Preface

As I think about this more, I'm convinced that improvement in Givewell's information architecture/packaging/presentation has to come primarily from within.  i.e. It's not a task well suited to simply handing off to a contractor.  It's too core to Givewell's mission, and moreover, if a contractor tidied things up a bit, but without really doing knowledge transfer to H & E, then it wouldn't be long before things would drift back out of synch.

At least one of H or E needs to educate themselves about this stuff and be a torchbearer for it.  Outsiders (free consultants like Rob and me, or paid consultants) can help get them on the right track, but I don't think handing off responsibility to outsiders is the long-term solution.

Also, if I think about methods of how Givewell can advance its core mission (roughly, making better donors and perhaps better charities through research about charity effectiveness), at this point, ballpark, I'd say focused hours spent on packaging and presentation have perhaps a 3X advantage in terms of marginal effectiveness versus hours spent on additional research.  What I mean is that if I had control over the next one month of H or E's time, and could allocate it to a month's additional research, or a month's additional time on IA/packaging/presentation, I think the latter would be about 3X (probably more) effective, short and long term, in accomplishing Givewell's mission.

=======

Givewell Information Architecture

To date, Givewell has focused on generating a large body of research, primarily in the form of long textual articles with some tables.

Unfortunately, the current Givewell site is difficult to navigate (i.e. to find the information that might be relevant to a particular viewer), and the articles are somewhat difficult to digest (very wordy, few/no pictures, not broken up much).

This document will attempt to offer some guidelines to improving the above.

How does a user connect to Givewell content?

i.e. The universe of internet users who might benefit from Givewell content (i.e. they have a question or interest that Givewell answers) is large, but those users only benefit if they can get to that answer.

* Most users don't know about Givewell.

  - This means that Givewell's content needs to be arranged in a way that is easy for search engines to parse, and that likely search engine queries for which Givewell has a good answer should be anticipated - i.e. Givewell needs to do some search engine optimization.

  A couple of short search engine optimization references, as well as an example of an easily fixed problem with Givewell's current search engine profile are in Exhibit A.

  - Givewell needs to think about the questions it can answer, then formulate the questions that users might ask (of search engines), and see what answers the search engines provide.  If the sites returned by the search engines provide weaker answers than Givewell could provide, Givewell should ask itself why those sites are returned higher by the search engines, and try to address the situation.  

  I've put a list of many example questions in Exhibit B.

  - Good design and search engine optimization should help users, in many cases, land directly on a page that answers their questions.  But users should not have to rely on a search engine to find useful content on Givewell.  They should be able to readily see the kinds of content Givewell offers from the home page, and navigate to what they need.  They should also be able to cross-navigate (start with some page they found on micro-lending, but see that Givewell also talks about Malaria and navigate to that).

  Here's one set of related questions from exhibit B:

  * What is Malaria?  How bad a problem is it?

  * What's a good charity for addressing Malaria?

  Let's say I'm looking at the current home page.  There's a lot of text there, some of which scrolls off the bottom of the screen.  I scan for something that says Malaria, or maybe Disease, or Africa.  Nothing really clear.  The menus up top don't give you a clue what the sub menus will be when you click on them.  Nothing on this page strongly suggests an answer.  The closest I see is VillageReach (African health systems, but not specifically Malaria), and Top Charities and All Charities.  There is no search box where I can type in "Malaria".  As a user, I have a good chance of assuming this site does not address Malaria, or that if it does, it will be too hard to find information.

  Nonetheless, for purposes of this example, let's assume a particularly motivated user starts with "All Charities".

  OK, now I see a new menu on the left.  But much of that stuff duplicates what's up top, and again, nothing really says "Malaria".  The main thing I see is the center text, which pushes "Top Charities", and 2 full lists organized by report year (which probably isn't all that relevant of an organizational concept to users).  Alright, let's try wading through the 510 charities for 2008-09.

  OK, now I see a big list, organized by...   well, I'm not sure what the organizational method is.

  Aha though, by scanning the list, I see that the 5th one down (Global fund) mentions Malaria in the title.  And right next to that are 3 links.  Maybe this is the key to the information I want?

  I click Main site.  

  And I get taken off of Givewell to the website of this charity.  I could have gotten here easier through Google.  I don't care so much about the URL for this charity, I want to know what Givewell thinks about this charity, and Malaria in general.

  Many users would have long since given up, but we're imagining a particularly motivated user, who presses the Back button on his browser to try again...

  OK, now I'm back but my browser has lost its place on the (long) page.

  I scroll down, find that entry again.

  Hmm - it appears that links on the left are to the charity's site.  Then there's some Yes and No entries - meh.  Aha, way at the right, I can see part of a column with additional links.  I can barely see it - the links don't even START until about 980 pixels from the left edge of the screen, and folks with their browser window open at, say, 800 x 600 would probably miss this altogether.  Anyways, luckily, I seem to have found a (nearly hidden) link to relevant content.  

  I click on Charity review.

  OK, I see a lot of text about this charity.  Unfortunately, the charity doesn't seem very focused on Malaria - the first two diseases in its name are AIDS and tuberculosis.  This isn't really what I want.

  Looking around, I see that the menu on the left has changed again.  Now I see a list of top charities including one that seems Malaria-focused (Against Malaria Foundation) and a "Cause overview" of Health.  Let's start with the latter - I'd rather get a little background before picking out a specific charity.

  Now I get a very short blob of very general text about developing-world health.  Nothing about Malaria specifically.  No background on Malaria.  No list of charities (even just the ones from GiveWell's 510 that are Malaria-focused). 

  I do see a link about "full list of several of the most promising programs".  Let's try that.  

  Now I see a Summary of priority programs.  I have to scroll down to see the goods.  I do so.  Eventually I see two Malaria-related entries.  I click on the "Click here" link for the first one.

  Now I see something about a specific anti-Malaria program (bednets, basically).  And in a poorly labeled link (the link is labeled "here") it appears that I have found...

  Ta da!!!!!

  Givewell's short blurb on Malaria in general (at this link http://www.givewell.net/node/332#Malaria )

  For all that work, the blurb is disappointing - it's buried on a page with a lot of other diseases.  Looking at this link in particular, I would not readily know that Givewell has detailed reviews of certain kinds of anti-Malaria programs, or that Givewell has done reviews of specific anti-Malaria charities.

  (BTW - throughout my entire clicking experience above, I don't think I saw a single picture, map, or graph.  Only text and a few tables - VERY dry).

 ===

 OK, the clicking adventure above is a bit longer than I had intended, but I think it helps illustrate the problem.

 Givewell.net's organization is a shambles.

 It's awful.

 I just want to be clear.

 Any user who managed to stumble on the site would have a hard time penetrating the forest of text to find their way to the bits that really interest them.  And the presentation is dry enough so that their interest wouldn't exactly be well-kindled.

 ===

 So how SHOULD it be organized?

 I haven't thought it through that deeply.  But in general, I'd like to see a fairly clean hierarchical organization, in a way that makes sense to users, with plenty of cross-node links

 i.e.

 A-A1-A1a

     -A1b

  -A2-A2a

     -A2b

     -A2c

 B-B1-B1a

     -B1b

  -B2-B2a

     -B2b

     -B2c

  -B3-B3a

     -B3b 

With easy links from B3b back up to B3 and B, and across to nodes in A or elsewhere in B that are relevant.

And consistent - the same menu structure used throughout - not the ad-hoc system that seems to be in there now.

And have manageable layouts.  Consistently designed so that it doesn't break in important ways at browser widths of around 800 pixels, and so that the most important information for each page is "above the fold" when displayed at 800 x 600 (or at least so that the user has a sense of what important information may be lurking further down if they scroll down).

And visually attractive.

And hyperlinked.  If a page on health mentions Malaria, can we have a hyperlink to the main Givewell page on Malaria?

And concise (...at least at the higher levels.  Wordy detail is fine when the user has drilled down.)  

And grouped.  There should be a health page, with brief blurbs about the major health issues that Givewell addresses.  One of those should be Malaria, and there should be a Malaria page, with brief background for the less informed, plus links to Givewell's analysis of all things Malaria-related, including treatment regimes and Malaria-related charities.

There doesn't need to be only one grouping.  It is ok to have users be able to get to the page on the Against Malaria Foundation from the Malaria page, the Top charities page, the All charities page, and as a sort of "see also" link from other charity pages that are health or Malaria related.

Any information that Givewell has, it should be clear to an average user how to reach that information in 3-4 links (or less).  From the home page, or from a sub-page.  If the user is already CLOSE to the information in question (trying to get to a given Malaria-related page from any other Malaria-related page) they should be able to get to the target page in 1-2 links.

====

OK, I had intended to go into marketing and P.R. a bit in this document as well, but its probably too long as is.  We certainly want users who somehow find Givewell to, in turn, find the content that's useful to them.  We want search engines to understand Givewell's content and provide reasonable links and link priority to Givewell content.  But we also want the outside world to know about Givewell - that's perhaps a topic for another day/document.

********* Exhibit A - Search engine stuff, etc **********

Search Engine Optimization Resources:

Wikipedia article (for background)

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Search_engine_optimization

Google's own information on SEO

http://www.google.com/support/webmasters/bin/answer.py?hl=en&answer=35291  

(with a link to an SEO starter guide)

General useability reference:

http://www.useit.com/alertbox/

Spend a few hours reading 20 or so of the articles here to get a good feel for good website design practices, testing, etc.

Current Google issue:

Enter search term Givewell.  Givewell.net is the first result (fair enough).  But the description is lame (GiveWell is just beginning our work on finding great charities. We listen to people like you to decide what to research next. Tell us what you think)  Lots of words, only three or four of which ("finding great charities" and arguably "research") really say what Givewell does.  The meaningful part starts with the 8th word in the description - easy to miss.

Note that I haven't exhaustively reviewed Givewell's current profile across Google and other search engines.  The above is just one quick, easy-to-fix example.

*********Exhibit B - Questions users may have**********

Questions Givewell cannot or should not answer:

* What's the best 20+ cubic foot refrigerator for <$800?

* What's the address to send a check to my local United Way?

Questions Givewell can and/or perhaps should answer:

* I'm 25 and have never given much to charity before.  Now I've got some money and want to give to a good charity.  What are 5 good charities for me to consider?

* Is Heifer International any good?

* What's the best charity for helping underprivelidged kids in the US improve their education?

* I want to give to a charity to improve the environment long-term.  What do you recommend?

* I'm more interested in giving my time than my money.  What can I do to help in the third world?  (I may or may not be willing to travel.)

* What is Malaria?  How bad a problem is it?

* What's a good charity for addressing Malaria?

* Why is Africa still a mess after all these years of aid and charity going there?

* What are the main tax angles to consider for an American looking to give to charity?

* What's the single best bang-for-buck charity an American can give to?  

* I'd like to hear stories about other Americans who've thought hard about the giving process - how their journey was and the conclusions they've come to.

* So a search result landed me on a page about PSI.  It seems ok, but I'm not sure its for me.  What are some other good charities working in African health?

* If I give money to a charity working in the third world, how do I know my money won't be all wasted somewhere along the line?

* Does micro-lending work?

* What charities does Bono support?

* Maybe it would be better to focus efforts within the US, within our political system, to increase our foreign aid to closer to 0.7% of GDP.  How can I help do that?

* Is Kiva any good?

* Is Partners in Health any good?

* What's a good foreign charity where I can feel some kind of connection to the specific recepient?  (Along the lines of those child sponsorship charities).

OK, there's a bunch of questions above.  I'm not sure how representative they are of user questions, but it seemed like a useful brainstorm start.  

They're also not formulated as search queries.  Users might try to tease out the answers to these questions with multiple different Google queries, and/or by following the links from the search results (i.e. the links that the primary results link to.)

And I realize that Givewell doesn't have an answer to all of these right now.  To some extent, the list above is designed to help tickle folks a bit about content that Givewell could add in the future.  I realize Givewell has limited resources and can't be all things to all people, but anyways...

