Charity review assignment

Rachel Gross

Invest in Kids

Part 1

"What do they do?" section.  
Does this section give you a clear picture of the charities' activities, to the point where you can picture how donations are spent?

I feel that I have a clear idea of what this charity does and that its focus is on implementing proven programs to help low-income kids. To gain a more full understanding of what these programs are, I clicked on the links to read GiveWell’s reviews of the Nurse-Family Partnership and the Incredible Years program. I have the sense that a donation to Invest in Kids would go primarily toward the Incredible Years program, and I feel that I can picture how it would be spent. However, it is unclear to me whether Invest in Kids is also looking for more programs to implement since it decided not to continue with the Good Behavior Game. Also, in the last bullet point of this section, the OMNI Institute is mentioned. I do not see a previous explanation of what the OMNI Institute is.
"Does it work?" section.  
Does this section use reasonable methods and use reasonable conclusions to assess the extent to which this charity meets the "impact" criterion laid out at http://www.givewell.org/impact-analysis ?

Given the information available, I think the methods and conclusions are certainly reasonable. The main issue with understanding the impact of Invest In Kids and Incredible Years seems to be that there has been little long-term evaluation of children after they have left Incredible Years, and those studies that have done so have not utilized a control group. Also, it doesn’t seem that the evaluations prepared by the OMNI Institute utilize a control group. Given this, I think it’s unfortunate that all the studies didn’t include a control group, but I think GiveWell’s consideration of all the sources, and giving perhaps more weight to randomized controlled studies of Incredible Years, is reasonable and good. The OMNI 2009-2010 report states that the 2010-2011 report will include 15 ‘control’ classrooms, which seems like a good idea and quite an improvement in scientific rigorousness.

As for the issue of long-term data into adulthood, I’m wondering how much GiveWell, or Invest In Kids, or Incredible Years have looked into general studies of long-term effects (or at least correlations) with some of the specific metrics that these studies have looked at – e.g. increased positive family communication; increased social competence with peers; increased problem solving skills. I would imagine that these kinds of variables, and their prospects for continuity when present at an early age, have been studied extensively. Not sure if this section of the Invest in Kids review would be the right place to bring it up, but I feel that if it was discussed somewhere, the lack of long-term data for Incredible Years, specifically, would appear to be less of a critical problem. After I took a careful look at many of the sources in the source list, I discovered that the Scott et al. 2001 study provides exactly this kind of information. However, I didn’t see it actually cited or otherwise mentioned anywhere in the review.
Does the review discuss any relevant evidence base for the general kinds of programs the charity is running?  (If there is a highly relevant program with a substantial evidence base, the review should link to it, and it should have been included as a separate document in your packet).
The type of program that Invest in Kids runs is prevention programs that help low-income kids in Colorado. When I read this phrase (“prevention programs”) in the review, I was not entirely clear what was meant by it and I wonder if there would be a more clear way to characterize the type of programs run by Invest in Kids (i.e., programs to prevent x). Of course, during the course of learning more about the charity it became clear to me that its goal is to improve the health and well-being of children in Colorado (as stated on IIK’s own website).
The review does not discuss any general evidence for this type of program, but the two specific programs run by Invest in Kids, Nurse Family Partnership and Incredible Years, were separately reviewed by GiveWell. It appears that both programs have a substantial evidence base for their effectiveness.
Does the review competently address the question of whether there is evidence of the charity's past impact, including both "direct" evidence and evidence that the charity has executed proven programs in ways that are likely to replicate their results?  Does the review explicitly raise and reasonably consider all strong "alternative hypotheses" for any empirical patterns noted as evidence of impact?  


The review focuses on IIK’s implementation of Incredible Years. Based on the most recent evaluation, the GiveWell review states that there is reasonable evidence that IIK is implementing the Incredible Years program in a way that will replicate past results.


The Invest in Kids review does not discuss any alternative hypotheses. The Incredible Years review mentions that the studies were randomized controlled trials, which is the strongest type of evidence, but that publication bias may be involved in that positive studies may be more likely to be published. If publication bias is occurring, the positive impact of the program may be overstated. But the Incredible Years review does not explicitly come up with alternative explanations for positive results observed.
Does the review make reasonable conclusions regarding the likelihood of future impact, considering past evidence?

The review does not make any explicit conclusions regarding IIK’s future impact. However, to me, the discussion of the fact that the teachers in the school program showed high fidelity to the evidence-based model implies that there is a good chance of future impact. Also, the entire section discussing IIK’s commitment to ongoing evaluation is a strong statement in favor of the likelihood of positive future impact.
In assessing empirical evidence, has GiveWell used the best analytical methods available?  Would other analytical methods be more helpful in reaching reasonable conclusions and predictions?  (Please follow footnotes and read any Excel sheet attachments to the extent that it would help answer this question.)


After reading this section, my impression was that the reports from the OMNI Institute are the best source of data for making conclusions and predictions about IIK’s impact. I also assumed, based on some of the wording in this section, that OMNI was going to be providing the missing long-term data on this program by following these kids after they leave the program. (I think I assumed this because the idea of an annual evaluation seemed to lend itself to evaluating all the kids every year, whether or not they are still in the program.) After following footnotes and skimming OMNI’s annual reports, I realized this isn’t the case. 
Based on a skim of several of the reports, my impression is that each year is being treated as an isolated entity – comparing metrics from the beginning of the year to metrics from the end of the year. In addition, they are not using a control group. Based on these observations, I think it would be nice if there were some other studies that GiveWell could also use to assess IIK’s impact, but since it doesn’t seem that there are, this seems to be the best possible analysis. To me these independent reports do have more credibility than they would if they were conducted directly by Invest In Kids.
I would be interested in seeing more discussion of whether there is any plan – and if not, why not – to evaluate the effects on the current participants 10 or 15 years down the line. I noticed that this issue is addressed a little bit in the August 2010 conversation with Merlino but she does not explain why longer-term evaluation is beyond the scope of Invest In Kids.
Does the review make a reasonable assessment of possible negative/offsetting impact, as discussed in the "impact" framework laid out at http://www.givewell.org/impact-analysis?
I do not see a discussion of possible negative/offsetting impact. I am not sure what an example of that would be in this context.
"What do you get for your dollar?" section.  This section addresses the "cost-effectiveness" criterion laid out at http://www.givewell.org/cost-effectiveness .  For reasons discussed on the cost-effectiveness page, this section aims to use external analysis as much as possible and reach a "ballpark" estimate with minimal effort.  Please attempt to fully understand GiveWell's cost-effectiveness estimate, including following any footnotes and reading any Excel sheet attachments that are relevant.

I started by checking the math. The math looks good although at first I was confused about the use of two different numbers for total number of students in the program (5,032 and 4,782). Upon reading footnote 27, I discovered the reason for this, but this section does have the appearance of slight inconsistency since most people probably don’t read all the footnotes. 

I was amazed that there was such a large difference between this estimate and the United Kingdom study’s estimate. Based on my reading of GiveWell’s Incredible Years review and skimming the Edwards et al 2007 paper, some of the main differences seem to be: 1) The UK study addressed only the parent program. 2) The UK program had perhaps higher travel expenses for group leaders since for some reason some were spending six hours a week traveling. 3) The UK study considered external “costs to society” in terms of public health and social services. 4) Being in a different country could cause substantial differences in cost. 
Because GiveWell’s estimate does not include external costs like use of health services, I feel that it is probably a more accurate estimate of the cost-effectiveness of the Incredible Years program and more specifically IIK’s implementation of it. But at the same time, I believe the UK study had more exact numbers to work with and the ability to perform statistical analysis on them, which would increase its accuracy. But given that this is an evaluation of Invest In Kids (not Incredible Years), I think the $220 estimate is the best possible estimate.

A problem that I have with the bottom-line number of $220 per student is that it includes both expenses that the charity being reviewed (Invest In Kids) paid, as well as expenses apparently paid by individual classrooms (or the school districts, or whatever) and by parents’ groups. I understand the value of the total amount of money spent on providing the program to each child, but since this is a charity review targeting the potential Invest In Kids donor, I would expect the answer to “What do you get for your dollar?” to address how many kids will be impacted by my donation to this charity, Invest in Kids.
Are there issues with the estimates given by GiveWell (ways in which they could be substantially overstated or understated) that are not noted?

Not that I can think of.
Is GiveWell's conclusion the most firm that can be reached with relatively little work?  Are there adjustments and/or other methods and sources that would lead to a different, and better, estimate of cost-effectiveness?

With “relatively little work” I think this is a very good estimate. As I mentioned earlier it would obviously be a more precise estimate if GiveWell had access to the exact amount of money spent and the exact number of students served, and had the ability to apply statistical tests. I am actually surprised that more exact information was not available given the OMNI Institute’s ongoing evaluation and data collection, but I guess estimation of cost-effectiveness is not part of OMNI’s evaluations.
"Room for more funds" section.  Does this section clearly address what is known about the likely impact of additional donations?

It seems pretty clear and straightforward that Invest In Kids has room for more funding. Although they would need to reach an amount that would allow the organization to sustain additional staff members, additional donations can be expected to allow IIK’s implementation of the Incredible Years program to be expanded.
Part 2

Footnote spot-check.  Please spot-check at least five of the footnotes in this review (i.e., follow the footnote and open any relevant document or website).  For each, please write your assessment of whether the citation is accurate both in letter and in spirit.

Most of my comments on the footnotes are in my Excel document, but here are some longer notes.

33. I did not do the footnote spot check/read the sources in order, so when I initially looked at this I was wondering why the price for the preschool (as opposed to school age) program was used. I figured it out when I read the 10/19 conversation with Merlino, where she says that they focus mainly on ages 3-5. Since the fact that 3-5-year-olds are the focus is not mentioned anywhere in the review (that I can see), perhaps this would be worth mentioning in Footnote 33?
43. I am a part-time tax preparer so I am going to be nitpicky here.


One thing I noticed with the KIPP review also, but I don’t believe I commented on, is that these tax form files could be labeled more clearly. For example, the file called IRS Form 990 (2003) is for the organization’s tax year that began April 1, 2002. It is therefore considered a 2002 tax return, which is indicated by the “2002” in the upper right corner of the first page. I personally find it more clear to refer to a tax form by the year that it covers, rather than the year in which it was filed. Otherwise it just gets too confusing because sometimes people file their taxes late, etc. I realize that changing this naming convention of GiveWell’s on all of the review pages would probably entail too much work to be worth it, but that’s just my observation here. Note this also affects the accuracy/clarity of statements such as “Invest in Kids' highest annual revenue … was $1.4 million in 2003” (referring to the period from 4/1/02-3/31/03).

I noticed that on the Invest In Kids page, the “2003” file and the “2004” file are labeled in this way that I find confusing. But then “2005”, “2006”, “2007”, “2008”, and “2009” are labeled the other way, the way I think is better – so this is a little inconsistent. This also means that there’s actually a tax year missing. The form that would cover 4/1/2004 – 3/31/2005, which I would call Tax Year 2004, is not listed in the sources at all. I went to NCSS to find the missing tax form and noticed that they have the same inconsistency. So, I see that the inconsistency did not originate with GiveWell, but it is still an inconsistency. I found the missing tax form at www.givingfirst.org, labeled “2005.” 

Finally, another issue is that the 2005 tax year was a short year because they changed their accounting year to end on 12/31 instead of 3/31. So this makes the graphs based on the tax forms just a tad misleading, since the average viewer would probably assume that each year that the data came from was twelve months long. 
Fairness of summary.  Having read the entire review and spot-checked footnotes, please read the summary at the top of the review.  Does it accurately and fairly summarize the content of the full review?
Yes, I think it is a good summary. It doesn’t specify what type of “evidence-based programs” the charity focuses on. Adding that might make it a better description.
Independent assessment of the charity.  Please attempt an independent assessment of the charity, by:

· Examining its website.

· Examining its tax records at http://nccsdataweb.urban.org/PubApps/990search.php?bmf=1
· Googling it.

· Reading any document attachments on the GiveWell review that seem particularly relevant to the case for its impact, cost-effectiveness and room for more funding.

Keep a log of all links you clicked and website/document pages you read.  Then answer the following questions:

Is there any publicly available information that calls into question GiveWell's assertions about the charity's activities, evidence for impact, evidence for cost-effectiveness, or room for more funding?

Everything I looked at was completely consistent with GiveWell’s assertions about IIK’s activities. Since the review’s focus is Incredible Years, I focused on Incredible Years-related material. At this point I feel I have a pretty good understanding of what Incredible Years does and I think GiveWell presents its activities and evidence for impact faithfully.

As far as cost-effectiveness and room for more funding, GiveWell’s estimate was mainly based on privately obtained information (the phone conversations), so I didn’t really find any additional publicly available information to add to it or conflict with it. It still seems reasonable to me.

Does this independent assessment raise any important issues not discussed in the GiveWell review?


No.
Log:
Documents read

-Gardner, Frances, Jennifer Burton, and Ivana Klimes. 2006. Randomised controlled trial of a parenting intervention in the voluntary sector for reducing child conduct problems: Outcomes and mechanisms of change. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry 47: 1123–1132

-Invest in Kids. Incredible Years: 2009 and 2010 budgets (XLS).

-Invest in Kids. Our approach to identifying effective programs (PDF).

-Invest in Kids. Sample budget for a classroom to implement Incredible Years (XLS).

-Incredible Years, "The Incredible Years Parent, Teacher and Child Programs: Overview of Program Details." 
-Merlino, Lisa. Invest in Kids Executive Director. Phone conversation with GiveWell (DOC), August 5, 2010. 

-Merlino, Lisa. Invest in Kids Executive Director. Phone conversation with GiveWell (DOC), July 16, 2010. 

-Merlino, Lisa. Invest in Kids Executive Director. Phone conversation with GiveWell (DOC), October 19, 2010.

-OMNI Institute. 2009. Evaluation of The Incredible Years: September 2008 – August 2009 (PDF). Denver: OMNI Institute.
-OMNI Institute. 2010. Evaluation of The Incredible Years: September 2009 – August 2010 (DOC). Denver: OMNI Institute.
-Scott, Stephen, et al. 2001. Financial cost of social exclusion: Follow up study of antisocial children into adulthood (PDF). British Medical Journal 323: 1-5.

-Webster-Stratton, Carolyn, Julie Rinaldi, and Jamila, M. Reid. Long-term outcomes of Incredible Years parenting program: Predictors of adolescent adjustment (PDF).

Websites visited

-GiveWell’s Incredible Years page

-GiveWell’s Nurse-Family Partnership page

-www.givingfirst.org 

-Invest In Kid’s Incredible Years page, and other pages on iik.org

-www.youtube.com/watch?v=8jyi2Sz-TVc

-www.youtube.com/watch?v=hrpOzgdb3Fw&NR=1

Bottom line.  Please summarize whether you feel GiveWell has reached a reasonable assessment, based on the most relevant available information and best available analytical methods and data, about the extent to which this charity meets its criteria.
I think GiveWell’s designation of Invest In Kids as a silver medal organization is very appropriate. The organization’s commitment to implementing proven programs and to evaluating itself continuously makes it an organization with standards similar to GiveWell. I think this review summarizes all the negative and positive issues relating to how effectively a donation to this charity would be used. I assume that as the OMNI Institute produces a new report each year, there will be opportunities to periodically update and refine the assessment.
