Preliminary Notes:

Before Beginning Research:

Before beginning, I’m going to spend about one hour on preparation and background.  In order to do this research, it would be helpful to have:

· A clear question that I’m trying to answer.

· A plan for answering it.

· A list of guiding insights/assumptions that I will rely on.
The Main Question:

What charity or charities would you pick if GiveWell will give $10,000 at your request, and how did you allocate the funds between them? Why?

Answering the Question:

There are two major aspects of charity evaluation:

1. How effective is the charity at accomplishing its goals?

2. How good are its goals?

· Consulting research (GiveWell and other sources) will help determine the answer to (1).

· It is difficult to tell how effective many organizations are.
· It is better to give to an organization with proven effectiveness.
· Even if a charity IS in fact effective, if we have no way of ascertaining this, it is not a good bet to give money to it.
· Consulting research will probably not help very much with (2).

· (2) is a question about what is good.

· This is a question about which goals are good (better/best).
· For the purposes of this research assignment, I am going to take my goal to be: promoting the well-being of sentient creatures.

· This could include animals (assuming that animals are sentient.)
More Background on Question 2:

· For purposes of time, I am going to quickly lay out a number of my background assumptions.  These are assumptions that usually remain implicit; they are necessary for answering the question.

· I am probably not going to be able to justify these assumptions now.  But it will be helpful to know that I am making them, so that I can see more clearly what is guiding my thoughts and research.  This will also show me where I need to look in the future, if I decide to go back and re-examine my basic assumptions.
Underlying assumptions: 

The Value of Human versus Non-Human Life:

· The well-being of sentient creatures is valuable intrinsically, and the well-being of non-sentient creatures is only valuable instrumentally (for the sake of sentient creatures’ flourishing).

· Therefore, my goal is to promote the well-being of sentient creatures.

· Sentient creatures can be divided into two categories: human and non-human.

· The well-being of an individual human is more important than the well-being of an individual non-human.

· This is the case, even if there are non-humans with cognitive ability (e.g., dolphins, apes) on a par with some humans.

· Therefore, the greater value of individual humans does not depend on their cognitive ability relative to non-humans, but rather, on something else.

· Because the value of an individual human life is more valuable than the value of an individual non-human life, I am going to focus on organizations promoting the well-being of humans.

All human lives (regardless of nationality, religion, etc) are equally valuable:

· Since humans are equally valuable, it is not more important to help those in one’s own region, country, nationality, race, religion, etc.

· However, it MAY be more important to help those with more life remaining (young versus old).  This is something to consider further.  
What is Necessary for Human Well-Being?

· One can divide the causes of human well-being into two categories:

· What is necessary for human well-being?

· What is helpful but not necessary for human well-being?

	Necessary:
	Helpful:
	
	
	
	

	Shelter 
	Education
	Psychological help
	
	

	Water
	Relationships
	Freedom from abuse
	

	Food
	Comfort
	Freedom to pursue one's values

	Essential medical care
	Meaning
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	


· I believe that if the necessary components for flourishing are not met, then flourishing is impossible.

· Therefore, in order to promote human well-being, it is necessary to assist with the provision of shelter, water, food and essential medical care where it is lacking.
Trade-offs and Complications:

· The above distinction does not tell us whether we should aim to provide / help with the attainment of the basic necessities through organizations that help with these directly.  

· This is because there are a number of possible scenarios in which aiming to provide for these would not be the right goal, for instance:

1. It is demonstrably impossible to provide for basic needs where they are lacking.
· For instance: any attempts to provide for them directly where they are lacking will result in side effects that – ultimately – causes there to be a GREATER lack of basic needs than before the “help.”

2. It is possible to provide many important helpful but non-necessary goods for the same cost as providing many fewer necessary goods.

· (2) is something to research (initially, I think it’s more likely that necessary goods are less expensive to provide at scale than the helpful ones.)
· (1) seems possible and it is an important consideration that I will need to keep in mind.
Other Assumptions:

· It is possible to make the world better.

· Unintended and unforeseeable side effects do NOT invariably swamp one’s efforts, no matter how well-researched those efforts are.

· This is something that is difficult to discern with a high degree of probability because of the number of factors involved (i.e., the butterfly effect).

· It is possible to tell with reasonable confidence what sorts of goals would make the world better (if accomplished).
· One can get some well-justified and true view of what promotes well-being among human beings, even despite the fact that psychology is not a science.

· It is better to save life and promote well-being even if there is overcrowding and scarcity of resources.
· The “survival of the fittest” thought is not appropriately applied to human lives.
· This is not the same as promoting and encouraging new births – there is a separate question about what one’s approach should be towards progenation (and one I will not be addressing, since it is outside the scope of the question).
� Sentient creatures include anything that can feel (pain/pleasure/etc).  E.g., presumably not rocks, but including animals, humans, etc.  Sentience need not involve self-awareness, ability to think complex thoughts, etc.  There is an open question of whether I’d include in “sentient” organisms that can perceive, but lack all pain/pleasure.  This is obviously more complex than I have time to address here.


� Meta point: there is an open question of whether this value scheme is justifiable on an ethical theory (e.g., Kantianism) which is demonstrably true.  At this point, my meta-ethical view is that one’s ethical values are based in further values that one has (which many other people in one’s society will share, at a time though not over time).  I think there is probably “objective” value, but I can’t justify this claim further.


� I am putting aside complications of this kind: suppose that one could save 100,000 non-human lives (and promote their well-being) or 1 human life.  Which would be more valuable?


� See Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions for the sense of “science” that I am using here.





