Josh Rosenberg

GiveWell: Charity review assignment-Village Enterprise Fund
Part 1

“What do they do?”

(Note: At times, I will attempt to read this charity review with attention to how I think any layperson might read it; someone might be able to solve some of the problems I bring up by following links and footnotes and looking at things for him or herself, but ideally the descriptions on the site should be simple enough that someone would not have to do this. Obviously I will be looking at links and footnotes for some sections of my review, but I will try to be aware of both perspectives.)

The basic idea of what VEF does is communicated clearly in this section. I understand that they are giving small business grants of $150 in two installments and that they provide business training and support. I’m not sure if, for the sake of the review, I’m supposed to have read the overall summary of VEF and bring that to bear on this section. If I supposedly should be able to figure out exactly what VEF does without reading the overall summary, then this section might have a problem in that it says absolutely nothing about the fact that these business grants are going to extremely poor individuals in the developing world—it only calls them “business groups.” On the other hand, if I am supposed to have read the summary, I might be a little confused about the way that the overall evaluation says that grants go to “poor individuals” who can get “business training and mentoring,” while the “What do they do?” section makes it seem like they are strictly giving loans to groups of individuals running a business together. Clearly, you mean that VEF does the latter, but as a layperson reading through the review I might be confused at this point because the summary made it seem like VEF could be giving handout grants to very poor individuals.
Additionally, the fact that “60% of the businesses” that receive grants from VEF “are run by women” seems out of place here. Is this meant to say that VEF is specifically targeting women business-owners for some ideological purpose or is GiveWell trying to encourage donors by telling them that they are supporting women business owners or does it serve some other purpose? The context of the footnote in VEF’s “Impact Assessment” shows a variety of characteristics of VEF’s business leaders, like that most businesses supported by VEF in Kenya and Tanzania were retail businesses while most businesses in Uganda were agricultural. Why does GiveWell make the choice to include only the statistic about women in this section? It seems to ascribe an ideological goal to VEF that is not fully explained in the “What do they do?” section.

Finally, I’m not sure why the bar graph showing that VEF spent 40% of its funds on grants is included in this section. There isn’t very much context for me yet; I don’t know if spending 40% on grants is good or bad; does that mean they have a lot of funds that could be spent in other places? There also is no clear definition of what an “in-kind grant” is directly in the text, which might be nice to have.

I can get a picture of what VEF is ultimately trying to do with donations in this brief sketch, but this section confusingly brings in notions of ideology (with the grants to women) and effectiveness (with the bar graph) without explaining either in-depth.

“Does it work?”

· Does the review discuss any relevant evidence base for the general kinds of programs the charity is running?


The review discusses the main evidence base, which is VEF’s “Impact assessment,” and that assessment is included as a PDF. Most of the actual data is in the footnote, which is reasonable, but I might like to see more direct analysis of the data. For instance, how impressive is a 33% increase in meals consumed per day? How big of an impact does that have on overall nutrition? And how are we using such varied statistics to measure the impact of grants on businesses? Increase in livestock and education and meals is certainly relevant to standard of living, but it’s very difficult to know how much of the increase was because of the business grant (as GiveWell points out).

· 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 competently addresses what knowledge GiveWell can have of VEF’s past impact. The most “direct” evidence available was VEF’s own data showing increases in standard of living. It is unclear whether or not VEF will be able to replicate their results. As the review says, it is hard to know if the increase in standard of living was due to external factors: perhaps other aid organizations or government aid or discovery of resources increased standard of living for the entire geographic area and the businesses who received grants would have been better off anyway. GiveWell also noted that only 72% of businesses were evaluated, so it’s possible that only the best businesses were included in the report. It seems like GiveWell or VEF might be able to analyze whether an external factor is responsible for increases in standard of living by looking at the specific countries where VEF is working and trying to find data about increases in standard of living in recent years. However, I’m not sure how easily available this kind of data is. Surely someone would take notice if industry greatly increased in a specific country and provided many people with more jobs, money, food and education?

· Does the review make reasonable conclusions regarding the likelihood of future impact, considering past evidence?

The review seems to avoid making confident conclusions about future impact because the past evidence is so vague. However, the proper conclusion in this case is to show that standards of living have increased according to VEF’s measurements, but that it is very uncertain if those increases come from the business grants. This is not a very satisfying conclusion, but it achieves the correct tone of uncertainty. If one wants to be optimistic and donate one can, but it’s hard to know what kind of effect one’s donation will have.

· 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?


GiveWell has used the best analytic methods available for evaluating the impact of VEF’s grants on standard of living. “Standard of living” is such a vague measure and it’s so hard to know how much a business grant may have caused an increase in standard of living that GiveWell is right to analyze VEF’s data and say that there do seem to be increases in standard of living, but because of limitations of knowledge and possible alternative explanations it is hard to measure causality. It seems like very limited analytical methods are available to GiveWell in this situation aside from evaluating VEF’s financial reports. I do wonder if there might be some way of comparing VEF’s reports on increases in standard of living with other reports on standard of living and wealth in the designated countries or villages. It would at least be nice to see GiveWell include in the report that they tried to find other data on standard of living in the area to compare VEF’s data to.

· 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?


The assessment of possible negative/offsetting impact is extremely conceptual in nature, but the review does make a reasonable assessment based purely on conceptual speculation. That grants could cause jealousy and power imbalances for the people who disburse/receive them certainly seems like a reasonable problem to expect. The review suggests that jealousy and power problems would most likely depend on whether or not the grants are reaching the poorest members of a community, but I think the problem actually goes further than that. Even if the poorest members of a community are receiving grants, there may be little that separates them from the barely-not-poor-enough members of their community. Members of the community who are poor but not extremely poor may feel jealous and angry that they have been passed over and may actually wish that they were the poorest members of the community so that they could receive a business grant.

· Overall: 

The review does a good job of assessing impact given the lack of adequate data. It is very frustrating to see standards of living rise and to not be able to have much confidence in whether or not grants are causing that rise, but that is the nature of analyzing very vague measures of impact like this. It would really help if in the future VEF could keep tabs on the general standard of living in areas where they are giving grants. More randomized comparison groups to compare with people who receive grants might help GiveWell be a little bit more confident in VEF’s impact, although there are bias problems with that method too. The only other option I can think of is to look at more general data about standards of living in the areas where VEF is working, but I’m not sure if that information is publicly available.

“What do you get for your dollar?” section

I noticed the “What do you get for your dollar?” section in other charity reviews, but the review for VEF does not contain one.

“Room for more funds” section

This section does a good job of showing how much more money VEF could effectively use and how much of that money would be spent on actual grants. Although it is primarily citing a number that VEF has provided, the review shows that VEF’s expectations are consistent with previous years. It would be nice to see updated data from VEF now that it is 2011 (the most recent data on the bar graph is “Projected” for 2010).

One problem with having a “Room for more funds” section without a “What do you get for your dollar?” section in this review is that it makes VEF’s goal seem daunting. I do not feel confident as a donor knowing that VEF needs $165,000 in the next year. Unless I’m a very big donor, it will be hard for me to know if my donation is making much of an impact or if it’s reasonable to expect that VEF will reach their goals. I would feel much more confident donating to a charity like VillageReach knowing that whatever small amount of money I give will go a long way. VEF’s goals seem so large and abstract because of the numbers presented in this review.

Part 2

Footnote spot-check

· #1

Footnote 1

In text: The Village Enterprise Fund (VEF) provides grants of $150 to business groups of 5 people each. (Footnote 1)

Footnote 1: "Seed capital grants of $100 or $150 go to trained groups with approved grant applications. Typical businesses include: Agriculture (maize, cassava, tomatoes, peanuts); Animal husbandry (goats, chickens, pigs); Skilled service and construction (tailoring, carpentry, welding, bicycle repair); and Retail (vegetable kiosks, restaurants and cafes, household goods)." Village Enterprise Fund, "Audited Financial Statements (2008)," Pg 6.

"Grants are now $150, not $100. It is accurate that in 2008 and earlier we gave grants of $100-150 (we were testing out the effectiveness of $150 grants); we changed to $150 grants in Q1 of FY09." Jennifer Nixon, email to GiveWell, February 19, 2010.

The first half of footnote 1 is taken directly from the document and page specified. However, the “Audited Financial Statements” it is taken from also say that the grants go to “5 or more people” to operate a business, suggesting that 5 is a minimum number of people, which GiveWell’s review did not indicate. The document also mentions “Empowerment grants” of $300 that go to the most successful entrepreneurs, but GiveWell’s review does not mention these grants anywhere. 


The e-mail with Jennifer Nixon from 2/19/10 is not linked, so I cannot review it, but that quote seems hard to take out of context. However, the fact that they have stopped giving out $100 grants makes me wonder if they have also stopped their $300 empowerment grants, but that information is not in GiveWell’s review.


The “Empowerment grant” seems important to include in the review because it is one way in which a donor’s money will be spent (if VEF still does them). Also, some donors may be more encouraged to donate based on the ideology of a program that gives an additional grant to more successful business owners.

· #2

Footnote 4

In text of “What do they do?” section: Approximately 60% of these businesses are run by women (Footnote 4).

Footnote 4: "In Kenya, 61% of surveyed business leaders are women, compared to 59% in Tanzania and 47% in Uganda. (This is comparable to earlier VEF studies citing that 65% of all business owners – not just group leaders – are women.)" Village Enterprise Fund, "Impact Assessment," Pgs 3.
I have already discussed this point in depth when analyzing the “What do they do?” section, but thought I should include it here too because this is a somewhat misleading footnote. The context of the footnote is just describing the characteristics of VEF businesses and business leaders, but GiveWell specifically picks out the statistic about women and puts it in the “What do they do?” section, which creates the misleading notion that this might be an important part of VEF’s mission. However, VEF’s mission has less to do with supporting women business owners than it does with supporting businesses in developing countries more generally. GiveWell’s review seems to bring ideology into VEF’s goals when it would probably be more appropriate to say what types of business VEF is giving grants to. If GiveWell felt more interested in talking about what kind of people were leading the businesses, they probably also should have included the data about age that came right before VEF’s statistics about women.

· #3

Footnote 6

In text of “What do they do?” section: About 4% of grants have been in-kind grants of irrigation pumps or livestock as part of specific donor-directed projects (Footnote 6).

Footnote 6: "In-kind grants as a percentage of total # of grants: 3.59%."

"Providing in-kind materials in lieu of cash grants has been specifically part of donor-directed grants for projects funded by the following foundations or partners, and is not typical of VEF's core program." Village Enterprise Fund, "In-kind Grants Overview."

The statistics and spirit of this footnote completely agree with the text that GiveWell provides. The types of in-kind grants that VEF gave are shown in the spreadsheet and are represented accurately by GiveWell.

· #4

Footnote 16

In text of “Room for more funds?” section: VEF has stated to us that it could effectively use up to an additional $290,000 in the coming year (Footnote 16).

Footnote 16: Village Enterprise Fund, "GiveWell Gap Analysis," Pg 3.

This means that with up to $290,000 in additional donations, VEF could continue to use funds to support the same activities they are currently running; they might not be able to do so were they to receive more than $290,000.

I’m not really sure where the $290,000 number is coming from. I assume that GiveWell did internal analysis of the numbers given on page 3 of the gap analysis, but I do not see any analysis in the text of the attached document. On page 3, VEF seems to say that they could use a $250,000 grant effectively, not a $290,000 grant. I assume that GiveWell did more analysis than them, but it would be reassuring to see evidence of that analysis.

· #5

Footnote 13

In text of “Does it work?”: It is a concern that applies not just to VEF, but to any charity that provides cash transfers (Footnote 13).
Footnote 13: For more, see our discussion of cash transfer programs (linked).

The discussion of cash transfer programs is enlightening and helps further examine the kinds of problems with trusting cash transfer programs briefly alluded to in the text. This is a very effective use of a footnote to include more information about a specific analytical issue.

Fairness of summary

The summary at the top could be misleading if someone just glanced at it and did not read the rest of the review. The summary says nothing about VEF providing business grants. It says that they provide grants directly to extremely poor individuals as well as business training and mentoring, but this makes it seem like VEF could be providing a general handout of money along with business advice. In actuality, VEF specifically provides grants for groups of individuals—not just an individual—in order to support a group’s business. Someone might be turned off by the summary thinking that VEF provides handouts to extremely poor individuals when that is not what they do at all. The language of the summary should probably be changed. 

The rest of the summary is very consistent with the letter and spirit of the review. It does a good job of highlighting that VEF is really trying to evaluate itself and that VEF effectively shows that it is reaching very poor individuals. 

The summary discusses what sets VEF apart from other cash transfer programs, which is not talked about very much in the review itself, but this seems like an appropriate type of information to include in a summary about a charity.

One thing missing in the summary is a sentence about VEF’s overall effectiveness. The summary mentions that VEF provides these grants successfully to very poor individuals, but does not mention any of GiveWell’s skepticism about being able to successfully measure how much these grants might be affecting recipients’ standards of living.

Overall, the summary of VEF does a very good job of succinctly conveying GiveWell’s ideas about the effectiveness of the organization.

Independent assessment

Log of links clicked and websites read:

http://www.villageef.org/
http://www.villageef.org/what.html
http://www.villageef.org/conservation.html
http://www.villageef.org/peace.html

http://www.villageef.org/results.html
http://www.villageef.org/faq.html
http://www.marketwire.com/press-release/Village-Enterprise-Fund-Receives-Disney-Worldwide-Conservation-Fund-Grant-1293854.htm
http://www.seattlemicrofinance.org/village-enterprise-fund-receives-givewell-economic-empowerment-grant-and-%E2%80%9Ctop-rated%E2%80%9D-status/2010/03/31
http://changecharity.blogspot.com/
Several google searches looking for responses to GiveWell or suggestions of VEF’s failures

I read the tax records

I read all of GiveWell’s attached documents

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?


The only information that calls into question VEF’s room for more funding is GiveWell’s own document called “GiveWell Gap Analysis.” VEF talks about a $250,000 grant in that document, but I’m not sure how GiveWell figure out that they could use $290,000 effectively. The charity’s activities, evidence for impact, and evidence for cost-effectiveness are pretty well supported by public information and testimonials. Many people are now supporting GiveWell’s analysis and jumping on it to say that VEF is a good charity. Most microfinance organizations seem impressed with what VEF is doing.

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


When looking through VEF’s website, I noticed that they had many more goals than just providing grants to businesses. They also supported conserving the Budongo forest, promoting racial harmony, increasing Africans’ interaction with technology, and other things. I think “promoting racial harmony” is too vague a goal for GiveWell to analyze, but it would be interesting to see how effective VEF is in their conservation efforts. I also wonder how much of their funding is going towards side projects like conserving the Budongo forest. At the very least, it might be worth mentioning that VEF has these other goals in GiveWell’s review.

Bottom Line

I do feel that GiveWell has reached a reasonable assessment based on the most relevant available information and best analytical methods and data concerning Village Enterprise Fund’s effectiveness in meeting its goals. That being said, GiveWell still seems fairly skeptical about the actual impact that VEF may be having locally. The “Silver” rating and being listed as a “Top-rated charity” may be slightly misleading for some people—they may interpret VEF as being a bonafide, highly effective charity. In actuality, VEF is being rewarded for trying hard to measure its own effectiveness. GiveWell might be more skeptical of VEF’s success internally than most people outside of the organization suspect at a glance. All things considered, though, GiveWell did the best job they could at analyzing VEF’s effectiveness and showing what reason we have to believe that VEF really is helping people.


I came across quite a few smaller issues in GiveWell’s review that I will summarize here for the sake of simplicity:

1. Misleading language in GiveWell’s “Summary” section of the review concerning “grants to individuals”

2. Lack of mention of VEF Empowerment grants or VEF’s other goals (like conservation). Also, GiveWell did not mention that grants may go to larger groups of people (bigger than 5).

3. Lack of discussion of why only 40% of funds go to grants and whether or not that’s reasonable

4. Lack of available analysis for why VEF can use another $290,000

5. Strange use of information surrounding Footnote 4.

6. Maybe could be greater emphasis on GiveWell’s skepticism about VEF’s effectiveness in the summary

7. More direct analysis of standard of living increases

8. Lack of “What do you get for your dollar?” section

Still, overall, this is a very good review.
