(1) On the new organization concern.  This is fair, of course.  What readers should know about potential risks is that (a) while our organization is new, cash transfers are not (see discussion of conflict risk below); (b) we locate recipients prior to accepting donations, so there is little risk of our being unable to electronically transmit a donation; (c) we are therefore able to send 90% of donations to the poor as a commitment, not as a target, and would refund donations if we were unable to follow through.

(2) On the conflict concern, I think the key thing readers need to understand is that targeted cash transfers per se are not a new thing by any means, but in fact one of the most widely used and evaluated development interventions.  We do provide our own summary of evidence (www.givedirectly.org/research) but since this is obviously partisan I would point the interested reader to the DFID white paper we reference (http://www.dfid.gov.uk/r4d/PDF/Articles/cash-transfers-evidence-paper.pdf).  Key points are that cash transfers now cover between 750 million and 1 billion people worldwide (p. 10) and are one of most researched and evaluated form of development intervention (p. 30), though they remain uncommon in the charity world.  Unfortunately the report does not talk much about conflict due to targeting because this issue hasn't really been on the radar screen.  In my own personal review of experiences with cash transfers (attached, see p. 4) I did find two mentions of the issue.  Oxfam in Vietnam heard that targeting by community vote created tension because people were upset that their neighbors did not vote for them; this is one of the primary reasons that we target as we do, using objective indicators.  Concern in Kenya heard that cash transfers reduced ethnic tension as members of different ethnic groups met at cash distribution sites.  

What donors should know about us specifically is that we include detailed questions on conflict in our follow up surveys and also as part of our ongoing, independent impact evaluation, which will assess whether transfers increase serious conflicts (such as crime). In the follow up interviews we have conducted to date, we have learned that some people have complained about GiveDirectly because they did not receive a transfer, but we have not learned of any conflict between community members. Our FAQ section (http://givedirectly.org/about/faq) mentions this issue and we will probably update it with quantitative figures once we have a meaningful sample size.

(3) On the capacity concern, I think it is helpful to distinguish between two kinds of risk, “impact” and “organizational.”  Impact risk refers to the chance that cash transfers have unintended negative consequences.  Given that cash transfers have received arguably more extensive scrutiny than any other development intervention I think there is plenty of evidence to address such concerns, but of course readers should examine the evidence and decide for themselves.

Organizational risk refers to the chance that our organization, which is new, cannot deliver on our commitment to transfer 90% of donations to the poor.  To assess this possibility donors need to understand a bit about our operational model.  We maintain a “waiting list” of poor households that are ready to receive donations.  When we receive donations we move households off the waiting list and start sending them transfers.  This step is very low risk as it only requires a few clicks of the mouse from a computer anywhere in the world.  Given the current size of our waiting list (300 households) and our current total per-household transfer policy ($2,000) we can currently send up to $600,000 without doing any additional recruitment.  Additional recruitment ongoing as part of our evaluation will raise this figure to $1.4 million by October. Even quite sizeable donations thus would not require additional recruitment, and going forward we will maintain a waiting list so that this remains true.  Only very large donations would necessitate additional recruitment before they could be transferred.  While recruitment is a straight-forward process it is an extra step, and our approach would be to discuss the corresponding risks with the large donor.

