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Grant Application Process





This document gives a full overview of the Clear Fund's mission, priorities, criteria, application process and timeline, and application guidelines.  If you have any questions, please ask them publicly on our discussion forums at http://discussion.clearfund.org, or privately by emailing grants@clearfund.org.

Our mission

The Clear Fund is a project of GiveWell, an informal association of donors formed in August 2006. The goal of GiveWell was (and is) to help each other figure out how to accomplish as much good as possible with our charitable donations, and share what we find publicly so that it can be commented on, criticized, used and improved by other donors, nonprofits, and anyone else who's interested. At the time when GiveWell was started, all its members were employed full-time in the for-profit sector; but as we researched charities part-time (using a wiki to quickly publish what we found), we became aware of both the difficulty of the project and its potential value.  This led two of us to commit to pursuing it full-time, with financial and volunteer support from others who share our convictions.  By creating an online donor resource with less breadth than existing resources, but the same depth of research that large grantmakers are able to achieve, we will help donors help the world - and open the conversation on how best to do so to anyone with an opinion.

The Clear Fund pools donations from individuals who are interested both in broad humanitarian causes (see below for the cause(s) we are addressing in our first year) and in promoting better collection and sharing of information. It aims to give significant grants to the nonprofits that can best translate money into helping people - and, unlike existing grantmakers, it is explicitly committed to publicly sharing what it finds so that other donors may benefit (and critique it). The members of GiveWell settled on this strategy as the most promising way to quickly obtain and publish information about donors' options.

Our grantmaking priorities

We will be examining five broad humanitarian causes, awarding a one-time unrestricted grant to what we judge as donors' best option within each.

The five causes are:

The Clear Fund's five causes for 2007

1. Help people in Africa avoid death and extreme debilitation.  85 organizations eligible.

2. Help people in Africa become economically self-supporting.  58 organizations eligible.

3. Improve early childhood development for economically disadvantaged, but not special-needs, children in New York City.  28 organizations eligible.

4. Improve academic opportunities for economically disadvantaged, but not special-needs, K-12 children in New York City.  96 organizations eligible.

5. Help disadvantaged adults in New York City become economically self-supporting.  "Adults" in this case does not include the elderly, and organizations in this cause must include (though not necessarily focus exclusively on) direct help with finding permanent employment.  52 organizations eligible.  

By design, these causes are extremely broad.  We have no predisposition to use particular strategies for helping people; we simply want to help them in the most effective way possible.  That said, we have further narrowed the field using the following basic criteria, which apply to all causes:

1. We seek to help people who are unfortunate and disadvantaged, but not irrevocably so.  We are excluding programs that focus exclusively on people who are terminally ill, physically disabled, or mentally challenged.  We understand that the application of this principle is subjective and debatable, which is why we are open and specific about how we apply it.

2. We seek to translate money directly and reasonably quickly into improving people's lives, without reliance on changing others' opinions or laws.  We are excluding programs that focus exclusively on political advocacy, on research, or on raising awareness among the public at large (except where raising awareness is a form of direct aid, as in health education campaigns).

We find many of the organizations excluded by these principles to be valuable, and we may broaden our scope in future years; the purpose of these principles is to help create a confined, feasible project by dealing with some major and recurring decisions up front, rather than in the middle of the application process.

We allow organizations to apply for more than one grant; each cause has its own application, and different applications from the same organization will be considered entirely independently.  Within each cause, we will award the organization that we believe is best at accomplishing that particular goal, even if it is not the only goal of the organization.

All grants will be unrestricted.  We seek to find the best organizations based on what they already do and have done, and then give them funding for them to use as they see fit.  We plan to examine past and present activities; we are not seeking project proposals tailored to the Clear Fund's grantmaking priorities.

Our criteria

We are looking for organizations whose approaches to helping people are:

Proven.  We know that helping people can be difficult to measure, but we have a strong preference for methods that we see strong reason to believe have helped people in the past.  We expect to see a strong understanding of how your activities contribute to addressing the goal(s) above, and all the evidence you have that your activities are the best way of addressing these goals.  Such evidence includes informal observations, direct studies of your programs, and independent studies that suggest their likely effectiveness.

Cost-effective.  When we are choosing between nonprofits whose activities are clearly understandable and demonstrably effective, we have a preference for those that can help more people with the same funds.

Scalable.  Although we will be making grants, this is not the only goal of our project: we are seeking charities we can confidently and publicly recommend to individual donors.  We prefer nonprofits that can demonstrate their ability to translate more funding into more lives changed, as simply and reliably as possible.

Transparent.  We expect nonprofits to be as thorough and detailed as possible in describing their past and future activities, along with the reasoning and processes behind their strategic decisions.  Unless otherwise specified, all materials sent to us will be considered public information.

Our application process and timeline

Round One

Applications available now

Applications due August 3

Notifications (on a rolling basis) by September 14

In Round One, we will narrow the field for each cause down to approximately ten organizations, using the short application you received via email.  We will evaluate applications on a rolling basis, August 3 through September 14.  We will not send questions on your application; you may revise and resend it through August 3, but as of that date it will be considered final, and we will make our preliminary evaluation based only on what we receive.  In this round, we are primarily looking for organizations with good processes for evaluating and documenting their work.  We therefore focus the application on a single program of your choice; we suggest that you pick an existing, established, well-documented program for which you have thorough information readily available.

Round Two

Applications sent out (on a rolling basis) by September 14

Applications due six weeks after receipt

Questions and possible site visits to follow

We will not ask you to complete a full Round Two application unless we find your organization to be one of the ten most promising in its cause.  If it is, we will thoroughly evaluate your organization in a process that consists of:

· Discussing which of your programs are at the "core" of your organization, and thus most important to understand.

· Examining these programs, starting largely with the same questions found in the Round One application.

· Asking other questions about your organization in general, most of which will be standard questions found on the NY/NJ Common Application (most recent Form 990, list of Directors and their affiliations, etc.)

Our Round Two application is not yet finalized, but we will post it publicly once it is (and we will announce its posting on our public discussion forum at http://discussion.clearfund.org).

Recommendations and awards

Announced in early December

We will publish recommendations, along with thorough reviews, of approximately five organizations per cause, on our public website.  You will have the opportunity to leave comments on these reviews if you wish to clarify or contradict our interpretation.  Recommended organizations will also be invited (not required) to display a "badge" on their websites indicating our approval.

The single organization that best meets our criteria in each cause will receive a one-time unrestricted grant of $25,000.  Five such grants will be given in total.

Our application guidelines

Please assume that we know nothing.  We are not experts, but donors looking to help other donors.  We ultimately seek to present your materials in a way that can be easily understood by an outsider; the closer your application already is to this form, the better.

Please focus on your existing programs and activities, and send the information that you already have available.  We are not seeking projects tailored to The Clear Fund's priorities, and will likely not award projects for which little precedent exists.  Rather, we are looking for organizations whose existing activities have worked well, and seeking to give them unrestricted grants to be used as they see fit.  Because it focuses on what you already do, the grant application process – while thorough – may be less taxing than a project proposal.

All information you submit to us is public unless you specify otherwise.  We plan on publicly sharing everything that goes into our decisions – along with our honest opinions of all nonprofits we review – on our public website.  If there are materials that you wish us not to share, please be specific about them and we will respect your wishes.

For questions and comments of general interest, please use our public discussion forums at http://discussion.clearfund.org.  The advantages of using this forum are that you can see the questions others are asking; share your questions with others; and give comments and feedback anonymously if you wish.  To comment anonymously, simply create new topics ("threads") and replies without logging in, and identify yourself however you wish; to log in, use your contact email address as your username and your EIN (all ten digits, including the hyphen) as your password.  Logging in also allows you to subscribe to your choice of topics by email.  We want to know how we can be doing our job better, so please don't hesitate to leave feedback, whether anonymously or not.  

For submissions and non-public communications, please use email (grants@clearfund.org), and send all emails from the address you specified as your contact email.  Your contact email is the email address your application was sent to; if you need to change it, just let us know.  Keeping electronic records of everything, and having a single email address for each organization, makes it much easier for us to stay organized, which in turn makes it easier for us to communicate clearly and promptly with you.  We prefer that all attachments be sent as .DOC (Microsoft Word), .XLS (Microsoft Excel), .RTF (Rich Text Format), or .TXT (plain text) files.  We will also accept .PDF (Adobe Acrobat files) and other formats.  We will respond to all emails within two business days; if we fail to do so, we encourage you to lodge a public complaint (anonymously or not) on our public discussion forums at http://discussion.clearfund.org.  Assume all emails you send us are public record, unless you specify otherwise.

We pledge to be straightforward with you at all times.  If you need a sense of your odds of receiving a grant in order to set priorities, ask us and we'll tell you as much as we know.  If your application is rejected, you should expect a completely honest account of why.  We do not want to work against the values we care about by putting undue burden on nonprofits, and we ask you to help us with this by being straightforward with us about what is and isn't worth your time.
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