Conversation between GiveWell and Richard Seabrook, July 5, 2010
How would the Wellcome Trust use additional donations?
The Wellcome Trust doesn’t require new donations to survive. Our founder left us money and we do everything off our asset base. We don't really use additional donations

How does Wellcome Trust evaluate the impact of the projects it funds?

If your funding a disease based focus, you should be able to show some benefit to your patients over time due to your funding. There are other foundations that are funding basic research, and for that to have an impact on society, that can take 10, 20 or 30 years so you have to take a long view.
Our perspective is to start by deciding how much we want to put into basic versus translational research. We’ve put increasing amounts into translational research since that has been an underserved area. I’d estimate that at least 80% of Trust funding goes to basic scientific research.

How do you choose which specific basic biological research grants to fund?

We've moved to a process where we want to support individual investigators. We want to support people who we think can make a difference rather than supporting projects. 

Individuals will apply to the Trust for funding and either they'll convince or not that they can make a difference in their research.
What do you base that individual assessment on?

We assess an individual's track record, and assess what they would do if they were funded. We also put the individual through extensive peer review and a Panel interview situation.
Are you concerned that by trying to fund the “best” researchers you’re just funding someone who, were you not to fund them, could get funding elsewhere?
We don't think of ourselves as a gap funder. We want to fund the best people, and so we focus on finding the best people. Yet, you're right. They probably could get funding from other sources since they are the best. But, those are the sorts of the people that will make a difference.

Do you think there are top researchers that can’t get funding to pursue their work?
There are certainly researchers like that in the UK. There are people even in the US working in less “popular” areas which are important but difficult to get NIH or NSF funding for.
What would you say are the less popular areas of research? 

I think it's the same in the US and the UK. A lot of people in science have the peak of their careers in their late 40s and early 50s. In the biomedical sciences, there’s an area that wasn’t very popular back when the group that’s currently at their “peak” were coming up (late 70s, early 80s): clinical microbiology (infectious disease). So, there's now a shortage of talent.

It wasn’t a popular area to start your career on back then, so in the UK we're short on clinical microbiologists and physiologists. And, I'd guess it's the same in the US. In public health terms, infectious disease and antibiotic resistance is a major public health threat and we've got 20-25 years before a lot of our frontline antibiotics could be ineffective because of resistance.

So, it sounds like you’re saying a promising area to fund is supporting younger researchers focused on this area? 
Yes. 
