Donation Decision Assignment

Robert Mundy

Questions to be answered before I donate
Below is a rough outline of the questions I try to answer when examining a new charity I might donate to. I explain them here to give you a sense of where I started before I began this assignment. These questions apply to the charities that I was not familiar with before beginning this assignment.
1. Who are you? 

-foundation, nonprofit, NGO, government branch; directors, board, faculty, funding
2. What do you do? Mission statement, Project(s) description
3. How do you do it? Financials: Audit, 501(c)3 status, executive compensation (use professionals as proxies for my understanding of financials: I don’t know how to tell bad financials from good ones, so I rely on professionals to translate financial information into ratings, charts, and descriptions that I can appreciate. 

-How effective are you at what you do? Track record: years of experience, how you’ve tracked your own success
-3rd party ratings (GuideStar, Charity Navigator, GiveWell, etc.)
4. Why should I help?

-How can I gauge the success of my donation once I’ve made it? 
-Is my donation the most cost-effective, life-saving solution available?
-Is there a funding gap?

5. Optional Question: What can I learn from your charity about effective giving that might 
inform my own future work in the field?

As an example, I recently donated to DonorsChoose.org to provide school supplies to an underserved US elementary school. The donation did not serve my pressing needs (saving lives and drastically improving livelihoods) but I wanted to learn lessons about giving:

-I wanted to donate through an internet-community-organized fundraiser (the website reddit.com, alongside Stephen Colbert and Jon Stewart, campaigned to raise $300,000 for the organization)
-I wanted to donate “in the moment” to an in-progress charity drive. I generally prefer donating to causes that I feel matter, not to causes that impact me emotionally at a given moment, but I wanted to explore the feelings that “in the moment” donations evoke.

-I wanted to learn more about the DonorsChoose donation interface, the communication between site, donor, and recipient, and follow-up procedures (how to encourage monthly donations, how to encourage teachers to actually respond to donations meaningfully, etc).

Key to all of these questions are two notions: transparency and accountability. Organizations that I donate to must provide sufficient information to prove that my support will save or significantly improve a human life. I cannot reach this conclusion without substantial evidence because my decision is, literally, one of life and death. A suitable charity provides publicly and at no or little cost all the answers to the questions above. The charity itself uses this information to define its successes (and explain its failures, though I find this rarely happens) in an honest and clear manner.

1. What charity or charities did you pick, and how did you allocate the funds between them? Why?

2. Which of these charities do you have personal connections to?  What is the nature of these connections?

4. Please give a brief overview of the process you followed to make your decision, including websites visited & phone calls made.
5. What resources played a major role in your decision?

-The answers to these questions are listed below, answered according to the chronological progress of my research.
Preliminary Research
Charity Navigator

6 Questions To Ask Charities Before Donating, Top 10 Best Practices of Savvy Donors

 – used to confirm that my “questions to be answered before I donate” was adequate

10 Slam-Dunk Charities

10 Top-Notch Charities

Accountability and Transparency Metrics (http://www.charitynavigator.org/index.cfm?bay=search.accountability&orgid=8871)
Resource List (Question 5)
I examined each resource you gave me. I was previously familiar with Guidestar and Charity Navigator so I focused most of my time on the newer resources. I decided to rely on Charity Navigator and GiveWell for my charity decisions, while using Guidestar and Givewhatwecan.org to supplement my research.  A defense of this decision can be found below.

Charity Navigator: offers helpful guidelines for measuring transparency and accountability. It provides financial information in a clear, identifiable way and provides ratings that help me gauge an organization’s track record success and its potential for using my donation effectively.

GiveWell: well-suited to my interests: most of the charities it reviews possess mission statements that are similar to my own donation goals: saving lives and drastically improving livelihoods at the cheapest cost. I don’t have to wade through charities that are well-rated but don’t suit my needs, as I might on Charity Navigator. 


-resource: http://www.givewell.org/international/technical/Process-Overview
Great Nonprofits (greatnonprofits.org): offers charity reviews written by website users. Review evidence is unfortunately only anecdotal, since I can’t vet the review submitters. The website has some excellent ideas (each nonprofit has a section for “Needs” and “Offers”) but it suffers for lack of content and objective analysis. Good for connecting to the human and personal aspects of a nonprofit, but not effective at guiding my donation.

Philanthropedia: (http://www.myphilanthropedia.org) offers charity rankings determined by “crowdsourcing” expert opinion from foundations, nonprofits, and research centers. The website’s method compliments basic financial research (GuideStar, Charity Navigator) but does not replace it—I like to know what experts think of charities, but I can’t conceive of a circumstance where I would heed an expert’s opinion instead of a straightforward analysis of donation efficiency and evidence of lives saved/DALYs averted. Either way, my biggest complaint is the website’s focus. Philanthropedia is an excellent resource for US-focused charities but lacks internationally-focused ones.

http://www.myphilanthropedia.org/top-nonprofits/

 http://www.myphilanthropedia.org/how_we_rank
GuideStar: (http://www2.guidestar.org) offers 990 forms, user reviews, and general descriptions. Balance sheets, financial statements, and other documents are restricted to GuideStar Premium users. The free information found at GuideStar can already be found at Charity Navigator or GiveWell, and since I can’t speak for content I can’t access, GuideStar doesn’t suit my needs.

Foundation Center Online: A handy resource for tracking where nonprofits receive their funding, and who’s offering money. I used it during my time with Men Can Stop Rape.  I would have liked to use it for general-purpose research aimed at finding US foundations who fund developing world projects—some of which may have seemed promising enough to examine closely—but since I have to pay for the service, I didn’t use it. 

Givewhatwecan.org: compares health solutions by cost-effectiveness. Not enough content to be used exclusively, but was helpful for Stop TB Partnership.

http://www.givingwhatwecan.org/resources/health.php
Allocation
I decided to donate 25% to charities I already knew, and 75% to charities I had never heard of. I wanted to use GiveWell and other tools more extensively than I might if more of my money was going to charities I was already familiar with. 

25% to charities I’ve already donated to (personal connection)
Partners in Health (20%)
Goal: I want to confirm PIH’s effectiveness using GiveWell and other charity rating services.

Charity Navigator rating: 64.47 (4 stars)
-4 star efficiency (their track record), 4 star capacity (their need for my renewed support

GuideStar rating: 2 out of 3 stars

Personal Connection: I read Tracy Kidder’s Mountains Beyond Mountains and learned about PIH through the book. I researched the organization and have been donating fairly regularly since.
Pros

-provides healthcare that almost certainly is better than what would be offered without PIH’s presence
Cons

-Little evidence of health outcomes, good or otherwise; no expenses by intervention type 
-can’t donate by cause to maximize my cost effectiveness 
-cost per life saved outside of reasonable range (though not significantly so)
http://www.givewell.org/international/top-charities/PIH
Conclusion: I probably made the right choice by donating to Partners in Health, and would like to continue my support. I value PIH’s commitment to a job that many didn’t think possible—providing comprehensive healthcare to a region without even the most basic centrally controlled healthcare delivery system. Despite losing staff members and facilities during the recent Haiti earthquake, their work continues to expand. Though I could probably find a more cost-effective charity, I choose to allocate 20% to PIH as recognition of their dedication. I explain more about this sentiment in my larger conclusion at the end of this assignment.
Charity:Water (5%)
Goal: I didn’t know much about Charity: Water’s effectiveness when I donated. I would like to know more to see if I made the right choice, and if I should donate once again.

Personal Connection: I stumbled upon Charity: Water and liked their use of multimedia to encourage donation. They seemed reasonably transparent and offer me insight into how to make giving attractive.

No information on Charity Navigator or GiveWell

Brief description on GuideStar but no information I can’t already find on the website

I tried out the questions you suggest on your website I ask:

What was the community's access to water like before the water improvement in terms of distance and cleanliness? 

-Unclear. In many cases, clean water seems to have been either nonexistent or very distant
How do you ensure that the wells you construct remain operational over the long term? Can I see the reports that come from your process? 
GPS coordinates, photos of the site are guaranteed within 12-18 months. The status of wells beyond that point is unclear.
Do you address other sources of waterborne disease? Do you track the impact of your programs on disease incidence and prevalence over time and can you share technical reports on this impact? 
Seemingly, no. The website offers claims (see below) that lack support, and the organization is too new to have longitudinal records of their progress. Though if their website is any indication, Charity: Water won’t be engaging in disease incidence studies—their logic seems to be that fresh water is significant good even if it doesn’t produce verifiable reduction in waterborne illnesses. 
Cons
Unsupported claims

-claim: $20 provides clean water for one person for 20 years

http://www.charitywater.org/donate/

-claim: $1 invested provides $12 in economic impact

http://www.charitywater.org/whywater/

-I can’t figure out where these claims find their support. No citations on the website. Neither of these figures says what Charity: Water projects explicitly do for life expectancy or health outcomes (i.e. neither claim mentions DALYs or diarrhea).
Inefficient Programs
The Disease Control Priorities Report, as referenced on GiveWell, indicates that water infrastructure projects like the ones Charity: Water employs at best prevent 1 DALY for $159. This contradicts the implication, if not the exact wording, of Charity: Water’s claims about $20 for 20 years of clean water.
http://www.givewell.org/international/technical/criteria/program-evaluation#DiseaseControlPrioritiesReport
Pros 
Significant efforts to be transparent

-The website and affiliated blog provides stories, pictures, and video, and guarantees Google Maps imagery of completed projects. 

http://www.charitywater.org/projects/map/
-financials, board members, privacy policy are available online

-I don’t know how many of Charity Navigator’s Accountability and Transparency checklist’s criteria are fulfilled by Charity: Water. 
Multimedia to connect donor and recipient
The nonprofit devotes significant energy to describing their progress with well projects and describing the recipients of clean water not as statistics to alter but people to help. On the charity’s “birthday,” the founder and well-digging team traveled to the Central African Republican to dig four wells—the first dig failed, but the charity produced a well-made video of the failure anyway. This incident sums up my mixed feelings about Charity: Water: well projects aren’t provably cost-effective, but I want to reward a substantial commitment to accountability and to connecting donors to their cause.
Conclusion: I would allocate 5% of my donation budget to Charity: Water. This 5% allows me to track the correspondence between Charity:Water and donors (by virtue of me donating at all, and being part of their system) to confirm that the website’s efforts to be transparent come to fruition. The nonprofit’s multimedia approach is still very appealing to me—revealing the individuals being aided by donations in high definition video is a rarity, and might produce a more meaningful connection between donor and recipient that could encourage consistent, long-lasting donations on a large scale. I value that aspect of Charity: Water’s approach, even if I can’t fairly support the claims that the nonprofit makes about its work.  

75% to new charities

Given my relatively short amount of time to research new charities for this assignment, I don’t have the ability to derive satisfaction from personal connections to the charities and inspiring elements of their work, as I did for the charities above. This may not be a bad thing. Regardless, my allocation of the remaining 75% will therefore be entirely dependent on cost-effectiveness, my primary goal. 

Village Reach (25%)
-your website indicates that Village Reach is the best charity reviewed. I thus started with this organization.

-No information on Charity Navigator, only token information on GuideStar.

http://www.givewell.org/international/top-charities/villagereach
http://villagereach.org/
Questions
Who are you?

Website includes staff breakdown by project, board, partners, supporters.

What do you do?

Website includes mission statement, model explanation. VillageReach essentially built a logistical framework that allowed vaccines to get where they needed to be on time and intact, as well as improved sanitation standards and facilities. They seemingly did this from scratch, but managed to create a delivery system that ensures incredibly high cost-effectiveness. 
How do you do it?

Financials, project evaluations, white papers, and importantly, a cost study summary are available on their website.
Why should I help?

GiveWell helped me determine this answer. VillageReach reduced stockouts to practically zero, a fairly clear indication that something they did worked very, very well. I find myself inclined to donate to Village Reach for their approach as well as their success. Instead of asking more typical questions like, how do we create a cheaper or more effective cure, or how do we convince people to give more to prevent needless deaths, VillageReach asked a much more sobering question: how do we bring standards that the developed world takes for granted, and donors may not even realize is utterly essential, to places that have almost no history of reliable infrastructure in the health sector? Their answer produced low-cost vaccinations that solved the same central problem that more typical questions try to address: Saving lives for the cheapest price. 
Cons:

The charity is relatively new (2000). Long-term success is therefore impossible to track.
I can’t donate to specific programs (for instance, those I deem most cost-effective), only to the nonprofit in general.

Pros:

Very cost-effective (according to your VillageReach page, somewhere between $200 and $545).
Very transparent. Documents are readily accessible and easy to understand.

Conclusion:

VillageReach is a strong candidate. Since my sole criteria is cost-effectiveness, and Village Reach appears to be both highly cost-effective and accountable enough to remain so in the future when my donation takes effect, it definitely warrants a part of my remaining 75%. In fact, it would be tempting to just allocate all of the 75%, since I can’t find any other satisfactory online listing of developing world-focused charities ranked by cost-effectiveness, which makes GiveWell the authority on the issue. Since VillageReach is ranked 1st on your list, logic might dictate I should dump my money on my best chance. But relying solely on a single organization’s analysis is somewhat foolhardy, especially since cost-effectiveness is difficult to determine and is largely region/circumstance-specific. Peter Singer describes this sentiment well (and mentions you!—which, actually, I imagine you already knew and is therefore less exciting) in an excerpt from his book The Life You Can Save:
“GiveWell gives a range of $623 to $2,367 for the cost per life saved by preventing malaria. PSI’s own estimate is $820, a figure that falls between Give Well’s high and low estimates, and that is still more than four times Sachs’s estimate.”

http://www.panmacmillan.com/displayPage.asp?PageID=6961
Cost-effectiveness is thus rather contentious. Pinning a precise number to a life-saving mechanism is exceedingly difficult even when experts approach the problem. In order for me to fully support Village Reach in this hypothetical scenario, Village Reach’s programs would have to be vetted by multiple, reputable groups using a wide variety of methods. This may have happened already, and I haven’t found the analysis—perhaps with more time, I would be able to confidently donate everything to Village Reach. But since I can’t devote that time, I should logically diversify the 75% among several effective charities. If I can find three charities to donate 25% each, and if I can reasonably assume that those charities have at least a more than likely chance of being very cost effective, then I’ll be satisfied.
Stop TB Partnership (25%)
-Since I haven’t been able to find other free, developing-world-focused charity rankings, I again turn to your list. 
http://www.givewell.org/international/top-charities/stop-TB
Another resource of note is givewhatwecan.org, which offers helpful comparisons between Stop TB and other organizations serving a similar purpose.

http://www.givingwhatwecan.org/resources/recommended-charities.php#StopTB
Questions

Who are you?

WHO initiative; consortium of individuals, NGOs, government organizations, and countries. 

-Stop TB secretariat, housed by the WHO. Board members and other significant government affiliates are mentioned on the website.
http://www.stoptb.org/about/
What do you do?

-Global Drug Facility, goodwill ambassadors, grants, human rights task force (yet to be established)
-Mission statement: prevent the transmission of TB, provide care to all TB sufferers, develop new modes of care for TB suffers

How do you do it?
Since Stop TB Partnership is a collection of diverse groups, traditional answers to this question don’t apply. It’s mission seems to be carried out at an international level, with substantial input from the UN and its WHO agency. 
How effective are you at what you do?

-Stop TB Partnership claims to spend about $24 per patient treatment, but beyond that, I had difficulty figuring out exactly what the organization’s cost-effectiveness entailed. I consulted GiveWell for the answer: if Stop TB Partnership operates within the average cost-effectiveness estimate for DOTS programs, then a life is being saved for (at most) $750. 

-Givewhatwecan.org offers a helpful comparison between Stop TB Partnership and other similar organizations, which I used as additional evidence that if I wanted to find the most cost-effective TB program, I was in the right place.

Why should I help?

Stop TB Partnership believes that $30 billion would be required to fully implement the Global Plan to Stop TB 2006-2015. In other words, my money would certainly be needed.

Conclusion: Stop TB Partnership is immensely cost-effective and seems willing and able to provide me the information I would need to confirm that my donation is helping. Interestingly, the website contains much more information about TB and why we should be working to stop it at all than a defense of the Stop TB model in specific. This might be because the group is effectively a branch of a supranational group the (UN) that probably envisions health advocacy to be as crucial to healthy people as health implementation. Regardless, my money would be well spent by donating to Stop TB Partnership.
Also of note: since Stop TB Partnership is as much a government-sponsored program as it is a nonprofit, it doesn’t seem to qualify for ratings on sites like Charity Navigator, GuideStar, and others. This presents a special problem if Stop TB Partnership is not the only such organization—are there are other, similar groups contributing significantly to my goals that deserve my support? How do I find them if traditional ratings sites aren’t listing them? 
Against Malaria Foundation (25%)
-I skipped to #5 on your list, bypassing two organizations that focus on problems that are not my focus. While childcare and education in the United States are worthy causes, I find other concerns in other countries to be more pressing.

-Charity Navigator had nothing, GuideStar had very little. My analysis rests on the charity’s website and your own research.
http://www.againstmalaria.com
http://www.givewell.org/international/top-charities/AMF
1. Who are you? 

Charity registered in the UK and the US. Began as World Swim Against Malaria, a swim-based fundraising group.

2. What do you do? Claim that 20 bednets save the life of one child, and 20 bednets costs $100. This cost does not seem to include the other costs being negated by private donors, and so this price is somewhat misleading.
3. How do you do it? Examples of the assessments they make to determine if regions are good candidates for bednets; description of how a project works and who is involved. Charity is relatively new (2003), but progress of each project is tracked and put online for public viewing. 
4. Why should I help?

Pictures, video, and maps allow a donor to see where their money is going.

-According to your website, Against Malaria Foundation will have room for my donation, evidenced by their unfunded proposals earlier this year.
Pros: Offers pictures of completed projects, a personalized page for your own fundraising and projects, and 100% of your donation goes to bednets (this is because other costs are offset by private donors, not because they’ve miraculously reduced other costs to 0. Charity: Water does this as well.) High cost-effectiveness in general
Cons: No follow-up surveys to ensure long-term net effectiveness. The charity is relatively new, so I can’t gauge it’s long-term success as an organization either.
Conclusion: Against Malaria Foundation offers a straightforward interface for viewing malaria prevention projects around the world, which was a big plus. Doing so warrant at least a certain minimum of accountability (you can’t show what you haven’t done) and also allows me to track the progress of my donation. Cost-effectiveness was my biggest deciding factor, and since bednets can save a life for a (high-end) estimated $1000, my decision was an easy one.

Is this charity unlisted elsewhere on the internet because it is a British charity? One would think it would be a likely candidate for review on Charity Navigator or similar sites. But your site is the only one that offers substantial information.
Donation Summary
Against Malaria Foundation: 
25%

Stop TV Partnership: 

25%

Village Reach: 

25%

Partners in Health 

20%

Charity: Water: 

5%
GiveWell Resources Used

To gauge GiveWell’s eligibility for helping me make my decision:

http://www.givewell.org/international/technical/Process-Overview
http://blog.givewell.org/2010/01/07/givewells-self-evaluation-and-plan/
http://www.givewell.org/about
http://www.givewell.org/about/story
To analyze charities:
http://www.givewell.org/charities/top-charities
http://www.givewell.org/international/top-charities/stop-TB
http://www.givewell.org/international/top-charities/villagereach
http://www.givewell.org/international/top-charities/PIH
http://www.givewell.org/international/top-charities/AMF
For background on each health field’s relevance to my goal (save lives at the lowest cost):

http://www.givewell.org/international/health/water
http://www.givewell.org/international/health/malaria
Question 3: How confident are you that your donation is a "good bet" to have impact?

I am reasonably confident. While I don’t think cost-effectiveness in terms of lives saved is the robust equation I wish it was, and hope it some day will be, I can rely on it enough to expect my money will go where it should needs to. I feel significantly more confident as a result of using GiveWell than I would have without using it. There simply isn’t enough free, available information online for me to make a calculated decision to support one charity over another. 
Question 6: What do you see as the strengths, weaknesses, and area for improvement of the different resources (GiveWell, Charity Navigator, etc.) you used?

GiveWell will prove most useful to donors that want primarily want their money to go the furthest toward saving lives. I don’t think GiveWell receives significant competition from other sources because even alternatives that offer more listings (Charity Navigator and GuideStar), don’t simultaneously 1) focus primarily on cost effectiveness and 2) primarily target the most life-threatening problems in the way that GiveWell does.

GiveWell’s most pressing weakness is its lack of content. As a new organization with a small staff, this isn’t a testament to lack of effort, merely a lack of resources to provide something akin to a comprehensive analysis of the world’s top charities that I want. In time, this might be possible. For now, I feel I have several options when donating my money, and that is satisfactory.

GiveWell’s greatest strength, and probably the biggest reason I became interested in volunteering in the first place, is the website’s focus on accountability. Citations, descriptions, explanations of failures, and admittances of doubt are all key parts to a charity rating source that I can trust. When I need to decide where to send my money, I need to trust implicitly that the organization functioning as my proxy maintains the same standards that I do. Without this trust, I cannot fully justify using a charity ranking as a substitute for my own knowledge. GiveWell earns that trust by accepting that it is flawed, unfinished, but well-referenced.


One suggestion involves your star ranking system. Ranking charities by percentile might better describe the system you use gauge charity effectiveness. Among other product reviews (movies, restaurants, books, etc.), 2 out of 3 stars would indicate an average or slightly above average ranking—and since people using GiveWell are probably used to that standard, a 2 out of 3 star ranking probably won’t seem very impressive when they visit your site for the first time. If a casual reader didn’t read the note beneath each ranking, they might get the wrong idea about the charities you analyze. A percentile (2 out of 3 stars = 97th percentile) might better characterize your intent.

My final thoughts on improving GiveWell are somewhat unrefined, but seem crucial to your larger goal as an organization, so I hope we have a chance to discuss them sometime in the future. I want to talk about why I donate.
I am not a purely analytical donor. Cost-per-life saved is my most important metric, but not my only one. I value subjective processes like innovation and I value action that strikes me as brave or inspiring. These values influence my final decision despite lacking firm footing in the world of dispassionate logic and mathematical conclusion. Whether they should is something I debate personally and am by no means settled upon. But regardless, I think my own donor motivations mirror those of the majority of individual donors, and so are relevant to your work.
The difficulty that your organization faces, and the difficulty that any organization that rightly devotes the vast majority of its resources to objective, reproducible claims of efficiency and effectiveness, is to leave much of the big question “Why should I donate?” unanswered. This isn’t a failing. I believe GiveWell approaches charities fairly and offers tools that donors need but don’t have. I believe your work is the foundation for effective charitable giving, a foundation that’s been neglected even as the need to donate and the ability to save a life have simultaneously increased. Population growth and resource degradation threaten to send billions of people into poverty, while information technology has drastically improved each decade to now allow every human being with an internet connection to recognize and address the plight of sufferers across the planet. Maintaining a sound analytical footing during such a pivotal moment in human history must undoubtedly be our first priority. But informing donor decisions can’t be its own end. 

Your mission is to encourage open conversation about charitable giving. I believe the implication of this goal is that smarter givers are more effective givers. So the logical extension of your mission is a statistical improvement in deaths prevented and suffering averted, and that is my own goal as a donor. I don’t think I’m alone. I think most donors strive to meet that exact goal and will use your website’s resources to begin their charitable action. But such resources are rarely the only factors that a donor considers. What other factors will influence each donor’s decision? Why does money flow freely to organizations like Smile Train and Kiva despite serious concerns about these organizations’ program transparency and effectiveness? 

I think donors want to feel satisfied by giving. I would even (somewhat cynically) argue that personal satisfaction is usually the primary reason donors give. This satisfaction often derives from illogical places. I donated to Kiva for years before I realized my money wasn’t actually going to the individual I thought I was funding. As I slowly understood why Kiva would so slyly lead donors to the conclusion that their money was going to the donor’s chosen individual—Kiva argues that donating to microfinance programs at an acceptable cost:benefit ratio is feasible, but donating to individuals is not—I began to find two things remarkable. The first was that tens of thousands of people were making the same “mistake” I had. The second was that even after I discovered the truth, I still felt satisfied by donating, even though I had basically been lied to by an organization I trusted. Kiva’s response—that the “nuances” of microfinance are simplified on the website for donors’ own good—wasn’t exactly helping Kiva’s cause in my mind, either. A fundamental, perpetuated misunderstanding of what Kiva actually does cannot fairly be called a nuance. 
http://blogs.cgdev.org/open_book/2009/10/matt-flannery-kiva-ceo-and-co-founder-replies.php
So why did I still look forward to receiving word that part of my Kiva donation had been repaid? A personal connection to the cause one supports pays enormous dividends in terms of satisfaction. It was a personal connection—albeit a somewhat false one—that encouraged me to donate to Kiva. It was a personal connection that inspired me to research Partners In Health; after I read Tracy Kidder’s Mountains Beyond Mountains and learned that heroes do in fact exist but spend their days in health clinics and not Batcaves. I wanted to reward Paul Farmer’s perseverance and reward the dedication of individuals attempting the impossible. I wanted to believe that humanitarians with the temerity to assume that lives are inherently valuable shouldn’t have to worry about money to fund their mission; they should be worrying about saving lives. I donated to alleviate this problem.
I recommend figuring out why people derive such significant personal satisfaction from personal connection instead of solely analysis. Doing so will help you accomplish your mission to encourage intelligent giving. Offering an alternative to mere intuition (a picture of a child with cleft palate is sad; the cause is preventable; I should therefore donate) as you do now will hopefully present a new, better alternative to “gut-instinct” giving. But that only solves a part of the problem. People now have an alternative—but what will motivate them to actually use it?

I turn to analysis when my anecdotal, limited understanding of the world fails to sufficiently inform my life-and-death donation decisions. In other words, I use GiveWell when I can’t decide what charity is the “right” one without outside help. Since I know virtually nothing about health care delivery, the cold storage of vaccines, the financial apparatus of a major nonprofit, or the intricate needs of disadvantaged groups thousands of miles away, I use GiveWell a lot. But the majority of donors don’t. Even if a kind investor decided to provide GiveWell ad space in Times Square for a year and your organization’s mission increased its visibility a hundredfold, I don’t think donors would apply your reviews as frequently or as significantly as they should.
I think by answering the question, “Why do people give?” more fully, you can then directly compare an analytical approach—the GiveWell model—to the emotional approach—the classic model. You can take donors step-by-step through your defense of your model and show how such an approach can balance the deep, significant, but often over-emphasized emotional connection that people seek by donating in order to achieve personal satisfaction. When you’ve proven that the GiveWell model can achieve that personal satisfaction even better than the emotional model by meeting our shared objective—to save the most lives at the lowest cost—you’ve prepared the world for the intelligent conversation about giving that is your mission.
I hope this assignment proved useful. I enjoyed completing it. Don’t hesitate to ask for clarification—I didn’t have time to clean up this document as well as it probably should be.
Robert Mundy

