Research Notes, Tobias Pfutze
Preliminary thoughts, time devoted: 1 hr

Before starting my online search I took some time to gather my thoughts on what my ideal charity would look like. The main insights:

1) Do no harm: 

Any charity that, despite possible proven success in its core mission, raises some serious concerns with respect to negative side effects is ruled out. Possible negative side effects are, for example, poaching of skilled government officials, diversion of resources away from individuals not served by the charity, creating opportunities for rent seeking behavior etc.

2) Reduce the maximum amount of human suffering:

The ultimate aim of any poverty reducing intervention should be to reduce human suffering. While it is, of course, impossible to reduce the idea of human suffering into one single metric, a number proxies, such as life’s saved, DALYS, infections averted, nutritional status etc. can be used. In theory, many different types of interventions can have a significant effect on these outcomes (vaccination, clean drinking water, educational campaigns…), but if followed consistently it will probably lead us to only support medical interventions in the foreseeable future. 

3) Focus on the expected outcome:

One crucial difference between investing in one’s own financial future and investing in social causes is, in my opinion, that in the latter case one should not be risk averse. In other words, one should invest in the project with the highest expected social return and not trade off that return against its variability. The motivation is that if we all invest in the projects that we individually believe to offer the highest expected return, we will be able to achieve the highest possible aggregate outcome, even some of them will fail. And as an investor in social causes, one should only be interested in the aggregate outcome. It follows that there is no need to hedge one’s invest and that the entire amount should go to one single cause (unless one is Bill Gates and the investment is big enough to affect the project’s marginal return).

4) Highest possible transparency:

The argument in the previous point does not mean that the observability of realized outcomes does not matter. Projects need to have a clearly stated aim in terms of an observable outcome, motivated by a convincing argument as to why the project is going to work. In addition, the organizations implementing it will need to be held accountable for it. That means that they either need to show a strong track record in candidly assessing their own performance, or that they need to have a binding agreement to evaluate the project once it has been implemented.

Research on GiveWell web page, time devoted: 3 hrs.
Using the Givewell web page was a natural starting point. I first read all the general material posted on international aid, its different issues, and Givewell’s research process. I also read many of the blog posts for which links were provided. I then moved on to the charity reviews, looking at the six recommended charities and the “charities with distinction” operating in international development. During the process I jumped quite a lot between different reviews for the sake of direct comparison. Even though I was fairly certain that I was looking for a charity working in the health sector, I shortlisted all the recommended charities, plus the following ones with distinction:

· COMACO

· MSF

· Global Fund

· Pratham 

· Living Goods

· Vipani

Overall, I found the reviews of recommended charities very helpful and informative. Unfortunately, most of the reviews on the other charities with distinction are very short and could provide more information. It became clear to me why they were in the “with distinction” category, as well as, the reasons for not being (yet) recommended. But I would have liked to see some more information, especially on their finances. 

Research on  other charity evaluation web pages, time devoted: 3 hrs.
With my shortlist from Givewell, I went on to look for additional information on other web pages that offer guidance on charitable giving. I will comment on each of them in what follows:

1) Charitynavigator:

Aggregates up publicly available information on charities’ finances and collapses it into one single indicator. More than 50% of the organizations in the International Development & Relief category received the highest possible four-star rating. It might be a good resource if one wants to find additional information on a specific charity, or simply rule out obvious underperformers. It is not a useful tool to find a charity dedicated to a certain cause. Despite the large number of organizations in the database, I was unable to find information on most of the charities I had shortlisted. I also found the composition of the single performance indicator somewhat odd, as, for example, several components measure essentially the same thing (program vs. administrative and fundraising expenses) and overall growth is rewarded. The site offers no discussion on actual performance in terms of outcomes achieved.

2) Guidestar:

Is very similar to charitnavigator in that it aggregates publicly available, mostly financial, information. It seems to be geared mostly towards corporate donors and requires registration (which I did not do) in order to access most of the information. It also posts comments from greatnonprofits (below) when available, but overall, is not very helpful.

3) Greatnonprofits:

Has a social media approach in that it provides a platform for users to post comments on charities they wish to discuss. While a large number of organizations are posted, I found the comments to be of little use. Out of 7,994 charities in the area of international development, only 50 had any comment posted by someone who claims to have any expertise in the field. Only a handful had a comment from a supposed recipient. Most charities had only one or two comments attached, which might well have been posted by their own staff. The site might work well for charities working on national causes where aid recipients are more likely to post. I also see potential in the area of international aid if it were to proactively encourage beneficiaries to post their comments on the services they received. But in its current form it is not very helpful.

4) Myphilanthropedia:

This web site tries to reach out to practitioners and academics to recommend charities working in their respective fields of expertise. It then offers a ranking, by field, based on these recommendations. While in principle this appears to be a sound approach, it has its limitations. For a start, besides three natural disaster relief causes (Haiti, Pakistan, Indonesia), the only international area evaluated is microfinance. In that area, the response rate from experts is a meager 15%- mostly staff from other non-profits. The posted expert reviews are very brief and no detailed discussion on financials, transparency and actual impact is provided. The web site could be of some marginal utility to someone looking to donate to a microfinance cause. It is striking that all the top ranked organizations are big familiar names, such as ACCION, Grameen, and BRAC, while smaller outfits are mostly not ranked.
5) Givingwhatwecan:

This web site comes closest to resemble Givewell in that it provides extensive background discussion on the various issues related to poverty alleviation and in that it offers a ranking of recommended charities. The reviews of particular organizations are unfortunately very brief and largely uninformative. They do not provide any performance indicators or information on transparency. I shortlisted the two top rated charities, Schistosomiasis Control Initiative and Deworm the World, but dropped them again after going back to Givewell and having read its more critical reviews on the two groups.

On the whole, I did not find any of the additional web sites consulted very helpful in my decision. Some could have been helpful in cases were Givewell did not provide complete information, such as on financials. But none of the other web sites provides any information on impact.

Research on shortlisted charities’ web pages, time devoted: 2 hrs.
The next step was to look for additional information on the charities’ web sites directly. I was able to confirm some of the information from Givewell’s webpage, but within the allotted time frame I was unable to find a lot of useful additional information. 

Final deliberation, time devoted: 1hr
Finally, I consulted my notes to make a final decision. During this process I went repeatedly back to the consulted web sites. Given that I was looking for the maximal expected impact, I quickly ruled out the microfinance and cash transfer charities (SEF, VEF, and Chamroeun) and those devoted to agricultural development (COMACO, Vipani). Pratham’s seemed to be a superb education focused outfit, but also promised less impact than the health sector ones.

Of the health focused charities, I believe MSF to be probably the best available option for relief operations after natural disasters (they have been known to stop asking for additional funds once their absorption capacity has been reached), but I would have liked to see more of an impact assessment of their ongoing projects (which, given the wide variety of their engagements, is admittedly difficult). The Global Fund is essentially a well-run multilateral donor group and hence not dependent on voluntary individual contributions.

Of the remaining three charities in the game, Stop TB appears to be a very effective in supplying first line drugs. As the Givewell review points out, though, additional funds are likely to go into second line treatment, where some concerns exist with respect to the quality of monitoring. Funds are also likely to be invested in three new initiatives of which one, Advance Purchase Commitments for new second line drugs, seems to be very promising, but not so the other two. 

Givewell’s highest ranked international charity, Village Reach, has a very promising approach to health care delivery in neglected areas. I do recognize its high level of transparency, commitment to rigorous evaluation, and valuable know-how generated. The only concern I have with the approach is its future sustainability. Village reach essentially extends basic health services into remote areas where publicly provided services do not reach. It hence substitutes basic government services. In order to make the system sustainable it will have to eventually to be taken over by someone else. An attempt to bring the government back into already established systems has apparently failed. Village Reach has entered a number of contract engagements on which relatively little information is available. But it seems very plausible to me that the way forward is to secure large funds that ensure the long term survival of its established health systems. While I was seriously considering donating my fund to Village Reach, I opted for an approach that seems to be more promising in terms of sustainability.

I decided to donate to Living Goods for a variety of reasons. Even though its review on the Givewell webpage is still very brief, it is mentioned that the Poverty Action Lab is in the process of carrying out an impact evaluation. It hence shows a full commitment to transparency of its results. It promises a possibly very large impact by making basic, potentially life saving, health products available to poor households at low costs. Unlike almost all other schemes, it does not simply give the goods away for free, but recruits a team of door-to-door sellers who get to keep a share of the proceeds. Sellers are also giving advice on the proper use of the products. Of all the projects that I have seen, this is the only one that has a clear supply side plan that promises long term sustainability. In addition, it generates incomes at the local level and is easily scalable. It is true that at this point one cannot be certain about its success, but, as discussed above, one should focus on the highest expected value. The only concern I had in this decision was a lack of financial information, but decided that it was trumped by the potential of its approach and commitment to rigorous evaluation (which I believe will include a cost-benefit analysis).
