Research Summary:

My top choice charity is: Stop Tuberculosis Partnership.  I would give the donation of $10,000 to them.

· I do not have a personal connection to this organization.

· I am relatively confident that my donation is a good bet to have impact.

Overview of my research process:

1. Started by investigating my goal, including my beliefs about what should take priority (i.e., what I should be aiming for as a goal).

What I used: I relied on my own philosophical reflections.

What I learned: Reflections on my beliefs allowed me to arrive at the aim of: working to meet basic human needs (water, food, shelter, crucial medical care) where they are lacking (i.e., the developing world).

2. Among the basic needs, I researched efforts to assist with / meet the need for water, shelter and food and medical care.
What I used: mostly GiveWell’s website and in particular, the pages on developing-world education, the pages and blog post on water,  and the pages on economic empowerment and microfinance.  I found these pages very helpful partly because of the research (and links) they are based on.  Since I am familiar with the Poverty Action Lab and other research centers and believe that GiveWell stays on top of their research, I feel that I’m able to trust the GiveWell is taking into account the relevant studies that are available.

What I learned: I ruled out the causes other than medical interventions, each for one (or both) of the following reasons: 1. Lack of significant provable success of various measures in addressing the problem, 2. The problem did not seem to me as serious as disease in the developing world.  See Research notes (DOC) for more specifics.

3. Having chosen international medical interventions as a focus, I attempted to investigate which of the organizations recommended by GiveWell was the best.  

What I used:  mostly GiveWell’s pages on these organizations, but also Giving What We Can and a few other websites (see Notes, “notes on websites,” XLS).  

What I learned: I had many considerations in mind when trying to select an organization (see “Research Notes”).  I found that it was extremely difficult to tell – among the ones listed in my selection page (see Notes, “medical” XLS) – which would be the best to give to.

· I had some concerns (see “Concerns” column) but really couldn’t tell, at least not without a lot more research than I planned to do in 10-12 hours, which concerns were legitimate and which were not.

· For example: I had some ideas about some selection criteria which would allow me to choose among GiveWell’s top-rated.  For example, I didn’t choose PSI or Against Malaria Foundation because of my criterion that the less recipient compliance is essential for the treatment to work, the better (since I had in mind that many people may not comply because of lack of knowledge and understanding of medical risks and causes (of HIV and malaria in particular), especially in areas with little education available). However, I don’t know if my criterion was a good one to use, given that the organization might be highly successful in spite of some level of non-compliance.

· In summary: being able to discern which organization to give to, among international health organizations recommended by GiveWell, is something that I am skeptical about.  Happily, if GiveWell’s research is reliable (as it seems to be), this shouldn’t be a problem for donors.  They can just choose whichever top-recommended organization they like, and presumably, their donation will go to an effective group working on an important problem.

Sources:

I mostly relied on GiveWell and to an extent, on Giving What We Can (which largely relies on GiveWell).  I did look at other websites, but found them less helpful.  (Guidestar relies largely on GiveWell, it seems, and links to it often; Charity Navigator does not address most of the questions that I ask when considering where to give.  I am not sure how reliable Philanthropedia is, and in any case, it doesn’t address the area I was researching.

What do you see as the strengths, weaknesses, and area for improvement of the different resources (GiveWell, Charity Navigator, etc.) you used?
Most of the things that I noticed on the GiveWell sites that I used were smaller things that I can speak to another time.   I did find a few bigger things, however:

Possible areas for improvement/weaknesses:

· Some donors (like me) may wonder not just which causes can efficiently help people, but instead may begin with the question: what should our goal be?  If the answer is (as it’s likely to be for donors), “Improve the world,” then the question is: what does this best?
· Answering this question obviously requires some reflection on what the goal is.  Let’s say it’s “helping people” (as opposed to helping animals or plants).  In that case, what helps people the most?  I answered this on my own (See Preliminary Notes) and noticed that I was making a lot of assumptions along the way.  

· In making recommendations, GiveWell is also making assumptions about its priorities in helping people.  And laying out those assumptions somewhere on the site might be good (I think they are mentioned on the blog in various places and perhaps elsewhere, but not compiled.)  Compiling them might be a good idea, though perhaps not (it might alienate some donors who do not share the assumptions, to see them listed explicitly – I’d have to think more about this point to come to a considered view about it.)

· If someone wants to compare the top-rated and recommended charities in some way other than just looking at the stars given and the chart here http://www.givewell.org/charities/top-charities, it is extremely difficult.  I.e., I tried to consider the information provided in the summaries, and had no idea which of the charities was better or worse (see my research summary, step 3, above).  There are too many factors to weigh.  So in the end, the number of stars GiveWell assigns is probably the biggest factors that will lead those who want to give to the best organizations to their decision.

· I did have a few questions about GiveWell’s decisions about how many stars to assign (in the case of the top 12).  

· Why would U.S. charities figure at all on the top 12 list?  They are clearly not on a par in terms of meeting fundamental needs.  Perhaps they are high-ranking in terms of non-profit work in the U.S.  But putting them in the same list makes them seem comparable in terms of how much good they do (though this might not have been the intention): I don’t think saving millions of lives internationally can be compared on a par to creating more educational opportunity in the U.S., assuming that all lives are equally valuable (which I do, and I think GiveWell does also).

· So perhaps these should be in a different list altogether (U.S. versus International), on the recommended charities page?

· I have some questions about the criteria used, but I’ll only mention briefly:

· Why is transparency to the public a criterion for the ratings?  I can see how GiveWell would need the information and I am completely in favor of non-profit culture changing to be research and measurable-results focused.  But since GiveWell’s aim is to direct the donors to effective organizations, it doesn’t seem to me that donors need to be able to vet the organization themselves (which would, after all, be extremely time-consuming and just what the vast majority of even GiveWell users would not want to do, if possible).  

· I think the rationale may be that donors shouldn’t have to trust GiveWell, because they can see the research for themselves.  However, this would be the case as long as GiveWell is transparent about its own gathered research and sources (and it is, I believe).  It doesn’t require further that the organization has to be (to the donors themselves).  

· My concern here is that this is not obviously necessary at all, and might just require a lot of extra website work and updating for the organizations.

Strengths: Overall, this project just made it clear how incredibly useful GiveWell’s research is to donors (hopefully a growing number) who would like to make good decisions in donating.  It is extremely challenging and maybe impossible to make informed decisions without a source of reliable information, and GiveWell makes this possible.

� As I did the research, I had in mind a grant of $10,000.  If the grant was much larger, say $300K or more, then I might split it among three organizations: Partners in Health, Stop-TB Partnership and VillageReach.  This is because I’m not confident enough that any one of them is better than the others, to the extent that I’d want to give the entire (substantial) amount to one.  I suppose that in the case of the larger grant, I’d want to substantially help all three and “hedge my bets.”  (I’m not sure this reasoning makes sense; it could be mistaken).





