E-mail exchange between Nick Cooney, Founder and Board Member of The Humane League, and Compassionate Communities Manager at Farm Sanctuary, and Simon Knutsson. Feb. 2012. By Simon Knutsson.
Nick approved of publishing this exchange.
The text consists of excerpts (with minor edits) from a longer e-mail conversation.
Simon Knutsson, Feb. 5, 2012:
Dear Mr. Cooney,
I'd like to ask you about the kind of survey that you did of how people have changed their diet after watching online the video The Hidden Face Of Food. It's the first study of that kind that I've seen, and I think it's very interesting.

A big worry I have about the survey is the small response number compared to the number of viewers. E.g., according to The Humane League, over half a million people have visited the page, but the study only has around 100 respondents, so we know how a non-representative 0.02% (100/500,000) of viewers say they have changed their food consumption after seeing the video. Do you know if anyone has done an impact evaluation in more controlled setting with (probably) a smaller number of viewers but larger number and percentage of viewers responding?

Best,

Simon

Nick Cooney, Feb. 10, 2012:
No we have not done that; I'd also be distrustful of it since, based on all the research I've done (http://www.ChangeOfHeartBook.com), people are incredibly poor predictors of their planned behavior. In the controlled setting we'd either need people to predict whether seeing the video impacted them (which would lead to over-prediction of behavior change, because they'd anticipate we want them to say yes; faulty prediction, since people are bad at predicting their own behavior; and conditions that are different than how most viewers come across the site, since visitors in a controlled study would consider the issue more closely and take it more seriously than someone simply clicking through an ad on facebook); or somehow get hundreds of people who had seen the video to come in person for surveying, which is just not financially possible (would cost over $10k).
There are actually several other studies like the one here done either by me or a friend of mine, and we will be doing several more later in this year analyzing the behavior change from a few other veg outreach programs.
Attached are some surveys done by FARM on a few different programs they have.
Here is a survey we conducted about 1.5 years ago about the impact of vegetarian starter kits we distributed via online requests: http://www.eleafleting.com/take5save5/documentation.htm [Archived by WebCite here].
Best,
Nick
 
Simon Knutsson, Feb. 16, 2012:

Below are some thoughts that I hope can be helpful. Note that I don't mean to tell you how to run your organizations or impact studies. The perspective is just from me as a potential donor, leafletter, and researcher. I also don't mean that you should answer all my question in an e-mail to me, I mean this e-mail just as my perspective fyi.

When looking for a charity to donate to and recommend to others. I look among other things for evidence of the following: impact, cost-effectiveness, transparency, that the organization is learning from its mistakes, and that their approach is aimed to reduce the most suffering or something similar (e.g. target factory farms not circuses). I've clicked through a lot of animal charities' web sites and flagged those that I think stand out on these criteria. I've found maybe four this far that stands out a little. PETA stood out because they say "everything we do is tracked and analyzed to ensure that we're as effective as we can possibly be" (although I found no further info about this is on their web site). Vegan Outreach and The Humane League stood out because of their explicit focus on working in areas where they get the most bang for the buck. In conclusion, it's hard to get any sense of what the different animal charities accomplishes, and the reasons I can get from looking online for choosing to give to one over another is only how reasonable they sound and their area of focus. And since there are charities in other areas (e.g. global health) that have more transparency, show better evidence of impact etc., I would be hesitant to donate to an animal charity now.

If I wasn't so interested in the particular issue of animals, I might have left it there, and just concluded that I can't tell what these organizations would accomplish with my money, so I'll give somewhere else. Partly because I'm also interested in the research in your area, I also contacted a few of the flagged charities (PETA and Vegan Outreach), focusing my questions on their evidence of impact. PETA said that there is nothing online, and that I need to request more precisely what evidence I want. I requested what PETA considers to be the best evidence that they affect ordinary people's behavior in a way that is good for animals. PETA replied saying that they did a study in 2006, which showed that of the 2,400 people who responded to their Vegetarian Starter Kit survey, 90% of respondents had changed their diet after reading the booklet (half started eating less meat, and half stopped eating meat all together).

On the contrary, as I understand Matt Ball from Vegan Outreach (base on my conversation with him), I think he would say that Vegan Outreach doesn't do these surveys because these surveys hardly show anything, and that Vegan Outreach has gotten the feedback it needs from years from leafletting. Also, I think he would say that there is not much point proving the impact to donors or other organizations, since so few donors are impact-focused, and other organizations wouldn't adopt Vegan Outreach's strategy because of some study. 

And now you, Nick, have shown some surveys you have done of the kind PETA did (I really appreciate you taking the time). After getting from a charity the kind of information you have shown, I would wonder as a donor: 
· How did the videos affect people who didn't press the like button? Did the video appear as cheap scare tactics to them, or did it perhaps reinforce the idea that vegans are radicals that cherry-picks animal abuse cases to push their agenda? Are they less likely to be open to animal suffering info in the future because of the video?


· What purpose does these surveys have? Are they for the organization to learn from or to use for fundraising?  If for learning, how have the charity changed the way it works in response to the surveys? If the results didn't suggest changing anything, what could the results realistically have been that would have made the organization change the way it works?

· The studies are not as rigorous as many other studies of other interventions. Why not? Is it that no one wants to fund them, or perhaps there are good reasons why the current study design is optimal that I haven't thought of. Or does the organization lack the knowledge to design studies, and would need to cooperate with a specialist? Is it expensive or hard to find such a specialist?

· I have seen a few studies, how many have been made that I haven't seen? What were their results? How can I be confident that the charity is not cherry picking the studies it publishes?

If I was an organization that considered how to work, I would ask myself similar questions. The best way that I can think of for a charity to answer the questions would be to have a web page dedicate to what is accomplished. On this web site it would say: These are all the evidence of impact we have (with links to full reports and data). We didn't do these kinds of research for these reasons. This is the research we will do (e.g. so that viewers can check that the study actually became published). We use these methods for these reasons. The research cost this much. We have learned and expect to learn these things, and we have changed the ways we work in these ways from these findings in our previous research. We have contacted these experts and asked them to independently evaluate our research. These experts accepted our requests and here are their full evaluations of their reports. Here is how we have responded to these independent evaluations of our work. I don't mean that these need to be nice, written up reports, but just understandable, detailed information available online. If you think this is a bad idea, I would think it would be interesting to write on the website why. 

Another thought: I just found two Swedish leaflets that seem to be influenced by Vegan Outreach's leaflets. One [archived by WebCite here] is actually called "Why Vegan?" just as Vegan Outreach's, and the other is made by what I think is the largest Swedish animal organization, and it is very similar in structure to Vegan Outreach's and also has "Why Vegan?" as a headline inside the leaflet. My point is to not underestimate how the way animal organizations in the US choose to work can affect how animal activists work across the globe.

Thanks for reading!

Best,

Simon

Nick Cooney, Feb. 16, 2012:

I know you weren't fishing for answers but just very briefly:

· How did the videos affect people who didn't press the like button? 

To be tracked in the next wave of surveys. to be conservative, for now we just assume they had no impact

· Did the video appear as cheap scare tactics to them, or did it perhaps reinforce the idea that vegans are radicals that cherry-picks animal abuse cases to push their agenda? 

Could be a good thing to assess in that survey.
· Are they less likely to be open to animal suffering info in the future because of the video?

Could be a good thing to assess.
· What purpose does these surveys have? 

Deciding whether to put more resources into these advertisements (versus other programs) if possible, and whether to promote them to other organizations and donors as a more effective use of time and money than other programs where we have a rough sense of the impact

· Are they for the organization to learn from or to use for fundraising?  If for learning, how have the charity changed the way it works in response to the surveys? 

Been promoting the ads as much as possible to a few high donors in the movement and to a few other organizations, in hopes of increasing the funds and time going towards them

· The studies are not as rigorous as many other studies of other interventions. Why not? Is it that no one wants to fund them, or perhaps there are good reasons why the current study design is optimal that I haven't thought of. Or does the organization lack the knowledge to design studies, and would need to cooperate with a specialist? Is it expensive or hard to find such a specialist?

Money (and time). The rigorous investigations you're talking about take a lot of time and a good chunk of money. If we could get academic and other such grants to cover them - the way researchers get grants for rigorous investigations into health interventions - then of course we would do that, but who wants to fund this sort of stuff? Maybe people do - maybe we just haven't taken the time to try. To speak to The Humane League, our budget last year (not counting the grants we get specifically for the veg ads) was around $100,000. Hiring even a sharply reduced-cost surveying company like Humane Research Council, or a specialist to design and implement it, would be in the range of $5-$15,000 (in other words, 5-15% of our budget). There's just no way that makes sense for us. For a group like PETA and other larger groups, I do think they should be spending more. Studies like the one The Humane League did, while not super rigorous, give good baseline data off which we can make campaign decisions about where to allocate time and resources and are something we can achieve in the limited amount of time and with the very limited amount of money we have available.

· I have seen a few studies, how many have been made that I haven't seen? What were their results? How can I be confident that the charity is not cherry picking the studies it publishes?

How could you have that confidence with any organization ever (animal, health, political, etc)? Of course you can't, you have to rely on their honesty and judge that as best you can. Sounds like you're asking for rock-solid proof of every facet of impact an organization has, and that just isn't possible. Even most of the rigorous studies of health interventions come up with conflicting results, or have glaring flaws in methodology. I am a big believer in research (heck, I wrote a book on how research should inform advocacy!), but just want to point out that you're never going to get all your questions answered and at the end of the day you have to rely on the limited data available and make the best decision. That said, i feel strongly that a.r. groups (especially the larger ones that can more easily fund it) should put MUCH more money and time into such studies and tracking of results.

If I was an organization that considered how to work, I would ask myself similar questions. The best way that I can think of for a charity to answer the questions would be to have a web page dedicate to what is accomplished. On this web site it would say: These are all the evidence of impact we have (with links to full reports and data). We didn't do these kinds of research for these reasons. This is the research we will do (e.g. so that viewers can check that the study actually became published). We use these methods for these reasons. The research cost this much. We have learned and expect to learn these things, and we have changed the ways we work in these ways from these findings in our previous research. We have contacted these experts and asked them to independently evaluate our research. These experts accepted our requests and here are their full evaluations of their reports. Here is how we have responded to these independent evaluations of our work. I don't mean that these need to be nice, written up reports, but just understandable, detailed information available online. If you think this is a bad idea, I would think it would be interesting to write on the website why. 

But the points you make above make it sound like understandable, detailed information would not be enough because there are endless permutation questions that would not have been covered. Also, the research I've done makes clear that in general people are not motivated by stats and figures - in fact, thinking logically and thinking in stats and figures has been shown to reduce the size of donations. So people like you are an exception. *Possibly* an exception that donates enough to make it worthwhile to lose other donations by being analytical, but that would have to be tested. I think your idea here is probably a good one, and one i may implement at The Humane League, but it would have to be a page that was not highly promoted for the reason I just mentioned, but was at least findable by interested donors like yourself.

Another thought: I just found two Swedish leaflets that seem to be influenced by Vegan Outreach's leaflets. One is actually called "Why Vegan?" just as Vegan Outreach's, and the other is made by what I think is the largest Swedish animal organization, and it is very similar in structure to Vegan Outreach's and also has "Why Vegan?" as a headline inside the leaflet. My point is to not underestimate how the way animal organizations in the US choose to work can affect how animal activists work across the globe.

Good point, thanks.

Nick

Simon Knutsson, Feb. 16, 2012:

One comment: I wrote "How can I be confident that the charity is not cherry picking the studies it publishes?" You said "How could you have that confidence with any organization ever (animal, health, political, etc)? Of course you can't." One simple solution is that a charity just makes public on its website any evaluations it plans to do before it does them. It says e.g. we will contact this many people in this way, ask these questions, and analyze the data in this way. If the plan changes for some reason, the original plan stays online and and the charity adds an explanation. If it sounds like too much work. The charity could just make at least an outline of the study in one paragraph in a word file and link to it online. With that policy, I would have much more confidence that all studies are published. If you think this is a bad idea, I'm curious why.

Perhaps you would object that you can't know about everything as a donor and at some level you would just need to trust the charity. I agree, but I think that there is too little info today for donors to use to decide which charities to trust with their money.

A second, not as good but faster option, is that the charity says somewhere on its website "here are all our evaluations" and makes a list. (It's at least better than just publishing one favorable without saying anything about how many were made.)


Regarding this info and the other detailed info that I wrote about in the last e-mail, I don't mean it should be front and center, that may, as you say, turn most visitors off. I wish it would be available somewhere on charities' web sites, so that someone looking for it could find it. E.g. as a subsection of About, Resources, or perhaps as link in the answer to the FAQ "Where can I find more detailed information about The Humane League's impact and cost-effectiveness?"

Regarding the benefit of having the detailed info on the web site. It's hard to say if donors or charity guides will be impressed, but a benefit may be that it also influences other charities and the general attitude in charity. First, now, a Swedish charity, for example, would see what you do, and they can be try to take after what you do, but they don´t see how you learn about what works. If you think it would be good that more organizations focused more on learning what works the best, or if you would like them to learn in a different way, seeing how you learn may influence them to do it too. Second, if more charities publish their stuff, it may be less acceptable to keep it hidden. E.g. Heifer International: Holden at GiveWell says here that "We have seen evaluation of Heifer but cannot comment on it because it is confidential. We believe it should not be confidential." There could perhaps be good reasons to keep an evaluation confidential, but the charity should have to explain why, and the norm should be transparency.

Thanks for reading!

Best, Simon

Nick Cooney, Feb. 16, 2012:

I agree with all of your points below. They make sense to me, and they would be good for The Humane League to do when time permits. Thanks for the suggestions!

Nick
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