Clear Fund Board of Directors

Attachment C: Plans for 2008

Highlights

· We believe our most important goal for the coming year is increasing the “money moved” (granted directly, or influenced) by GiveWell.

· We propose to focus on getting formal commitments to donate to our recommended charities (with the choice of charity belonging to the donor), rather than on raising money to be re-granted.

· We are considering conducting an active search for an experienced, talented Director of Development who will have a significant part of the responsibility for increasing our “money moved.”

· We plan to focus our research on fewer and broader causes, and will likely focus on developing-world direct aid next.  We should also consider the potential of broad, “top-down” research that focuses on identifying good times, places, and ways to help people rather than on evaluating particular organizations.

· Another major goal for the coming year will be to recruit people both for our Board of Directors and cause-specific Advisory Boards.

· We plan to create a detailed review of our first year and plan for our next year for review at our next Board meeting.

Broad Goals for 2008

1. Development: increase the “money moved” by GiveWell (and be on a path to increasing it further).  “Money moved” can consist of direct grants from the Clear Fund to charities, or of individual donations that are given to our recommended charities with strong influence from our recommendations (or the combination).  

Having produced quality research and attracted attention, we believe we are now in position to reach more donors, and that our position is not going to improve significantly from doing more research.  We think the question of how much money GiveWell can move is the most important unanswered question about the project.

2. Research: improve significantly on our understanding of the best ways to help people.  The most pressing challenge here is setting our scope (i.e., which causes we research) in a way that accounts for what we learned the first time around and puts us in position to allocate our money as well as possible.

3. Administration: build a mature organization with a strong Board and structure.

Development

The product

One way or another, we eventually need to “move” enough money to justify our overhead, or establish that we can’t do so and shut the project down.  However, while we need to give grants in order to get access to information, there’s a grant size past which more money is probably doing little for our access to information, and at that point the question comes up of why donors should give to us rather than just using our research.  Insisting on the “United Way / Robin Hood model” of pooling donations and giving grants has a cost for the donor – ceding the choice of charity to us – that doesn’t seem essential to what we’re offering.

In order to increase our “money moved” in an active, measurable way while leaving donors with as much choice as is feasible, we propose to solicit donors for commitments to donate to our recommended charities (their choice), rather than for direct donations to GiveWell.  Such commitments should be as formal and binding as is practical; we may either become a donor advised fund or partner with one, so that committed money is literally put into an account subject to certain rules.

Setting this up would leave us with three possible “offerings” for a donor:

1. Donate directly to GiveWell, with the aim of helping us pay for our research activities.

2. Donate directly to GiveWell with the aim of having your money “managed,” i.e., cede the choice of specific charity to us.

3. Put money in a special account, with a commitment to donate it to recommended charities if and when we produce recommendations in your field of interest.

We propose to focus our fundraising on #3, raise #1 only with major/institutional donors and core supporters, and de-emphasize #2 at least for the time being.

Another important question about our product is what causes we are going to be focusing on.  This is discussed under “Research” below.

The plan

Once we’ve settled our product, we need to actively find potential donors.  This may include:

1. Contacting the ~1,000 people who have given us permission to contact them when submitting surveys on our website, focusing on the particularly high-potential ones we’ve been discussing in our biweekly reports.

2. Explicitly targeting particular industries and companies to present at.

3. Arranging fundraising events with the aim of getting existing GiveWell contacts to bring friends.

Though our existing staff can pursue these approaches, we feel there is a strong case for conducting an active search – and offering a competitive salary – for an experienced, talented Development Director.
· Unlike the work we’ve been focusing on to date, development/fundraising is an established and largely generalized discipline, and there is a lot of public discussion and study of what works.

· We have no experience with development, and we don’t consider the associated skills to be among current staff’s strengths.

· In particular, we have little to no sense of how to set reasonable expectations for our project in this area.  One way or another, having an experienced fundraiser become intimately familiar with our project and position seems necessary for setting reasonable expectations.

· A good Development Director would be able to set a long-term growth plan and execute on it, as well as take a major role in GiveWell’s public communications.  S/he would thereby address most of the weaknesses and non-strengths of current staff, and potentially take or share the Executive Director role.

· Unlike evaluating potential program staff, evaluating a potential Development Director seems relatively straightforward.

· Although such a person would likely command a high salary, it would be relatively easy to continually assess whether the investment is worth it.  We may try to secure an institutional grant for this expense, since institutional funders are likely to be more interested in helping us expand than in using our research for their own grants.

Research

This section focuses on setting our scope (which causes we’re. covering).

In choosing our causes, we are going to seek to do one broad cause at a time (unless there is enough demand for more to justify hiring more staff), and take donor preferences heavily into account – i.e., in the course of raising money, we are going to ask donors to specify which causes they would donate for, and leave the option open of switching our plans to accommodate more donors.

At this point, the cause we feel is the best fit for the next year is developing-world direct aid, including health, microfinance and other economic assistance, education, and abandoned children.  Developing-world aid was more popular than developed-world aid in our online survey, and we feel that we have a very concrete sense of what to investigate and how to add value in these areas.

We’d also like to note two other potential causes that would expand our scope well beyond the sort of work we’ve been doing so far:

1. Global warming and (possibly) other catastrophe aversion.  Environmental issues, particularly global warming, were extremely popular in our online survey.  We are generally unfamiliar with these issues, and have only a moderate sense for what to investigate and how to add value.  Comparing different “global catastrophe” issues has some potential advantages: we see a clearer path to value-added in listing and comparing options than in committing ourselves to looking deeply into global warming issues, and doing so would increase our appeal to a particular group of intellectuals that we would like to see engaging more with GiveWell.

2. Extremely broad analysis of donors’ options – publishing, side by side, very basic analysis of many options rather than thorough, organization-level analysis of a few.  For example, publishing a thorough list of diseases, symptoms, global burdens, and money spent per year on research could be a valuable source of information to donors even if it does not compare charities side-by-side.

Note that:

· All of these causes are far broader than the causes we researched in our startup year.  This change is based largely on our frustration the first time around with having to give one grant per cause, rather than allocate more money to the causes we preferred (i.e., causes with stronger organizations and more “bang for your buck”).  We believe that trying to narrow causes to the point where we can make true “apples to apples” comparisons is likely futile and not worthwhile; instead, we want to be able to review many different sorts of options, let donors decide what appeals to them most, and allocate any grant money of our own to what appeals to us most.

· For all three of the causes above, it is possible that we would take a much more “top-down” approach to research than we did for our first year.  Rather than starting with a grant application and getting our understanding of different approaches from our applicants, we may start with independent research, looking for publicly published evidence of what works, and then specifically target (and evaluate) organizations whose activities match what we find.

Administration

· We believe it is important to find more Board members who can add experience and different perspectives to our project.  Staff has a list of potential Board members available; we have discussed the possibility with some, and not yet with others.

· We would also like to form Advisory Boards, separate from our Board of Directors, whose role is to advise on recommendations for specific causes (i.e., each cause will have its own Advisory Board).

· Other goals under this heading include:

· Formalizing our metrics and setting clear and public goals for GiveWell.

· Formalizing our policies, procedures, and roles for both Board and staff.

· Writing up a thorough look back at our first year, including a thorough analysis of our survey data and more generally of what went well, what went poorly, and what we’ve learned.
