Research: Key Questions as of 12/15/2008

1. What do we want/need to have in the research report we produce?

a. A general overview of international aid (academic literature)

b. Identification of “top” charities.

c. Thorough evaluations of “top” charities.

d. Evaluations and/or cataloguing of a broad range of charities.

2. What goals are important?  (Answer will heavily affect answer to #1)

a. Generating charity recommendations for core supporters and GiveWell Pledgers, to help them accomplish as much good as possible.

b. Increasing our appeal to more casual potential customers (people who encounter us through friends, media, etc.)  These people are often more concerned with breadth of coverage and less focused on “just the top charities.”

c. Increasing our appeal to donor-advised funds, wealth advisors, etc.  It’s somewhat hard to say exactly what they’re looking for.

d. Increasing our appeal to online donor resources (GuideStar, Charity Navigator).  For these, the most important aspect of our research is probably the number of charities covered/rated.

3. How will we evaluate our progress?

More Detail: Goals of Research

1. Provide a general overview of international aid: the potential benefits, potential downsides, major success stories / failure stories, etc.
What the work consists of: Finding and reading academic works; following references to other works; summarizing what we find.

Time cost: Probably on the order of 4-8 weeks.  Time estimates in this document refer to how long it would take GiveWell to complete this task with Holden and Elie both focused on it for 100% of their “research time” (50% of overall time).

Progress indicators: this work should translate into interesting blog posts at a fairly regular clip.

Potential support:

· Very unlikely that an “analyst” (the type of person we’ve been looking to hire for $35/yr) could add value here.

· Some potential in offering compensation to graduate students for well-done literature reviews.

· Well-directed conversations with academic experts (grad students if necessary; major figures if possible) could be extremely helpful.

Other notes:

· We’ve had trouble finding useful papers on these topic so far.  We’ve mostly found (a) general/qualitative/”popular” overviews; (b) econometric analysis that we don’t feel provides the context and perspective necessary for common-sense evaluation.  We’re looking for work that better combines facts (not just claims) with painting a picture (not just building and running a model).

· We are going to need better library access than what we have.

2. Identify “top” charities: charities that are focused on interventions with impressive track records.
What the work consists of: 

· Identifying the interventions that academic literature considers to be (a) “success stories”; (b) promising programs for the future; (c) highly cost-effective (by a variety of different measures of “value”).
· Finding charities that focus on these programs.
· Having a “charity database” (discussed below) would make this step fairly easy.  
· Without one, we would rely largely on referrals and Google.
· Basic (but not thorough) due diligence on these charities.
Time cost: Relatively minimal once we identify top interventions, which can likely be accomplished as part of Goal 1.  (We already have a fairly substantial list of top interventions from our work to date – see http://www.givewell.net/research-agenda)

Progress indicators: we should be able to identify the charities working on a given intervention at a rate of 1-2 days per intervention.

Other notes:

· There’s a question of how much sense it makes to give to a large multi-purpose organization (such as UNICEF) while restricting the donation to a particular program.

3. Evaluate “top” charities: thoroughly examine their documents to form detailed, high-confidence recommendations.

What the work consists of: Contacting “top charities” and requesting as much of their documentation as possible; asking them specific questions; analyzing the documentation and creating writeups similar to what we created in Year 1.

Time cost: ~1 week per charity.

Progress indicators: 1 thorough charity writeup per week spent.

Potential support: 

· An “analyst” could add limited value.

· Academics unlikely to be helpful except tangentially.

4. Evaluate (or at least catalogue) a comprehensive set of major charities.  
What the work consists of: 
· The primary goal is to catalogue the activities of as many charities as possible.

· The main source for this information is charities’ websites.  These usually include descriptions of activities in enough detail to get some idea of what they’re doing, though vagueness is common.

· We may also be able to get information from major funders such as USAID, CIDA, DFID, the Gates Foundation, etc.

· Doing so would contribute to the goal of naming “top charities.”

· It may also be possible to rate individual charities based on what activities they carry out, what academic literature says about these activities, and how much of this information is available from charities’ websites.

· This project can be done at different levels of detail:

· Evaluating only “household-name” charities (Red Cross; UNICEF; CARE; Save the Children; etc.)

· Evaluating all US-registered public charities above a certain size (and possibly with other restrictions, such as being listed by Charity Navigator).  There are ~800 such charities with annual expenses over $1 million; ~200 are listed by Charity Navigator.

Time cost: Substantial and hard to estimate at this point.  Depends heavily on implementation of this project.  Also has far more potential for systemization/support than any of the other goals.

· Extremely diverse charities can take upwards of a day to catalogue.  

· Moderately large ones can take several hours.  

· Fairly simple charities can be catalogued in 30-60 minutes.

· After cataloguing the charity, there is also the question of using its activities to create an evaluation of it.  This too can be done at different levels of thoroughness.

· The highest level of thoroughness (matching each activity to what the academic literature says about it) will require creation of a “programs database” as well as a “charities database.”  We may be able to create such a database in a few weeks, or it may turn out to be infeasible.

Progress indicators: this work would initially focus on extremely large charities, and should produce at least one charity evaluation per week.  As we gain in our ability to systemize the work, and move on to smaller charities, we should speed up considerably.

Potential support:  

· An “analyst” could add value both in cataloguing charities and cataloguing programs.  

· Academics unlikely to be helpful.  

· Contacts at major funders might be helpful, as mentioned above.

More Detail: Customers

1. Core supporters and GiveWell Pledgers.  We see these customers as primarily being interested in recommendations.  Goal #2 (identifying top charities) seems most important; #1 (general review of literature) and #3 (thoroughly evaluating top charities) may be as well.

2. People with more casual interest – those who encounter us through friends, the media, etc.  We believe that we often lose these people at the point where we can’t provide any information on a particular charity.  

3. DAFs, wealth advisors, etc.  Hard to say exactly what they’re interested in.  In theory, any compelling set of recommendations could be useful to them, but we believe that having comprehensive evaluations could add much-needed credibility to our recommendations.

4. Online donor resources: GuideStar, Charity Navigator.  Both have expressed at least preliminary openness to partnering with us.  We see both as being primarily interested in coverage of as many organizations as possible.
