Clear Fund Board of Directors

Attachment D: Research on Unpublished Causes

We have told charities that they can expect grant decisions by the end of the calendar year, and would like to make these decisions – even without fully published writeups – today to the extent that we can do so with reasonable confidence.

This document gives a brief overview of what we know about Causes 2, 4, and 3 (they are discussed in order of how confident we would be if we had to make the grant today).  All of the application materials, as well as summaries of what each one contains, are available online and will be pulled up and referred to as necessary.

We feel ready to award the Cause 2 grant at this meeting, and we are definitely not ready to award the Cause 3 grant.  We are somewhat torn on Cause 4, but slightly prefer to hold off.

Cause 2: raise incomes in Africa

In a nutshell: there appears to be very little rigorous outcomes evaluation available for anything (a conversation with Dean Karlan, an expert in the area, was consistent with this claim), and so we prefer to fund the simplest, most tangible, most intuitively repeatable and reliable intervention.  We find producing and selling water pumps to be more tangible and obviously logical than making loans, or conducting highly varied training activities.

We did try to factor in the higher self-sustainability of microfinance, by doing a rough “cost per person served” calculation.  We would rather extend credit to ~20 people for a year than give a pump to one, but we were looking for a difference on that order, and didn’t find it.

Kickstart (#1)

KickStart produces irrigation pumps and sells them to farmers in Sub-Saharan Africa.  The pumps give farmers access to water for the whole year, which allows them to grow crops even during the dry-season. KickStart sells its pumps in areas where 80% of men are farmers.

Empirical evidence: Because KickStart guarantees its pumps, each purchaser fills out a registration card, from which KickStart randomly selects a sample to track. They do so by going to the purchaser’s home and seeing that he’s using the pump, asking him about changes in family circumstances (income, children attending school, etc.), and evaluating his use of land (whether he’s farming it well or not).

From this description of the monitoring process, it sounds like they should have much more data on incomes available than what they sent.  They did send a formal evaluation from 2003 finding that the incomes of (a randomly selected group of 64) farmers who used the pump increased by 300% after two years, and 94% remained in use. 

KickStart also asserts, separately, that in Kenya (which accounts for 30% of KickStart expenses), farmers’ average incomes increase from $100/year to $1000/year.  Details on this statement aren’t clear to us.

Cost-effectiveness: In fiscal year 2008, KickStart estimates that it will sell 25,000 pumps with total organizational expenses of $6.3m, a cost per pump sold of $395. Each pump lasts 3-4 years, so we put KickStart at about $100 per person per year.

Opportunity International (#2)

OI is a microfinance program.  We have little information on their criteria anywhere other than Mozambique, where they require applicants to raise money for their business.  Even for Mozambique, we have no direct measurement of life outcomes for those served.

In 2006, Opportunity loaned $466m at an average loan size of $172, implying that they made 2.7m loans. Because each loan has an average term of approximately 3 months, Opportunity provided loans for 677,000 people. With total expenses of $36m, Opportunity spends $50 to provide loans to one person for one year.  That’s about half the cost per-person per-year of KickStart – not enough to make us prefer this much more unproven approach.

Opportunities Industrialization Centers International (#3)

OICI is an extremely broad economic-assistance organization.  Their general model seems to be going into a village and providing a huge set of services, mostly training (in farming, other job skills, and health, and sometimes safe sexual behavior).  

OICI heavily monitors its work; it can always report how many people completed a course, for example.  Measurements of life outcomes are far more rare, and tend to be confined to the effects of one tiny part of the programming in a region.  Without broad evidence that their model is leading to improved quality of life, we don’t feel confident in this organization.

Grameen Foundation (#4)

Grameen provides technical assistance (advice on best practices, technical infrastructure, capital) to microfinance partners around the world.

It provides a few examples of areas where its partners’ clients have higher incomes than earlier-cycle clients, a method of study that may be problematic for reasons discussed in the microfinance literature (for one thing, if microfinance is most appealing to wealthier people, an economic boom will cause this effect by itself; for another, MFIs may loosen their entry requirements over time, which would also cause this effect to be observed).

We expect an organization whose value-added is technical assistance to be able to give a clearer picture – a “dashboard” of the conditions under which its MFIs operate, more rigorous evidence of effectiveness, etc.  We haven’t seen this.

Partners in Health?

Partners in Health is our #2-ranked applicant in Cause 1 (saving lives in Africa).  Given how much more tangible and reliable their model seems than anything above, it may be reasonable to give the Cause 2 grant to this organization.

What the literature says on microfinance

We know of no studies using randomized design to show improved life outcomes from loans; nearly all of those referred to in Grameen’s white paper use some form of the “current clients vs. new clients” test, and many have even fewer controls (for example, simply comparing incomes of clients to incomes of non-clients matched on very simple characteristics such as profession).  

There are a few studies that use a non-randomized, but still fairly convincing, design to imply that microloans have benefited a particular set of people in a particular place, but we feel that the strategy of making microloans seems too contingent on other factors about the local economy to be something we’re confident in based on this thin evidence.  It simply isn’t the kind of thing we would bet without reliable evidence and context, the way we’d bet on building a hospital or even selling condoms and bednets.

Cause 4: K-12 education in New York City

In a nutshell: our preference in this cause is to reward convincingness over all else, because given how early the achievement gap opens, we aren’t by default convinced that anything works at all, and we’d rather go with an organization that definitely seems to improve education (even if only a little) than with an organization showing “larger” or “more cost-effective” effects with more problematic methodology.

Teach for America seems to have pretty rigorously shown that it is scalably and reliably adding decent-to-good teachers (as good as, or a little better than, other teachers) to the pool.

Children’s Scholarship Fund has a highly logical model – essentially providing privately subsidized vouchers allowing children with low incomes to attend private schools – and there have been fairly rigorous studies on this approach that we generally (with very, very low confidence – could be higher if we look at the research more) believe may imply a positive effect on African-Americans’ test scores.

KIPP is a charter school organization that has not used this kind of rigorous methodology, but whose test scores still seem so good (relative to comparison groups) that their results are hard to dismiss out of hand.  We might end up granting KIPP if we had more time to read up on the debate over these schools and to collect our own data on test scores, which is publicly available and would not suffer from the issue of wondering which results KIPP chose to send us.

Achievement First is a similar charter-school organization whose application is much more scattered (in terms of the data it sent).  Again, having time to go through publicly available records could compensate this.

The same applies for Replications Inc., an organization trying to create KIPP-like schools through the public system.

It’s also worth noting that the Federal Talent Search program seems like a very logical way to improve life outcomes, by focusing on getting students to apply for college (as opposed to trying to improve their education directly), and a federal study found evidence consistent with this, using a matched-comparison group study with large sample size (though it did not employ randomization).  We have no applicants that we are confident are running an appropriate version of this program, but more investigation into Harlem Center for Education might turn it up.

None of our other applicants demonstrated any effect on educational outcomes in a way that made what we consider a reasonable attempt to control for selection bias (or produced evidence strong enough to imply that it is generated by more than selection bias).

Details on Teach for America

Teach for America recruits young people through a competitive process and gets them teaching jobs at disadvantaged public schools, while subsidizing the cost of getting their teachers’ certificate.

It’s a huge organization with many more applicants than spots; we are as confident in its ability to scale as we can be for any organization in this cause (all of these programs interact heavily with the government in some way).

It is the only organization from all our causes to submit a rigorous and large-sample-size randomized-design study of its own program, a Mathematica study showing that TFA’s students (across several sites) had statistically significant higher scores on math achievement tests than other teachers’ students.  English scores were trivially (not statistically significantly) higher for TFA teachers’ students.

There is a contradicting study that we read.  Its methodology is not nearly as rigorous (it compares classes at different schools matched on observable characteristics, rather than classes at the same school in which the teachers were assigned via lottery).  It also seems politically motivated, as the first ~60 pages discuss the importance of teacher certification with no reference to data.  It found no statistically significant difference in test scores.

On the whole, evidence implies to us that TFA teachers are roughly as good as, or a little better than, public school teachers.  It’s worth noting, though, that simply adding “equal” teachers to the supply ought to increase the quality of the teaching pool as a whole, assuming that hiring practices are done somewhat reasonably.

On one hand, this is not a tremendously exciting result.  All else equal, we’d prefer to fund a program that has more concentrated interventions – giving children everything they need to succeed, rather than essentially scattering good teachers throughout the system.  But, we believe that the importance of good teachers is one of the few things that seems broadly confirmed by the independent research, and we feel fairly confident that TFA is adding decent-to-good teachers to the pool in a repeatable and scalable way.

Cause 3: Early childhood care in New York City

We cannot make a grant with confidence in this cause, knowing what we know.  We have seen strong independent evidence of the potential effect of quality child care on later life outcomes, but we have no applicants that have sent us materials we can use to reasonably assess the quality of their program or whether it is improving children’s development in any way.

We will expand our search to more organizations, and if necessary will make a decision based heavily on site visits and proxies such as teacher-to-student ratio (we don’t even have this data for the applicants we’ve evaluated).

