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WHAT   IS   EFFECTIVE   ALTRUISM? 
Effective   altruism    is   a   philosophy   and   social   movement   that   applies 
evidence   and   reason   to   determine   the   most   effective   ways   to   improve 
the   world.   Effective   altruists   aim   to   consider   all   causes   and   actions, 
and   then   act   in   the   way   that   brings   about   the   greatest   positive 
impact.     It   is   this   broad   evidence-based   approach   that   distinguishes 
effective   altruism   from   traditional     altruism   or   charity.   While   a 
substantial   proportion   of   effective   altruists   have   focused   on   the 
non-profit   sector   the   philosophy   of   effective   altruism   applies   much 
more   broadly,   e.g.,   to   prioritizing   the   scientific   projects, 
companies,   and   policy   initiatives   which   can   be   estimated   to   save   and 
improve   the   most   lives.   (1)  

“ Effective   altruism   is   about   asking   "How   can   I   make   the 
biggest   difference   I   can?"   and   using   evidence   and 

careful   reasoning   to   try   to   find   an   answer. ”  

―    William   MacAskill,   Doing   Good   Better:   How   Effective   Altruism   Can 
Help   You   Make   a   Difference  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Altruism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nonprofit_sector
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SHOULD   WE   STRIVE   TO   DO   THE    MOST    GOOD?  
-   -   -   -   X 
Time,   talent,   treasure,   and   influence   are   not   unlimited   resources. 
Because   each   are   limited   it   makes   sense   that   we   would   deploy   these 
resources   with   some   level   of   intentionality   and   prudence.   Choosing   how 
we   use   our   resources   to   make   the   greatest   possible   impact   is   no 
different   than   a   family   carefully   managing   their   budget   by   consciously 
choosing   between   dining-in,   or   dining-out.  

When   a   resource   is   limited,   choosing   to   use   it   for   one   purpose   means 
that   we   are   simultaneously   choosing   to   not   use   it   for   a   different 
purpose.   Said   differently,   each   decision    for    something   is   paired   with 
a   decision    against    an   alternative.   Understanding   that   time,   talent, 
treasure,   and   influence   are   limited   -   does   it   make   sense   for   us   to 
attempt   to   manage   our   resources   in   a   manner   that   will   yield   the 
greatest   results? 

“ When   it   comes   to 
philanthropy,   should   we 

strive   to   do   the   most   good 
with   our   resources   -   or   is 

simply   doing   good 

enough? ” 
At   the   PIF   Foundation   we   believe   that   there   is   logical   decision   making 
process   that   individuals      can   follow   to    do   good...better .   This 
whitepaper   is   designed   to   educate,   challenge,   and   equip   you   for   the 
purpose   of   leveraging   your   generosity   for   higher   (measurable)   impact 
by   using   your   limited   resources.   If   you   find   yourself   wanting   to   take 
the   next   step   towards   impacting   positive   change   through   effective 
altruism   please   visit   us   at    www.payitforward.foundation .  

 

http://www.payitforward.foundation/
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   PART   1   :    DETERMINING   THE   CAUSE 
   X   -   -   -   - 

A   basic   definition   for   philanthropy   could   be   summarized   as     an   effort 
to   improve   the   wellbeing   of   others,   especially   those   that   are 
suffering   or   destitute .   As   philanthropists   it   is   our   responsibility, 
as   well   as   our   honor,   to   attempt   to   alleviate   the   suffering   of   others. 
With   so   many   ailments   facing   us,   choosing   where   to   focus   our   resources 
is   often   easier   said   than   done.  

There   are   more   than   1.5   million   charities   in   the   U.S.   alone,   giving 
philanthropists   an   overwhelming   number   ways   to   make   difference. 
Choosing   which   charity   to   support   can   be   simplified   by   first   focusing 
on   which   cause   to   support.   The   cause-first   approach   focuses   on   the 
impact   we   seek,   rather   the   the   utility   we   will   use   to   achieve   the 
impact   (the   charity).   To   help   identify   what   cause   is   most   worthy   of 
your   support,   let’s   consider   some   important   questions: 

Are   all   good   deeds     equal ? 
Consider   the   following   two   scenarios;   are   you   able   to   draw   a 
conclusion   that   one   does   “more   good”   in   an   effort   to    save   lives ? 

1. The   short   game :     You   deploy   your   charitable   resources   to   an 
organization   that   focuses   on   saving   lives   by   distributing 
anti-malaria   bed   nets   throughout   Africa.   Empirical   evidence   shows 
that   lives   will   indeed   be   saved   as   a   result   of   this   work. 
However,   the   people   you   are   saving   have   a   very   high   likelihood   of 
living   the   rest   of   their   lives   in   an   impoverished   environment.  

2. The   long   game :     You   use   your   charitable   resources   to   build   schools 
in   an   impoverished   area   where   the   majority   of   children   do   not 
have   access   to   education.   Many   people   in   the   same   area   die   from 
preventable   diseases   -   such   as   malaria   -   but   you   view   education 
as   viable   option   to   save   lives   more   effectively   in   the   long   run   - 
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due   to   the   many   benefits   of   an   educated   community   (economic 
prosperity,   access   to   medicine,   etc.) 

The   clever   reader   may   respond   to   this   exercise   by   suggesting   that   they 
would   split   their   resources   between   the   two   efforts,   using   some   for   an 
immediate   impact,   while   reserving   the   rest   for   the   longer   term   and 
arguably   more   sustainable   approach.  

Regardless   of   the   which   scenario   you   choose   you   must   recognize   the 
consequences   of   your   decision. 

● Choose   the   short   game   and   you   may   end   up   fighting   malaria   forever 
because   the   communities   impacted   are   not   advancing   their   society 
enough   to   self-sustain.  

● Choose   the   long   game   and   you   are   making   a   conscious   choice   to 
allow   people   to   die   today   in   the   name   of   saving   future   lives   more 
effectively.   

● Split   your   resources   between   both   and   the   previous   points   still 
hold   true;   you   will   still   dilute   your   potential   impact   in   both 
areas.  

Both   scenarios   do   good.    But   which   one   does   the   most   good?    Having   a 
clear   understanding   for   the   outcome   -   saving   lives   in   this   case   -   we 
can   compare   the   pros   and   cons   of   various   strategies   to   maximize   the 
effectiveness   of   our   limited   resources.  

What   is   the    scope    of   the   issue? 
How   many   people   are   affected   by   the   cause   that   you   are   planning   to 
impact?   This   is   an   important   consideration   when   you   begin   implementing 
your   philanthropic   efforts   and   it   should   be   revisited   periodically. 
Fighting   smallpox   was   a   notable   and   necessary   effort   in   the   18th 
century   -   killing   as   many   as   7%   of   Europe's   population   at   one   point   - 
but   the   disease   was   officially   eradicated   worldwide   in   1977.   (2) 
Regularly   checking   the   scope   of   the   problem   against   alternatives   helps 
to   ensure   that   we   are   allocating   our   resources   effectively   relative   to 
the   needs   and   solutions   that   exist   in   today’s   environment. 
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    1,000,000 
The   number   of   people   that   die   from   malaria   each   year; 

an   easily   preventable   disease. 
Ideally   you   want   to   be   able   to   identify   the   following   “scope”   related 
questions: 

1. What   level   of   resources   are   required   to   fully   address   the   issue?  
2. Is   there   an   effective   method   for   impacting   the   issue   currently?  
3. Are   there   alternative   methods/approaches   to   solving   the   issue 

that   could   be   more   effective? 
4. Does   the   strategy   being   implemented   have   a   proven   track   record   of 

success? 

Right   vs.    Right 
There   is   a   fair   amount   of   subjectivity   when   it   comes   to   determining 
one   cause   over   another.   The   purest   form   of   altruism,   the   most   selfless 
approach   to   philanthropy,   requires   us   to   remove   all   aspects   of 
personal   gain   for   the   sake   of   what   does   the   most   good.   Clearly   a 
non-profit   with   a   track   record   for   saving   lives   in   Africa 
(International)   does   more   good   than   the   local   symphony   (Arts),   yet 
both   categories   accounted   for   just   5%   of   charitable   giving   in   2014 
(3).   It   is   common   for   the   average   donor   to   choose   a   cause   just   because 
of   some   personal   connection,   but   the   disciplined   effective   altruist 
prefers   to   trade   personal   motivations   in   for   logic   and   measurable 
impact. 

Some   lines   between   causes   are   not   so   clear.   On   our   website   we   disclose 
how   we   were   conflicted   before   adding   our    Fight   Poverty    program. 
However,   inspiration   and   wisdom   from   some   of   the   pioneers   of   Effective 
Altruism   ultimately   led   us   to   the   following   conclusion: 
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Choosing   to   add   an   additional   cause   to   our   line   up   was   not   an   easy   decision   initially. 

In   our   effort   to   do   the   most   good   possible,   and   encourage   others   to   do   the   same,   we 

often   have   to   make   the   difficult   decision   to   not   promote   causes   that   we   really   admire. 

Joining   the   fight   against   poverty   was   initially   difficult   because   we   acknowledge   that 

$1   raised   for   poverty   is   $1   that   could   have   been   used   to    save   someone's   life .   Making 

a   conscious   choice   to   spend   money   to   increase   the   quality   of   a   person's   life   is 

difficult   to   do   when   the   alternative   is   saving   a   person's   life.   However,   we   have 

concluded   that   effectively   fighting   poverty   could   actually   have   a   multiplier   effect   on 

saving   a   life. 

If   we   save   a   person's   life   only   to   bring   them   into   an   environment   of   extreme   poverty, 

then   we   have   to   discount   the   good   we   have   done   in   saving   the   person's   life.   Using   a 

measurement   such   as   QALY,   or   qualityadjusted   lifeyear,   we   can   begin   to 

approximate   the   appropriate   discount   of   saving   someone’s   life   into   an   environment 

of   extreme   poverty   where   they   could   potentially   spend   all   or   part   of   their   life 

suffering. 

While   these   calculations   certainly   vary   depending   upon   the   direct   impact   of   poverty 

on   an   individual’s   life,   we   cannot   ignore   the   fact   that   poverty   results   in   a   netloss   of 

qualityadjusted   life   years   for   potential   lives   saved.   Fighting   poverty   helps   us 

positively   impact   the   lives   of   those   living   in   extreme   poverty,   some   of   whose   lives 

may   have   been   saved   by   some   of   our   other   efforts.  

This   is   not   an   easy   pill   to   swallow,   and   we   are   not   suggesting   you 
must,   however   it   does   represent   what   we   feel   is   a   noteworthy   dilemma 
in   a   pursuit   to   do   the   most   good.   It   is   not   that   choosing   one   path 
over   another   is   wrong   -   ultimately   though,   one   will   prove   to   be   more 
right   than   the   other   when   the   final   results   are   considered.  

 

http://www.payitforward.foundation/pages/save-a-life
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Our   recommendation   is   not   to   overanalyze   your   position   once   you   can 
reasonably   defend   your   choice.   Expect   that   your   final   conclusion   may 
not   provide   you   with   the   “warmest   glow”   -   but   try   to   find   comfort   in 
the   fact   that   you   are   pursuing   the   most   good.  

X   -   -   -   -    Doing   good   doesn’t   always   feel   good.  

Here   or    There? 
Deciding   where   to   deploy   your   limited   resources   is   an   important 
consideration   that   can   lead   to   a   heated   debate   among   philanthropists. 
Our   position   is   that    location    is   as   important   to   being   a   successful 
philanthropist   as   it   is   to   becoming   a   successful   commercial   real 
estate   tycoon. 

You   have   heard   the   argument    “Why   give   abroad   when   we   have   so   many 
people   are   suffering   in   the   U.S.?   Let’s   help   our   own,   then   expand 
abroad.”  

While   we   credit   the   nobility   of   this   thought   process,   we   must 
challenge   the   thinking.   Remember,   we   are   effective   altruist.   We   strive 
to   do   the   most   good   possible   -   which   requires   us   to   be   blind   to   race, 
gender,   and   certainly    location    of   those   we   help.   It   does   not   matter, 
in   our   opinion,   if   a   person   was   lucky   enough   to   be   born   the   U.S.   or 
happen   to   grow   up   in   Sudan.   We   believe   all   lives   are   equal.   Because   of 
this   perspective,   we   recommend   helping   those   located   in   areas   where   we 
can   most   cost   effectively   help   the   greatest   number   of   people   -   whether 
that   be   here   in   the   U.S.   or   otherwise.  

 



9 

 

PART   2   :    SELECTING   A   CHARITY  
   X   -   -   -   - 
Selecting   a   charity   is   much   more   straightforward   than   selecting   a 
cause.   Our   goal   here   in   Part   2   is   to   provide   you   with   another   logical 
decision   making   process,   this   time   for   choosing   a   charity.   While   there 
is   some   subjectivity   to   selecting   a   charity   we   should   attempt   to   rely 
on   empirical   evidence   to   the   greatest   degree   possible.   There   are 
plenty   of   appropriate   places   for   innovation   and   untested   theories   - 
this   is   not   one   of   them.   

Does    size    matter? 
Once   you   have   determined   your   cause,   you   will   have   a   long   list   of 
organizations   to   choose   from   that   specialize   in   your   area   of   interest. 
Both   big   and   small   organizations   will   be   eager   to   receive   your 
support,   which   begs   the   question:  

When   it   comes   to   charity,   does   size   matter? 

The   size   of   any   organization   comes   with   its   strengths   and   weaknesses. 
Here   we   want   to   consider   some   relevant   pros   and   cons   of   different   size 
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organizations   to   help   you   think   strategically   about   what   best   fits 
your   desired   impact.  

This   will   be   our   most   subjective   consideration   when   choosing   our 
charity.   Our   recommendation   is   that   your   final   decision   is   most 
heavily   weighted   on   the    measureable   impact    of   the   charity   that   you 
select;   but   understanding   how   the   size   of   an   organization   might   impact 
its   effectiveness   is   also   noteworthy. 

Scale 

Large   charities   have   scale,   which   means   that   resources   are   likely   more 
readily   available   for   them   to   access   at   more   favorable   prices.   Margins 
are   generally   much   better   for   large   for-profit   companies   that   have   the 
ability   to   purchase   goods   and   services   in   bulk   -   this   is   no   different 
in   the   non-profit   space.  

Small   charities   tend   to   have   more   limited   resources   because   they 
operate   on   a   much   smaller   scale   than   their    large   charity    counterparts. 
For   example,   limited   human   and   financial   capital   can   dilute   the 
effectiveness   of   a   small   charity;   oftentimes   to   no   fault   of   their   own. 
Small   charities   tend   to   also   have   a   more   difficult   time   executing 
progress   reports   that   measure   success   of   their   programs   -   generally 
due   to   lack   of   resources   and/or   experience.  

Do   you   you   think   that   a   large   or   a   small   charity   would   be   more 
effective   in   impacting   your   cause?   Are   there   charities   that   have 
evidence   based   results   for   the   cause   you   hope   to   impact?   If   so,   this 
may   help   you   identify   which   option   is   more   favorable.  

Nimbleness 

Large   charities   with   a   lengthy   track   record   and   longstanding   programs 
tend   to   be   slower   to   implement   new   strategies   or   make   changes.   This 
means   that   implementing   a   new   (proven)   program   may   take   much   longer 
than   smaller   charities.   This   is   no   different   for   large   conglomerate 
for-profit   companies   that   have   very   deep   chains   of   command   and 
complicated   approval   processes   for   new   ideas.  
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Smaller   charities   tend   to   be   more   able   to   quickly   change   course   with 
limited   waste   when   necessary.   Many   times   the   lead   decision   maker   and 
board   of   smaller   nonprofit   organizations   are   more   accessible   -   this   is 
because   limited   resources   require   them   to   be   more   hands   on   in   the   day 
to   day   operations   of   the   organization.  

Executive   and   Staff   Compensation 

“ Nonprofit   employees   should   not   have   to   live   in   poverty 
to   work   on   poverty. ” 

With   the   exception   of   the   occasional   bad   apple,   most   nonprofits   do   not 
abuse   donations   with   unreasonable   employee   compensation.   However,   the 
few   that   do   tend   to   make   the   news   and   tarnish   the   reputation   of   the 
entire   industry.   Our   perspective   is   that   nonprofit   employees   should 
not   have   to   live   in   poverty   to   work   on   poverty.   It   is   essential   for 
the   nonprofit   community   to   be   able   to   pay   a   competitive   wage   to 
recruit   top-notch   talent   if   we   are   realistically   expected   to   tackle 
the   world’s   greatest   issues. 

Overhead 
Imagine   that   you   have   two   charities   to   choose   from,   Charity   A   or 
Charity   B.   Charity   A   allocates   85%   of   all   donations   to   the   cause   being 
represented.   Charity   B   allocates   just   65%   to   the   same   cause.   Based 
solely   on   this   information,   most   of   us   would   lean   towards   supporting 
Charity   A.   Now   consider   that   these   same   two   charities   measure   their 
impact   in   terms   of    lives   saved    using   an   equal   formula   to   determine 
what   qualifies   as   a   life   saved.   Charity   A   saves   3   lives   for   every 
$10,000   in   donations,   Charity   B   saves   5   lives   for   the   same   amount   of 
money.   Which   charity   should   you   support   now?  

We   do   believe   that   there   is   a   reasonable   range   for   staff   overhead   for 
charities,   but   it   can   vary   greatly   depending   on   the   field   of   interest, 
location,   required   expertise,   etc.   A   good   rule   of   thumb   is   to   look   for 
an   organization   that   uses   80%+   of   their   donations   received   for   the 
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cause   they   represent,   leaving   <20%   to   be   used   for   staff   salary   and 
other   overhead   expenses.   Since   charities   are   required   to   file   a   990 
(public   tax   document)   annually,   it   is   easy   to   do   your   own   research. 
Another   great   resource   for   scratching   the   surface   of   a   nonprofit’s 
financial   stewardship   is   a   free   online   database;    CharityNavigator.org . 

At   the   end   of   the   day,   impact   is   still   more   relevant   than   the   dollars 
and   cents   of   a   charity.   Let’s   conclude   with   a   hard   look   into   why 
impact   trumps   all   other   considerations.  

 
 
Impact 
-   -   -   -   X 

“ What   gets   measured,   gets   managed. ”    -   Peter   Drucker 
We   think   it   is   fair   for   donors   to   view   themselves   as   consumers   when 
making   a   contribution   to   a   nonprofit.   You   are   using   your   resources   for 
a   specific   purpose   and   you   should   expect   some   sort   of   result;   or 
impact   in   the   case   of   philanthropy. 

In   order   to   communicate   impact,   nonprofits   must   measure   impact.   Sadly, 
measuring    real   impact    is   too   often   neglected   in   the   nonprofit 
community.   Real   impact   is   measured   by   calculating   the   good   that   a 
nonprofit   has   done.   It   should   always   be   communicated   in   terms   of   the 
outcome   or   cause   that   the   nonprofit   represents.   To   be   an   effective 
altruist   and   successful   philanthropist   you   must   be   able   to   identify 
real   impact.   Let’s   look   at   another   example   from   our   website: 

How   much   does   it   cost   to    save   a   life ? 
This   is   a   difficult   question   because   a   truthful   yet   somewhat 
misleading   answer   could   quantify   the   cost   to   save   a   life   by   only 
calculating   the    cost   of   the   utility    that   saves   a   person's   life.   For 
example,   an   organization   may   specialize   in   distributing   preventative 

 

http://www.charitynavigator.org/
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vaccinations   to   people   at   risk   of   contracting   Measles   at   a   cost   of 
$0.14   per   vaccine.   (4)   This   organization   could   technically   promote 
that   their   cost   to   save   a   life   is   just   $0.14   since   that   is   the   cost   of 
the   vaccination   that   they   administer   through   their   program.   However, 
we   feel   that   the   true   cost   to   save   a   life   should   be   determined   by 
incorporating   the   additional   cost   associated   with   making   the   vaccine 
available   such   as   organization   overhead,   distributing   the   vaccine,   and 
tracking   effectiveness   once   the   vaccine   is   distributed.  

A   closer   look   at   effectiveness   also   forces   us   to   consider   the   true 
number   of   lives   saved   as   a   result   of   the   vaccine   distribution. 
Statistically,   if   just   10%   of   the   people   that   received   the   vaccine 
would   have   contracted   Measles,   then   the   $0.14   vaccine   would   actually 
cost   $1.40   per   life   saved.   This   cost   would   increase   further   when   we 
consider   the   aforementioned   expenses   of   organizational   overhead.   The 
reality   is   the   most   effective   organization   that   we   have   found   for 
saving   lives   cost   somewhere   between   an   aggressive   estimate   of   $60,   to 
a   more   conservative   estimate   of   $3,340.   Does   that   seem   worth   it   to 
you?  

-   -   -   -   X    Summary 
Time,   talent,   treasure,   and   influence   are 
not   unlimited   resources...   but   neither   are 
the   problems   that   we   face.   We   can   all   make   a 
difference,   we   all   have   one   or   more   of   the 
aforementioned   resources   and   can   choose   to 
use   them   in   a   positive   and   impactful   manner. 
If   we   strategically   deploy   our   resources   by 
choosing   effective   altruism   we   will   achieve 
far   greater   impact,   faster.  
 
The   team   at   the   PIF   Foundation   would   be   honored   to   help   you   improve 
your   impact,   start   your   impact,   or   help   you   continue   to   learn   how   to 
make   an   impact   more   effectively.   Please   visit   us   online   at 
www.PayItForward.Foundation    to   learn   how   we   can   help. 
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