Review of 11/2008 Work Plan

Summary

This document is GiveWell’s internal review of December 2008 through December 2009. We review our progress in the context of our organizational vision and mission as well as the priorities we laid out in our November 2008 work plan, the last one approved by the board.

Vision: 

A world in which charities are rewarded for effectiveness in improving lives.


Mission: 

To find outstanding charities and publish the full details of our analysis to help donors decide where to give.

This section reviews our progress since our last work plan, approved in November 2008.
  It addresses the following priorities, which conceptually correspond to the priorities listed in the November 2008 work plan:

1. Improving organizational capacity through hiring.  We had several unsuccessful hires, but are now working with one promising new hire (who has been with us since July 2009).

2. In-depth research on international aid.  We completed our 2008-2009 report and recommendations for international aid.  The report does not contain exactly the content we initially planned for it, but does contain what we feel are substantially improved recommendations and research and was delivered by the deadline we gave people who had made GiveWell Pledges.

3. Outreach/connecting with customers.  We were featured in The Life You Can Save by Peter Singer.  We have seen improvement in website traffic and engagement, although we do not have as much data as we should due to an error in 2008.

4. Pursuing important relationships.  We have joined the Alliance for Effective Social Investing.  We have made some, but in our view insufficient, progress in making research-related connections (i.e., to international aid scholars who can provide critical feedback on our work).

GiveWell’s vision and mission

GiveWell’s ultimate vision is of a world in which:  

· Individual donors can easily find actionable information about what charities do and whether it works. 

· A large amount of money from these donors flows systematically to the charities with the most proven, cost-effective, scalable ways of helping people. 

· This dynamic – charities competing for funding based on demonstrated impact – leads to an ongoing public dialogue about how to help people, and to constant improvement in the way charitable resources are allocated. 

We accomplish this by:

· Carrying out intensive, full-time research  in order to find outstanding charities and make informed recommendations.

· Publicly publishing our recommendations, reasoning and sources to the web. 

· Building publicity and a reputation for quality in order to get donors to use these recommendations. 

· Financing our grants, salaries, and operating expenses with direct donations from those most passionate about our work. 

1. Improving organizational capacity through hiring

Our 11/08 business plan stated:

We aim to hire one Research Assistant by Jan. 1, [2009].  In hiring, we will start with our existing base of volunteers, and seek the following qualities:

· Strong analytical abilities.

· Strong interest in GiveWell.

· A good work ethic.

Part of the rationale for seeking to make a hire was a particular vision of our research process, which we revised following the 12/15/08 Board meeting.
  As a result, we had a slight change of course, and although we had identified two strong candidates prior to 1/1/09, we opted to delay our hiring decision.  We then had a short series of part-time hires that ultimately did not work out.

Hire 1: started in mid-January 2009.  Performed well, but left for location and stability reasons (having received another job offer) in February 2009.

Hire 2: started in late January 2009.  Released by GiveWell due to lack of fit in February 2009.

Hire 3: started in early February 2009.  Released by GiveWell due to lack of fit in March 2009.

Overall, this period of hiring was ultimately unsuccessful, and we put a hold on our active recruiting.

We hired Melissa Krauss in May 2009, when we were near the end of our research process and had a clearer idea of what we were looking for.  She started on a part-time basis and shifted to full-time in June 2009.  She left for a job in consulting in December 2009.

We hired Natalie Stone in July 2009.  She is still employed full-time by GiveWell as of this writing (1/22/2010).

Both hires consistently did productive and useful work, and Ms. Stone shows the potential ability and willingness to continue contributing to GiveWell for at least the next year.  Currently, Ms. Stone is in charge of maintaining the international aid report (particularly investigating newly submitted and other pending charities).  Ms. Krauss focused on the process (now completed) for our $250,000 grant in economic empowerment.

Compared to the earlier-in-the-year hires, we have substantially increased both the clarity of duties and the amount of supervision and auditing we provide.

· Our international aid report, now completed, provides a clear template for evaluating charities (see http://www.givewell.net/node/430) as well as several clear examples of the template applied.  New hires have “taken the lead” on investigating and questioning charities.

· We have performed regular reviews of new hires’ work, including both overviews of their output and quality and audits of their attention to detail (in which we replicate selected portions of their work ourselves).

2. In-depth research on international aid

Our 11/08 business plan stated:

We aim to publish an in-depth research report on developing-world aid by June 1, 2009.  The report will include:

· Activities listings and basic ratings for each of the approximately 800 US-registered international-aid charities with annual budgets in excess of $1 million.

· At least 10 recommended charities in all, and at least one recommended charity within each of the following areas:

· Direct health interventions

· Economic empowerment programs (microfinance, agricultural training, irrigation, etc.)

· Primary and secondary education (scholarships, school building)

· Literature reviews on several general questions about international aid (see http://blog.givewell.net/?p=303)

· Detailed notes on two focus regions
· We released our report on 7/1/09.  (Slightly later emails to stakeholders were less committed to the 6/1/09 deadline, targeting “mid-2009” or 7/1/09.  In other words, the deadline was revised early – by 1/1/09 – and adhered to afterward.)

· We abandoned the idea of “activities listings” for all charities following the 12/15/08 Board meeting.
  Upon refining our eligibility criteria, we reduced the number of charities considered, but examined all (320) eligible charities and provided a basic take on each.  See http://www.givewell.net/international/technical/criteria
· We recommended 6.  See http://www.givewell.net/international/top-charities
· We completed literature reviews on several major issues.  

· See http://www.givewell.net/archive/2009/causes

· We have posted several less central issue overviews to The GiveWell Blog.  See http://www.givewell.net/international/miscellaneous-issues 

· We did not complete detailed notes on two focus regions.

Our view of which issues were most important to cover shifted as we gained familiarity with the literature, and we did not find as many strong charities as we had hoped, but we feel that we accomplished the broader goal of publishing a highly thorough report on international aid, with actionable recommendations.

3. Outreach/connecting with customers

Our 11/08 business plan stated:

At this point we do not have a single strategy for pursuing customers that we believe is cost-effective and reliable.  Instead, we have many possible strategies that we are interested in (or in the process of) experimenting with … At this point we do not have a good sense of the expected return on time for any of the following strategies, and as such do not want to commit to a specific deliverable.  Instead, we plan to allocate 10 hours per week to experimenting with these strategies (in the rough order of priority listed) and estimate the return on different strategies in terms of the following metrics …

The specific strategies listed in the business plan yielded few results, but we made some preliminary progress with outreach through two paths not mentioned in that document.  These strategies and their results are given in chronological order (i.e., the first section discusses improvements to the website in 2008 but not in 2009).

Website improvements - December 2008

In December 2008, we reorganized our website with the aim of improving “conversions” for the holiday season.  We created “highlight” pages summarizing the most salient points of our research, as well as a consolidated list of top charities, and linked both from our front page.  We also partly revised our navigation system and conducted formal user testing using usertesting.com.

Unfortunately, we are missing traffic data for July-December 2008, but we do have donation data.  There were 127 donations made through our "Donate using Network for Good" links, totaling $28,605, in December 2008.  For comparison, December 2007 saw 151 donations for $31,704 – roughly the same amount of giving, despite the fact that we had substantially more media coverage in 2007 than in 2008 and that the U.S. economy was substantially stronger in 2007 than in 2008.

Appearance in The Life You Can Save by Peter Singer

In March 2009, The Life You Can Save by Peter Singer was published.  This book focused on arguing the case for more total giving to international aid organizations, but also included a discussion of where one should give (Chapter 6), and put GiveWell at the center of this discussion.  GiveWell was also featured prominently on the book’s website (http://www.thelifeyoucansave.com) and mentioned in some of the mainstream media coverage of the book, including William Easterly’s review in the Wall Street Journal.

We saw our monthly traffic roughly double in the month following the release of the book.  The bump in traffic subsided, but there appears to have been a substantial and sustained rise in donations and other “conversion metrics” (see Section 2) through the website.

Website improvements and joint press release - September-December 2009

From September through December 2009, we focused on improving our odds of attracting customers.  

· Elie focused on improving the main GiveWell.net website, including a visual redesign, revised organization, a new landing page, and creation of "summary" pages to make our research findings more accessible.  

· Holden focused on using the blog to present (a subset of) our research such that particular general-interest points can be followed without having to read through a lot of other context.

· Board member Tim Ogden coordinated a joint press release with Philanthropedia, Great Nonprofits, GuideStar, Charity Navigator and the Hewlett Foundation criticizing the prevailing practice of evaluating charities by their "overhead expense ratio,"
 a message that has been core to GiveWell since before it was a full-time project.

As our January 2010 Metrics Report shows, media mentions, website traffic, engagement, and donations dwarfed those of December 2009 compared to December 2008.  We conjecture that the improvement was due to some combination of the above three efforts, plus Peter Singer's book and the simple value of having been visible for another year.

Summary

We did not pursue the original strategies for outreach we had laid out.  We focused more on improving the appeal of our content than on pushing for "more eyeballs."  However, we did put substantial effort into attracting more customers and saw substantial progress.

4. Pursuing important relationships

Our 11/08 business plan stated:

We seek to build relationships with people such as:

· Successful supporters to serve as mentors and members of the Board of Directors

· Partners who can help us reach potential users of our research

· Donors who can increase our money moved and continue to build our network.

· High-credibility supporters for our Advisory Board

We currently spend a total of about 15 hours per week on correspondence (via email) with current and potential contacts.  We believe that we can maintain this allocation and reach the following deliverables:

· A total of three experienced entrepreneurs who serve as mentors to us on a regular basis.  (We currently have one.)

· A total of five highly credible and/or visible figures who serve on our Advisory Board and endorse our research.  (We currently have two.)

· A total of 15 donors who (a) know us only from GiveWell; (b) have pledged or donated at least $1,000; (c) are publicly on record with these pledges/donations, possibly through video testimonials. (We currently have 17 contacts who meet the first two conditions.)

· For much of 2009, we had two "mentors" that we talked with on a regular basis.  We also changed the composition and role of our Board of Directors so that it provides substantially more oversight, including a weekly conversation with Board Vice-President and management consultant Lindy Miller Crane.  Our Board has officially determined that we have established an appropriate level of oversight and mentoring, and has restored the Executive Director title to staff (specifically, Holden Karnofsky and Elie Hassenfeld now serve as co-Executive Directors).

· We have dropped the idea of an official Advisory Board, preferring to pursue arms-length public feedback on our work and retain flexibility about whom we speak to and when.  We have spoken with many relevant experts in the course of our research,
 but have not yet had the chance to pursue public feedback on our completed report.  This is a priority over the next few months.
· We have de-prioritized the idea of individual donors’ going publicly on record with their donations.
Finding partners who can help us reach potential users of our research has not been a priority over the last 12 months, but we have made some preliminary progress.  We are now members of the Alliance for Effective Social Investing, which includes the CEOs of major donor resources (GuideStar, Charity Navigator, BBB Wise Giving Alliance),
 and we have also made some other preliminary progress that is not shared in the public version of this report.
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