolutionized employment opportunities for people with all types of disabilities, from workers with Down syndrome or schizophrenia to those who are homeless or recovering alcoholics.”

–ANITA PORCO

Vice President of Affiliate Network, United Cerebral Palsy

“Habitat International is a great example of what we at NOD have learned over twenty-six years of working with people with disabilities…. We hope to make copies of Able! available to our Career Specialists and to AW2 soldiers.”

–CHARLES F. DEY

Vice Chairman of the Board of the National Organization on Disability

“Able! is a sucker-punch…. Able! is an affirmation of the potential, the possibility and the validation of “the system.” Able! is proof positive that ‘we’ as individuals, as a community, and as a society are capable of getting it right. Able! relates not to the individual but to the ideation, to the philosophy that we are able to do better. Able! relates to doing the right thing the right way. Able! relates to the system and to those who control, modify, and manipulate the system for the benefit of others and thus for all of us. Able! is an appropriate name for the book; providing you fully appreciate that it is we who are possibly able. Those with special needs have always been able; the new revelation is that the rest of us, as demonstrated by David and Habitat International can also be.”

—RICK RADER, MD,

Editor-in-chief, Exceptional Parent Magazine

“You need only read the company slogan, ‘A Company of Positive Distractions,’ to realize the greatness of Habitat. ‘Positive Distractions’ appears to be an oxymoron, and yet it works…. Thank you, David Morris and Habitat, for your help in improving the life of a young man who, at one time, had absolutely no direction. Thank you!”

—RALPH BOSTON

1960 Olympic Long Jump Champion

“Imagine my excitement when I was informed of a man with a business that hired people with all types of disabilities. I have been a special education teacher for the past twenty-seven years, and I have always hoped for job opportunities for my mentally retarded, multi-handicapped, and autistic students. But while I was excited about the possibilities, I really could not have prepared myself for the environment of Habitat, Inc…. Habitat is what I would hope all employers would strive to be, an incredibly productive setting that encourages everyone to work up to their own potential…. The atmosphere is fun, exciting, and productive. The employees are hardworking and the expression on their faces tells the whole story…. I will be forever grateful to David Morris and the wonderful staff he employs at Habitat. They are the real deal … a workforce to be reckoned with.”

—JEANNE SOLOCK,

Work Based Learning Teacher, Central High School
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RANDY LEWIS

SVP of Operations & Logistics for Walgreens


Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.

—MARGARET MEADE



I HEARD ABOUT DAVID MORRIS long before I met him. During the construction phase of Walgreens’s Anderson, SC, distribution center (DC), one of our initiatives included hiring team members with disabilities. While gathering information and researching lessons learned in hiring the disabled, one of our managers discovered David. She was so taken with his story that she called him up in an effort to learn more. After their conversation, she approached me enthusiastically and told me about this fellow in Tennessee whose entire operation was staffed with disabled team members. David had not only been hiring the disabled for over twenty years, he strongly believed they gave his company a competitive edge and were largely responsible for its success. And … he was willing to help us!

Despite her enthusiasm, I did not think his story was applicable to ours. There were major differences: the type of operation, the kind of technology, the size of the workforce, and so forth. So I let the moment pass. Months later, after I met David and visited his operation in Chattanooga, I realized how wrong I had been.

A few years earlier, we decided to build a new generation of DC utilizing automation that would allow team members with disabilities to work side-by-side with, and as efficiently as, “typically-abled” team members. By the end of 2006 we were well on our way. Our first DC had been completed in Anderson and our second was under construction near Hartford, Connecticut. Our initial hiring yielded better than expected results—over 40 percent of our initial hires had disabilities.

As our opening approached, there were positive signs that our plans to hire and integrate large numbers of team members with disabilities into our workforce would be successful. We began to share our story and our intentions across our company of 200,000+ employees. It was met with great enthusiasm. Building these new DCs made our employees proud: we were doing something good for the community. The project team responsible for building the centers received much praise from fellow employees via phone calls and e-mails.

However, there was one unsettling aspect of all the support and praise. Whenever our initiative was mentioned internally, it was always along the lines of, “What we’re doing in South Carolina and Connecticut is great!” But no one ever asked, “How can we do something like this in our other fourteen DCs?” It was this question that led us to David and Habitat International.

David had heard about our efforts and called me up one day to offer whatever support we might need. We hit it off immediately. Our conversations continued on and off over several months. Each time we spoke, he invited me to visit Habitat, and I finally got to see his operation in January 2007.

As part of our annual DC management meeting and in response to that nagging question, “What about the other DCs?,” we decided to hold the meeting in our newly opened Anderson DC. We set aside one day for a tour of Habitat with David in Chattanooga (just a few hours away) to give our team an idea of how the disabled can be effective in a non-automated workplace. While there were lots of “oohs and ahs” when the teams saw our new Anderson DC for the first time, it was the visit to Habitat that opened their eyes to possibilities. For me, it was a transformational moment.

As we pulled into Habitat, our first clue that we were in for something different were the gigantic, strange, and wonderful steel sculptures David had used to decorate the parking lot. After a quick greeting, David immediately got down to business by leading us to the factory floor. We formed a large semi-circle and he introduced us to each of the team members, telling us a little about each person: how long he or she had worked there, the job he or she performed, whichever “positive distraction” he or she must deal with—schizophrenia (paranoid schizophrenia, as one team member corrected David), brain damage, epilepsy, and so forth.

Here was David talking about people’s “handicaps” openly, in the same way he might mention the color of their hair or eyes. While many might be taken aback by his candor, for those of us there, it was overwhelming and liberating. Throughout, David spoke without a trace of pity or condescension. Instead, he spoke of each team member with respect and deference, much like the best coaches acknowledge the contribution of a team member after a great play or game.

I listened and watched as team members worked and interacted. I thought of my own shortcomings and how much effort I place on trying to disguise them. Here, there were no disguises. Here, a disability was just like an ability—it just was. Here, neither was a source of shame or pride. A wave of emotion and excitement washed over me. In a flash, “inclusion” took on new meaning and skyrocketed from an intellectual concept to an urgent longing. What kind of workplace would it be if we looked past these different veneers that separate us and instead truly focused on the potential we share as fellow human beings?

Here was a workplace where it didn’t matter what you CAN’T do, what mattered was what you CAN do! Here was a place where everyone worked with each other doing their fair share, helping out when needed and treating others with respect. It wasn’t just as good as places employing only the typically-abled, it was better! And everyone on the trip noticed it too.

Our DC management teams returned full of fire after the trip and launched local initiatives to reach out to the disabled in their own communities. We now send our managers to a mini “boot camp” in our DC in Anderson and Habitat in Chattanooga. They experience firsthand an environment where disabled and typically-abled team members work side-by-side, perform to the same standards, and earn the same pay. For most it is a profound experience.

We look back and remember that we used to think of ourselves as very different from Habitat. Although our paths were different, we found ourselves reaching a similar conclusion. Hiring the disabled is not just as good as hiring only the typically-abled, it is better. Not just because it makes good business sense (which experience shows). Not just because it transforms the lives of the disabled (which it does) and offers opportunities they might never otherwise have. It is better because of its positive impact on all employees, especially those without disabilities.

This is the story of how it happened for David Morris and Habitat. And it is a story for which I am forever grateful.
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JIM THOMISON

President, Habitat International, Inc.

SINCE ABLE! WAS FIRST PUBLISHED in 2005, individuals and companies alike have been inspired and challenged to create working opportunities for disabled adults. From Able!, the reader gets a better perspective, a walk in disabled shoes, and comes to appreciate not only the obstacles a person with disabilities faces but also what that person can accomplish in the right setting.

Some people have the impression that disabled employees require more effort and expense. That may be true to some degree—on the front end—but I guarantee it is well worth a little extra hands-on training and (sometimes) longer training period. The benefits are invaluable: no turnover, extremely low absenteeism, built-in quality control, and an extremely dedicated workforce. Employees are not trying to get out of work but rather take pride in what they do. Habitat International has proven day in and day out for twenty-six years that a business can survive and thrive with such a workforce, without any government subsidies or tax benefits.

In the past, when we’ve been approached by large companies interested in the Habitat work environment, Human Resources managers have showed concern about employee morale. They worried about how the existing employees would interact with disabled employees. But what we’ve found is that when the commitment to including disabled employees starts at the top—when it’s a management decision, not just a Human Resources one—it eliminates prejudice in the plant. It’s like a filtering mechanism: it creates a purer, more cohesive environment. Employees learn to value each other for who they truly are and what they can do, and not just see their “distractions” or what they can’t do.

When some of these skeptics leave the plant, it is clear they have no intention of trying to implement a program in their facility because it is going to require work. However, when Randy Lewis at Walgreens contacted Habitat, his enthusiasm was evident. He and his team had a true commitment to making it work for their company. One of the most inspiring days I’ve had was the one in which I walked through the Walgreens Distribution Center in Anderson, South Carolina, and saw what can be done when you have a dedicated, open-minded management team. It’s obvious that their change in policy is doing as much good for management as it is for the workforce. Their working environment is more caring and more dedicated, and they enjoy true camaraderie that is good for the whole company.

Like us, Walgreens has learned that everyone brings something to the table. Even those workers that may not be as fast or productive may have a gift for inspiring others to work harder. One of our hearing-impaired employees at Habitat has a sense about the machinery and can detect problems much more quickly than other employees, even before they actually occur. He is so intuitive, and brings a very different perspective to his work, and because of this has saved Habitat thousands of dollars each year. Other Habitat employees have caught a number of manufacturing defects in material coming out of companies that implement the Six Sigma quality program, a set of practices that are supposed to eliminate defects.

Our expectations are no different for the handicapped than they are for our non-disabled workers. We use the same equipment for all employees, including machines such as twenty-five-ton die cutters and gluing and slitting equipment. We also have an incredible safety record. Accidents are very rare. (Every company, however, has to determine for itself if any changes are necessary or helpful to accommodate disabled workers. Changes in equipment and software for Walgreens have made the entire operation smoother and more efficient. Refined ergonomics and more visual software make things user-friendly there.)

It’s discouraging to read all the recent negative news reports of high profile CEOs taking advantage of their companies. Yet seeing a company the size of Walgreens doing the right thing and reaping the rewards gives a glimmer of hope that this country’s ethics have not totally disappeared. Still, Walgreens, like Habitat, has a unique philosophy these days: both are “we-we-we” companies, not “me-me-me” companies.

Working at Habitat motivates me to do the best possible job in order to keep our people employed. I can’t put in words how incredible it feels to see a person take home a real paycheck and be able to support themselves and in some cases their family, sometimes for the very first time. Instead of the company paying for motivational and sensitivity seminars, Habitat employees learn motivation and sensitivity day in and day out on the job. The true loyalty and genuine work ethic that result are what MasterCard would call “Priceless.”
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DAVID MORRIS

CEO, Habitat International, Inc.


Far and away the best prize that life offers is the chance to work hard at work worth doing.

—THEODORE ROOSEVELT



LIKE IN THE ARMY, a business must have followers and leaders: generals, sergeants, and enlisted men and women. Dress codes should fit each group, and each group should associate primarily with their peers. This helps keep order; each person clearly understands their place and role in the organization.

I was told this over and over by friends and family. The way I was guiding Habitat would end in failure. We would fail if we did not conform.

My answer was, “Watch us.”

Being a rebel has always been part of my nature. Even as a young boy I was rebellious; I knew what I wanted and would not be satisfied with anything less. This frustrated my parents. Shopping was always a major ordeal. It took me so long to find “the one” toy or game or pair of shoes I wanted that by that point price didn’t matter to my parents. They just wanted to finish shopping. But the time was worth it to me.

My schooling was also frustrating for my parents. I was not a good student. I felt the teachers were teaching the wrong things. Yes, I needed to know that one and one make two, and I needed science and spelling to advance in my studies, but I felt like something was missing. My teachers were not teaching me about being a person—about compassion, and working together with others, not just how to become a Harvard MBA who understood numbers without knowing how to deal with other people.

I have been blessed with many great teachers, both good and bad. An ancient saying goes, “We have no friends, no enemies, we only have teachers.” But my father was my greatest teacher. He raised me to open my heart to all people regardless of race, color, religion, or disability. He taught me that all people suffer much of the same pain and sorrows while also receiving the same joys life has to offer. He said often that we are all the same.

This is the mindset I brought with me when I started at Habitat.

After I dropped out of college, I had many jobs, mainly with friends and family, but none let me experience the purpose and passion I was hungry for. The conventional approach to doing business is just plain boring. When I started at Habitat, doing things the conventional way didn’t even enter my mind. And the more people, especially family, told me I would never succeed with my “hippie” dreams and ideals, the more I wanted to show them that you can be independent and do things your own way and still succeed.

It was 1981, and I was 26 years old. And because I was young and rebellious, and not willing to accept the “no”s, “never”s, and “can’t”s, I was able to do what others wouldn’t even try: welcome people with disabilities into our workforce. And by doing so, we not only grew as a business, but as people, too.

At the beginning, while the future was unknown and we had no real plan, we were certain about one thing: we would not build a factory with plain walls. We wanted to let the light in, both literally and figuratively, and make our workplace a cheerful one. Little did we imagine, however, that someday we would have a factory with floor-to-ceiling art and murals, gardens and fish ponds, stone and steel sculptures and music everywhere. For birthdays and numerous other occasions, one of our traditions at Habitat is to sit in a circle and beat on drums, shakers, and makeshift instruments, sometimes rhythmically, together, but most of the time in unorganized joy. Dancing and uniting to this beat brings out the best in all of us. Both of these practices—our unconventional décor and our unconventional celebration—are ways of bringing joy into our workplace … and of being ourselves. The world would be an even more beautiful place if we could be ourselves more often, just take off the masks that we have been wearing for so long. Society demands that we look and dress a certain way, that we act and perform in a particular fashion. By taking off these masks we also open our hearts and minds.

Almost from the onset, state and federal organizations and even private groups got in our way, demanding adherence to myriad rules and regulations that governed the employment of people with disabilities. The bureaucracies seemed to be more interested in numbers and dollars than in recognizing the hard-won, step-by-step personal growth and successes of our eager employees. At times we fought the system so hard that we began to lose sight of the needs of the people we were actually fighting for. We wasted plenty of precious time. But looking back, I can see these experiences, both positive and negative, as valuable lessons that led to growth, wisdom, and knowledge.

Solutions for Habitat’s management became clear. When possible, we needed to break with intermediaries and work directly with the individuals involved, and their families and/or caregivers. Our frustration at obstacles was replaced with exhilaration at our successes and determination to work harder and do more. It was evident to us, at least, that human beings who historically had been relegated to institutions could become productive citizens of their community. It was also evident that there was no need to “fix” people or the workplace; neither was broken. A segregated work setting created far more obstacles then it removed.

As the years flew by we hired more people who were intellectually and physically challenged, and who had mental health issues. Then came people with substance abuse problems, brain injuries, cerebral palsy, sensory deficits, autism, and on and on. We offered them and their families both genuine caring and a real chance. My father and I, along with our office personnel, stood back and watched with amazement as one able worker after another prevailed over disability and infirmity. Some learned to live independently and drive a car, and some even began attending school. And we learned to open our eyes to see people with disabilities as “people first.” We may have played a role in unshackling a few of society’s disadvantaged and downtrodden here at Habitat, but those “disadvantaged and downtrodden” have unshackled us too—unshackled our hearts.

While I grew up believing that any sort of prejudice toward anyone was the ultimate sin, I must admit I have become very “prejudiced” toward people with Down syndrome. They have become my ultimate teachers. While everyone has a gift, I feel their gifts in most cases are their incredible hearts. What they may be lacking in brain power, they make up for with their pure hearts.

One day while listening to our staff sadly discuss the recent passing of one of our favorite team members, I couldn’t help but feel that they understood so much better than many of us how important life is from the time we are born until the moment we die. As I listened they saw sadness in me. One young man turned to me and asked the most heartfelt question that anyone has ever asked me: “How’s your heart today?” Not “How are you?”, for which I could have come up with numerous trivial answers—“Work is okay,” “I am tired,” “I am upset with my family”—but “How’s your heart?” This moment and numerous others like it that I experience every day at work grounds me, awakens me to what’s really important, and helps me on my path to being more human. As Stephen Hopkins said, referring to his cerebral palsy, when signing the Declaration of Independence, “My hands tremble but my heart does not.” Our employees’ hearts are steady, and teach ours to be as well.

At Habitat we are very open and proud about who we are and about our distractions. And so it has been the so-called “normal” among us that have had to look into ourselves and work to become more able in our thoughts and actions. I am told almost every day by our team members not only that they are able, but that the biggest disability they have is you and I. By doing the right thing in our thoughts and actions, by giving all people hope and a chance for change, the only thing we have to lose is our own disability: fear.

There have been many highs and lows for me at Habitat; there has been comedy, drama, tragedy, and everything in-between. But knowing who we are working for (each other) and what we can accomplish together as a team and a family make it all worthwhile. Many may question our unorthodox way of doing business, our unconventional building and our unconventional people, but we cannot and will not (out comes the rebel again) please everyone. We only need to answer to ourselves, our team members, and their families and caregivers. It is a huge advantage being a for-profit business. Our goals and mission statement don’t change according to grants or funding, so we are able to make changes as needed for what we hope will be the good of each individual and of the group.

Since I began this journey with the rest of the Habitat family, I’ve been asked to sit on several boards of directors. I am usually very reluctant to agree because in most cases board members are simply bodies warming chairs. Change is hard and uncomfortable, especially in the disability movement where many service providers/non-profits and their boards have lost their true paths and become more concerned with money than with people. Some of the boards I have served on have opened my eyes to how much bureaucracy there can be, and how some organizations place “yes men” or friends on the board for self-serving reasons. Even with these eye opening experiences, however, I have met some incredible warriors (peaceful and mindful) that are carving their own paths in helping mankind. We are fortunate that several of them have chosen to be part of this book. I am very grateful to my friends Randy Lewis, George Kessinger, Dr. Rick Rader, Carol Glazer, and Charley Dey, along with so many others, including Jim Thomison, for expressing their feelings and thoughts in this second edition.

There are a few other people I’d like to take a moment to thank. First and foremost is my father, Saul, who passed away before Able! was published. My father was a dreamer. He gave me opportunities even when he felt my ideas were risky or even a little bit crazy, and I was blessed to have him beside me, believing in me. He was very pleased that Habitat was featured in so many magazines, newspapers, and television specials, but wanted us in what he referred to as a “real business publication”: his business bibles were The Wall Street Journal, INC, and Business Week. Now we’ve been in both The Wall Street Journal and INC. I know he is looking down, smiling, and still dreaming.

All of us who make up the Habitat team were thrilled and honored when Nancy Henderson, after years of writing inspirational stories about us for national newspapers and magazines, wanted to author her first book about our company. Thanks to Nancy for writing from her heart while changing our lives and so many others throughout the country.

Also, to all the friends who have taken this journey with us, we thank you for your ongoing love and support and being a vital part of the Habitat family. May you carry on my father Saul’s legacy of compassion, as you help and inspire those around you.
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For two fathers:

To my dad, Mason Carpenter, who taught me that all human beings are precious and valuable, no matter how different they are,

and

To David Morris’s father, Saul, who built both a life and a successful, compassionate business on this same belief.

Thank you for showing the rest of us how it should be done.
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ONE DAY AFTER the first edition of Able! came out, a man with severe cerebral palsy showed up at Habitat in a wheelchair, asking for a job. Unable to stand, Bill had only about 40 percent function in one arm; the other wouldn’t work at all. “Well, we don’t have any openings right now,” CEO David Morris told him. “But we’ll let you know when we start hiring again.”

Bill wasn’t about to give up. If he had to use his teeth, he told David, he’d get the work done. “I don’t want charity, either, or special treatment,” he said. “I just want a job.” Then he proceeded to spout stories from the book, quoting entire lines from memory and pointing out the accomplishments of the employees profiled in it. “Like it says here,” he proudly added, pointing to the cover, “I am able!”

Able!, and the press coverage it triggered, unleashed a deluge of calls, letters and e-mails from people like Bill. Some needed help finding jobs in their own states. Many thanked David for creating an environment that welcomes employees with disabilities. Some wanted to join the Habitat “family.” Whenever possible, David hired them.

Robbie, who learned he had epilepsy when he suffered a seizure, lost consciousness, and caused a serious car accident, had been turned down many times by prospective employers. By the time he arrived at Habitat, his self-esteem was so low he could hardly look anyone in the eye. Two years later, he can run any department in the plant, from cutting to packaging to shipping. He has a new car, a new apartment, and a new circle of friends. And he holds his head high.

Jeff, who is deaf and cannot read, lost his previous job when his longtime employer, a furniture manufacturer, closed its doors. Before he came to work for Habitat, the company was spending hundreds of dollars a month to repair and maintain a strapping machine that kept breaking down. Now, thanks to Jeff’s ability to feel the machine’s vibrations and sense problems before they happen, he is helping Habitat control costs and keep the equipment in operation.

And in an almost unheard-of arrangement, Habitat is now offering paid vocational internships to special-education students at two local high schools. The students earn valuable job experience and a paycheck, and the county school system provides workman’s compensation insurance as if the interns were working on school grounds.

Because of its flexibility in the face of fierce competition, Habitat has been able to hold its own while other American factories have gone out of business. Rug manufacturing now constitutes about one-third of the company’s revenue stream; the rest comes from supplying golf putting greens and other sporting-goods products, and from contract labor brought in-house from large companies such as Georgia Pacific and GE. When rug season wanes, Habitat employees shift to a different part of the plant and assemble an array of boxes for Tropicana, Dixie Cup, Roper, and other brands, assuming hands-on tasks that would otherwise be outsourced to foreign countries.

In a twist on the proverbial David and Goliath story, Habitat has become a sort of “mini-boot camp” for mega-corporations that send representatives to the Chattanooga-based factory to observe the disabled workers, consult with its CEO and ultimately launch their own disability hiring programs patterned after the Habitat success story. Walgreens in particular has relied on Habitat as a training ground for its managers from logistics, human resources, and other departments. To date, about ten different teams have spent an entire day touring the plant; in addition, David routinely consults with Walgreens executives by phone and e-mail, and he’s met with them several times at the company’s Chicago headquarters.

As soon as a visiting group enters the plant, jaws drop and eyes widen in disbelief. Then come the smiles. And before long, the employees with disabilities are teaching their new friends how to roll carpet with speed and precision. Everything, from the manufacturing process to the type of disability each person has, is out in the open. One time, when David introduced a worker to his guests, the man corrected him. “No, David, I don’t have schizophrenia. I have paranoid schizophrenia. There’s a big difference.” Then he turned to the startled visitors and added, “But it doesn’t really matter ’cause we’re all in this together.”

More than a decade since I wrote my first magazine article about this remarkable company, David and his staff are still “in this together” and breaking stereotypes. In its own way, this little Tennessee company is transforming corporate America, one example at a time.

Once in a while, a writer gets a chance to be part of something much larger than herself, to bring about positive change simply by telling others about what she’s seen. This is one of those times, and for that I am truly grateful.




Author’s Preface
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How far you go in life depends on you being tender with the young, compassionate with the aged, sympathetic with the striving and tolerant of the weak and the strong. Because someday in life you will have been all of these.

—GEORGE WASHINGTON CARVER



IN NOVEMBER 1999, at the annual Business for Social Responsibility conference in Boston, a virtually unknown Georgia businessman stood before executives from the Gap, American Express, and other major corporations and explained why his company has been so successful.

“Simple,” he said. “I hire the people no one else wants to hire.”

As co-founder and CEO of Habitat International, Inc., an international supplier of golf putting greens, accent rugs, and indoor-outdoor mats for Lowe’s, the Home Depot, and other major retailers, David Morris knows better than most how to work with special-needs employees. In 1986, five years after he and his father, Saul, launched their small rug company in Chattanooga, Tennessee, they agreed to host an enclave of eight social-services clients with mental retardation. Today, most of the workers at Habitat—more than 70 during peak production—have either a physical or mental disability, or both. People with autism, Down syndrome, and hearing impairments cut carpet next to those with cerebral palsy, mental illnesses, and brain trauma from car accidents and strokes. All earn real wages, not the usual $1 to $2 an hour state programs generally pay, and many make far more than the industry standard.

David, who balked at the idea when a friend approached him about hosting the first enclave two decades ago, is convinced his company has flourished not in spite of, but because of, his employees with disabilities. There is practically no absenteeism, very little turnover, and seldom an attitude problem. Each worker is cross-trained on every task in the plant, from running the press to loading trucks to gluing foam pads to the backs of golf driving mats, so there is rarely a need to bring in extra help to cover for someone who’s out. Quality control takes place naturally, and without prompting, as conscientious workers with developmental and other disabilities routinely point out faulty boxes, poor color matches, and shortages. Because of their willingness to focus on the task, and do it well, they frequently outperform their non-disabled co-workers and give Habitat an edge over its competitors. The employees with disabilities are, in a word, grateful for their jobs, and their appreciation shows in more ways than one.

Habitat has expanded a dozen times since it opened for business in 1981, and annual rug production has climbed from 85,000 to 1.5 million. Thanks in large part to the acquisition of a new home center account, revenues tripled between 2001 and 2004, at a time when other factories were bearing the brunt of an economic downturn, laying off staff members, and scurrying to carve more expenses. The company is so efficient that back orders are virtually non-existent; so is the return rate on defective goods. The practice of hiring unconventional workers has also strengthened Habitat’s rapport with big-name retailers, mail-order firms, and sporting goods companies. “We’ve had major customers who were prejudiced about this,” David says. “Once they come out here, they say, ‘We want to buy everything from you from now on.’”

The irony is that the people who benefit most may be the ones without visible physical and mental challenges. “Our employees show us love, caring, and simplicity,” David points out. “They haven’t been spoiled by society, and they never will. They are the wise ones because they look at things with such a pure heart, and their love is contagious. They give us more than we could ever give back.”

If you’re tempted to think, “This issue doesn’t affect me,” think again. According to the National Organization on Disability (NOD), 54 million Americans—a full 20 percent of the population—are disabled. Most of us will be touched by a disability in some way—a parent’s aging process, a friend’s devastating accident, a child with a birth defect—at some point in our lives. Consider these far-reaching statistics:

•According to the American Society on Aging, 70 percent of people with disabilities are not born with them.

•One in 10 American families is directly impacted by mental retardation. The 140,000-member Arc of the United States (formerly known as the National Association of Retarded Children), estimates that 6.2 to 7.5 million people in this country have this developmental disability.

•According to the Brain Injury Association of America, 1.5 million people sustain a traumatic brain injury each year—that’s one every 21 seconds—and it is the leading cause of disabilities in children and young adults. The Centers for Disease Control estimates that at least 5.3 million Americans, or just over 2 percent of the U.S. population, currently live with disabilities resulting from head injuries.

•According to the American Stroke Association, someone in the U.S. has a stroke every 45 seconds. This cardiovascular disease, which affects the arteries leading to and from the brain, is a major cause of severe, long-term disability. About 700,000 Americans will suffer a stroke this year and about 4.8 million survivors are alive today.

•As many as 1.5 million Americans have some form of autism, states the Autism Society of America, and that number is growing at an alarming rate of between 10 and 17 percent every year. The ASA estimates that up to 4 million Americans could have autism within the next decade.

Thanks in part to mainstreaming in schools and a generation growing up with more sensitive attitudes and greater exposure to people from other cultures, races, and walks of life, prejudice against people with disabilities isn’t as prevalent as it once was. Yet, according to a 2003 Work Trends study conducted by the John J. Heldrich Center for Workforce Development at Rutgers University, misconceptions about hiring people with disabilities continue to run rampant in the business world. Many entrepreneurs still believe they’ll lose money by hiring special-needs workers. Parents and caregivers of disabled kids nearing adulthood often have their own fears. They worry their children will lose valuable Supplemental Security Income (SSI) or Medicare benefits if they earn a real paycheck. Or they want to shield their kids from hard work, intolerance, or the possibility of being hurt on the job.

The Habitat story shows just how wrong these assumptions can be. At this remarkable company, people with disabilities have proven, time and again, that they belong in the workplace, just like everyone else. In the long run they pose no more challenges than do people without disabilities, and they often outpace their co-workers. In fact, they’re often the best employees on the payroll.

This book is about gutsy entrepreneurs who opened their minds and hearts by taking a chance hiring people with disabilities, even when the odds were against all of them. It’s about dedicated parents who fought fiercely for their children, of teachers who saw the potential in their special-ed students, of business owners and civic leaders who supported this unusual company and its outlandish hiring practices, even when the naysayers said it would never work. This is a story of unlikely heroes: the conservative entrepreneur and his anti-establishment son, the competitors who turned into customers and became part of the Habitat “family,” and the employees with disabilities who accomplished far more than they’d ever dreamed. Despite its humble beginnings in Southeast Tennessee, this is a story with a message for the world: Give people with disabilities a chance in the workplace and they’ll pay you back with loyalty, unsurpassed productivity, and, most of all, lessons in human goodness and love.

In 1998, Lonnie Jacobs, a kind-hearted Habitat employee with schizophrenia, told a reporter, “Habitat’s a company that more or less hires people with distractions, and we work it out together.” That statement made such an impact on the company culture that in 2002, Habitat adopted a new slogan—A Company of Positive Distractions. When the plant moved to a larger facility in late 2003 to accommodate a boom in orders, a prominent sign bearing the slogan was erected at the entrance.

It would be wonderful if we didn’t have to point out the individual disabilities in this book, or call them by name. Schizophrenia. Autism. Down syndrome. Such words, say David Morris and the other managers at Habitat, are mere labels for people with various “distractions,” nothing more, nothing less. Even the term “disabled” can be misleading because the talented, productive workers at Habitat have plenty of ability, and they show it day after day. But because we’re human, because we live in a world of specifics, not generalities, we need word pictures—labels, if you will—to help us grasp the challenges they’ve faced, and to see how far they’ve come. That’s the only reason terms like “mental retardation” and “cerebral palsy” are used in this book, not as a way to pigeonhole people who are visibly different.

Even so, the “distractions” at Habitat aren’t always noticeable, at least not at first glance. In 1996, when David was invited to be a torchbearer at the start of the Summer Olympics in Atlanta, a local television reporter came to the plant and spent several hours filming footage for a story. Later he called David back with a question: “Hey, can you help me identify which person has this or that?”

“You tell me what the disability is,” David replied.

The journalist paused for a moment. “But I can’t tell.”

“Well,” David said. “There’s your story.”




One
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An Able Workforce

AT THE END OF A LONG INDUSTRIAL DRIVEWAY not far from Interstate 75, gargantuan metal giraffes stretch their necks above sculpted palm trees. Steel panthers crouch beneath the company sign, while a menagerie of critters, from a thick-knuckled gorilla to a fat leaping frog and a regal buck, chase each other around the edge of the parking lot. Inside the gate, red ants scramble to reach the top of a tower, and benches with grass-turf seats and rake-prong backs offer resting spots for visitors at the door. But it’s the “Living Fence”—a row of thin silhouettes representing the factory’s workers, some in wheelchairs, some with apparent Down syndrome or other disabilities, most holding hands—that really catches the eye.

Once inside Habitat International, Inc., an indoor-outdoor rug manufacturer in Chattanooga, Tennessee, the Living Fence takes on new meaning. Here, real people with real disabilities cut, package, and ship more than 11,000 artificial-grass and needlepunch products a day for large retailers like Lowe’s, Meijer, and the Home Depot. Workers with schizophrenia and bipolar disorder drive forklifts next to those with Down syndrome, autism, and cerebral palsy. Recovering alcoholics, employees with hearing impairments, and people with developmental challenges cut floor runners and putting greens alongside co-workers who have sustained brutal head injuries or the loss of an arm. The place hums like a well-run beehive, with no one sitting idly on the sidelines or stopping to take an unplanned break.

Carl Wallace, a successful entrepreneur who suffered a debilitating stroke in 1985, is slow but steady as he folds slate-blue sections of carpet to load onto the bright orange buggies. Not far away, Ryan Lowery scoots stacks of forest-green carpet to the end of the table, where other mentally challenged employees will roll, label, and stand each one upright in the store display cartons. Nearby, Michael Clark, who wears leg braces and has multiple disabilities, works at near-lightning speed.

“Hey, Michael, wanna see who can roll the fastest?” asks the company’s playful co-founder and CEO, David Morris. Not one to pass up a challenge, his young employee hoists a 6’ × 10’ swath of grass carpet onto a worktable, deftly rolls it into a tight tube, and tapes on the tag, while across from him, his boss struggles to do the same thing. By the time David rolls one rug, his protégé has already mastered three. David looks up in mock exasperation. “He was told he’d never be able to work in a setting like this,” he whispers. “And just look at him go.”

At break time, Habitat’s special staff members leave their workstations and congregate around a pool table flanked by a one-armed mannequin with green grass-turf pants and a hodgepodge of signs like “Why Be Normal?” “Question Reality” and “If the People Lead, the Leaders Will Follow.” Nearby, a school of steel fish in all shapes and sizes swims just beneath the high ceiling, a huge Styrofoam sunburst watches over the group, and employee photo collages smile down from the cluttered walls. Some workers shoot a few hoops at the basketball court. Others take turns manning the in-house radio station and spinning their favorite CDs. Homeless workers show people with developmental disabilities how to play pool and air hockey. Or is it the other way around?

In fact, it’s often a challenge to spot just who is teaching whom. So is finding something that isn’t unorthodox at this bustling rug factory 30 miles up the road from Dalton, Georgia, the self-proclaimed “Carpet Capital of the World.” The eccentric sculptures and whimsical murals certainly aren’t run-of-the-mill, nor is the air of contagious enthusiasm that comes from the happy, disabled workers who dance and sing and strum imaginary guitars to the Stevie Ray Vaughan riffs blaring over the intercom. The relationships here are unusual too, with managers hugging employees who do an outstanding job, and the company CEO rolling carpet alongside his staff to help out in a high-volume pinch. Even more unexpected, perhaps, is the fact that Habitat’s exceptional workforce out-produces the nearest competitor 2-1.

Looking back, it’s hard to believe that, if not for a persistent social worker and a brash young entrepreneur, it might never have happened at all.
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