Rachael Stephens - GiveWell Donation Decision Assignment Notes

Charities selected, connections, and allocation of funds


I selected Small Enterprise Foundation* (SEF) and Village Enterprise Fund (VEF) as two charities to donate to, with Village Enterprise Fund receiving $1,000 and the Small Enterprise Foundation receiving $1,500 of the total $2,500 available for donation. 


I selected these two nonprofits because a) I was approaching the selection process with a certain set of interests/areas of concern – economic empowerment and development – as I’m sure several donors using the site might have coming in to the process; and b) I felt confident that, despite some of their flaws, they seem to be doing the best to monitor their activity, which is the first and very necessary step in developing feasible solutions to those problems. I felt confident in this because of GiveWell’s research and rigorous criteria here as well as what I was able to easily find out about each organization via their own websites. I also found the fact that they both include training programs and mentorships led or taught by locals to be critical, as the effects of such training or other education is much more empowering, with longer-lasting effects than simply a loan or grant alone. An additional benefit of selecting these two was that they did not approach the problem in the same way, so it was different than donating to two similar microfinance programs, for example.

I do not have personal connections to either of these organizations.
*Please note that while Small Enterprise Foundation is not a U.S. – registered 501(c)(3), a U.S. donor can make a tax-deductible contribution to them through GiveWell. Thus, SEF meets the selection criteria as stated in the assignment guidelines.

Confidence in donation’s impact


I have a fairly high level of confidence in the impact of my donation to both of SEF and VEF. They seem to do a good job at effectively targeting the poor who need their help the most, and while each program does have certain flaws that might render it slightly less effective than its full potential, each program is working the hardest out of the international economic empowerment charities I have researched (both previously and as a part of this exercise) to monitor its effectiveness, efficiency, and any issues arising along the way. 


In the developing world, it seems only natural that their might be problems with local Business Mentors requesting “kick-backs” (VEF) or loan officers with incentive-based pay bonuses pressuring clients into taking loans or making payments as they may not otherwise (SEF). Monitoring these problems seems like a necessary first step in being able to develop solutions and interventions to these problems so that these charities might work better. But without additional funds (for which they demonstrate a need and operational capacity), they might not be able to make such improvements, let alone reach more people.

Process

I started by spending a little more than one hour reading over information provided on GiveWell’s website about their ratings, research and evaluation processes, criteria, definitions, et cetera, to gain a solid understanding of the information I would find in charity profiles, where it was coming from, and how I could interpret it.  This researching included reading over some broader information on problems in choosing “good” nonprofits in various fields – such as what does and does not appear to be effective in improving education, according to GiveWell’s extensive research on the topic. I then went directly to GiveWell’s Top Charities page and initially selected the two top charities from their list that matched interests or “areas of concern” I had pinpointed coming into the charity search: Small Enterprise Foundation and Village Enterprise Fund. (I imagine some philanthropists begin seeking charities with their own “areas of concern” in mind that they would like to address with their donation). I spent about 30 minutes looking over GiveWell’s information on these charities in detail, including looking at some of the sources listed on each charity’s GiveWell profile. 

I also spent a half hour or so exploring some other ratings sites (Charity Navigator, Giving What We Can, GuideStar, and Great Nonprofits) to see what nonprofits they ranked highly and how that complimented or contrasted with GiveWell’s research, criteria, and recommendations. I particularly investigated Charity Navigator’s various Top 10 lists, since I had some familiarity with this site and had heard of it before. Next, I spent about another hour looking over information on each charity from other sources for ratings (VEF: guidestar.org, greatnonprofits.org; SEF: myphilanthropedia.org) as well as on each charity’s website. After going through this process, I felt comfortable and confident as a “donor” contributing to the two charities that I had initially selected from GiveWell’s Top Charities page.

Resources: strengths and weaknesses


GiveWell’s emphasis on cost-effectiveness and evaluating organizations based on their ability to monitor and “prove” their cost-effectiveness and impact is helping to at least partially fill a major gap found in the evaluations offered on all other websites used. Giving What We Can acknowledges GiveWell’s work in this field, while identifying their own inability to assess cost-effectiveness as the main reason why they do not include recommendations or comparisons of any charities working in the economic empowerment field (http://www.givingwhatwecan.org/resources/empowerment.php).


Charity Navigator focused mainly on financial statistics and stability of each organization, which is useful and its level of detail served as a nice compliment to my research. Their criteria, like the criteria of sites like GuideStar and My Philanthropedia, seemed less focused on cost-effectiveness and did not look for featured organizations to have a proven ability to reach the right people or to impact real change in their target population’s lives. They also did not have as much research available on what types of work generally is and is not highly cost-effective in various fields as GiveWell has on its website. GuideStar was helpful for a very quick overview of an organization’s mission and goals, but was fairly basic and seems to “skim the surface” of profiled organizations, unless you pay to be a member with access to more detailed information. They also did not have an impact evaluation of Village Enterprise Fund available, although there was a section under which such information might be contained. Again, this highlighted very clearly the fact that GiveWell’s research on the cost-effectiveness and real impact of individual nonprofits is filling some major gaps in the research made available elsewhere. 


One flaw in GiveWell’s available research is the relatively limited number of organizations evaluated as compared to some other sites. This, however, I take to be due to a) the fact that GiveWell is a relatively new organization as compared to these other websites, and b) GiveWell’s research and focuses as explained above seem as though they must require a greater amount of  research time spent on each organization evaluated.

