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Mr. Ball approved of publishing this exhange.
Minor edits made by Simon and Mr. Ball before publication.

Simon Knutsson, Jan. 27, 2012: 
Hi Matt,
Thank you for your willingness to answer my questions, I really appreciate it. I've written the four most important ones below. My goal with these questions is to understand what evidence there is about the impact of Vegan Outreach's activities on animal suffering. Please note that I am not asking about the evidence that factory farmed animals suffer, or that a vegan diet is healthy. 
1. How do you assess what impact your activities have? E.g., after you handed out leaflets, someone may contact you and say that they are now vegan because of getting the leaflet, which would of course be evidence that handing out the leaflets had some effect in this particular case. I am interested in the details of how you quantify the effects. How do you gather and analyze data on the impact of your work? (A similar question is "how do you learn from your work how you can be the most effective at reducing animal suffering?")

2. Is the evidence about the impact of your work publicly available? If not, what could you share? I am here referring to everything in the area of unpolished internal documents about what worked and what didn't in your projects, raw data, your reports, or others' research.

3. Do you hire or let any independent third-party that is not affiliated with Vegan Outreach assess your work?

4. Which other organizations do you think reduces the most animal suffering per dollar donated to them?

Thanks!

Best,

Simon

Matt Ball, Feb. 6, 2012:
Hi, Simon!

 

Vegan Outreach doesn't claim to be able to quantify effectiveness, because to do so in a truly honest fashion is beyond our capabilities. We would have to follow a large and diverse range of people who receive our booklets over an extended period of time to determine what behavior change was created (if any), how lasting it was, what influence they had on others, how they would deal with further encounters with information about factory farms / vegetarianism, etc. (For example -- we regularly have people who tell us that getting a booklet a second time, or getting one after seeing a video or news report, is what prompted them to change their eating habits.)

 

We could, of course, make up estimates. I've seen this done before. For example, one group claimed to have determined the effectiveness of something they did. They started with people who cared enough to take the time to request material (so a highly biased sample there), and based their statistics on the people who subsequently took the time to reply to the follow-up survey (an overwhelmingly biased sample, of course -- nearly everyone who changed would be motivated to reply, and those who didn't would almost never reply).

 

Vegan Outreach could do the same, sending surveys to those who go out of their way to request a Guide to Cruelty-Free Eating from us, calculating statistics based on those who reply, estimating future influence, etc. But although doing so would, undoubtedly, make Vegan Outreach look good, it would not be an honest measure of Vegan Outreach's actual overall effectiveness.

 

We have this as a summary: http://www.veganoutreach.org/advocacy/measuringvo.html
 
In other words, we don't do what is easily measured / makes Vegan Outreach look best, or what is most exciting to donors / activists, or what is easiest. Rather, we do what experience and feedback has shown to be both effective and necessary (the latter being an important consideration). As I recently wrote to your countryman Andreas Hagelin:
"We don't have many specific answers to your questions about our approach; Vegan Outreach has grown over the years, and evolved as we learned from past mistakes. The absolute most important thing to us is to get the initial motivation correct, as discussed in the first three sections of AML: http://www.veganoutreach.org/advocacy/meaningfullife.html
"Absolutely everything depends on the bottom line -- it is far too easy to get caught up in what is the most visible, the most immediate, the easiest or most measurable, the most compelling to us personally, etc., and thus lose sight of the fundamental bottom line."
In other words, the bottom line, rather than a specific campaign or measure, is what is important, but this is often ignored in favor of numbers, positive exposure, making activists feel good, etc.

 

Furthermore, we don't want to duplicate what other groups do, just because it is something easy, or the latest fad. As I recently wrote, in a separate context, regarding online campaigns that target people who are already interested:

 

"I believe leafleting is a central, necessary step in achieving our goal of animal liberation. The corporate media, run by meat-eaters and paid for by advertisements from other companies, will never really help us get very far. People absolutely don't care about their health enough to really change. Laws follow public opinion more than shape it (and let's face it -- laws are ignored / not enforced). The low-lying fruit just aren't enough to create critical mass for society-wide change.

 

"So while I obviously recognize the importance and power of commercials and online ads, I don't want Vegan Outreach to duplicate the efforts of other groups (and individuals; one former Vegan Outreach leafleter / donor only does online ads now) at the expense of necessary leafleting. We have to reach more people than those who happen to see an online advertisement and are already interested enough to click a link about animal cruelty."

 

As Vegan Outreach’s President, Jack Norris, once wrote:

With any given form of activism, there is going to be a limit on how much good can be done and what might be the most cost-effective one day might not be the next. To me, it seems less important to figure out which method is the best and more important to make sure we, as a movement, are doing all the reasonably effective things to the extent that they are effective. At this time, leafleting every college once a semester seems like the minimum of what needs to be done to maximize our effectiveness as a movement.
Or, to put it another way: when Vegan Outreach is regularly reaching a significant fraction of college students before they graduate, relative diminishing returns would lead us to expand into other areas of outreach.

I am sure this isn't what you were looking for, but we at Vegan Outreach never want to get bogged down in the minutia of the latest big thing, and lose sight of what will be necessary to bring about our actual, long-term goal (e.g. http://www.veganoutreach.org/enewsletter/possiblefuture.html).

Good luck!

Matt Ball
Simon Knutsson, Feb. 8, 2012:

Hi Matt,

 

Thank you for your response! I have some thoughts, which you probably are familiar with already, but I share them below anyway. In case you have the time, I also include some follow-up questions.

I understand Vegan Outreach has gotten much (non-systematic) feedback over time from people you have leafleted, and I agree this knowledge is valuable.

From my perspective as an outsider, it seems reasonable that your leafleting is a good method to reduce animal suffering. But many methods to improve the world that seemed reasonable have failed. So even if you have gotten so much informal feedback that the effectiveness of your work is very plausible to you, I think outsiders who have not gotten the feedback still have a hard time assessing what impact you have. And I think outsiders ability to assess your impact is very important for at least two reasons:
 

· The donor perspective: It is better for the world if money is given to the most cost-effective ways to improve the world; and to allocate their money in this way, donors need to be able to compare (roughly) the cost-effectiveness of different methods. As it is now, it seems donors would find it very hard to to assess which animal welfare/rights organizations are the most cost-effective and how these organizations compare to those in other areas, e.g. in global health. Currently, if I considered giving to Vegan Outreach, the reasons I would have to give is that you sound reasonable and that your method makes sense. But other animal organizations probably sound reasonable too, and their methods also make sense. In addition, some organizations working on completely different causes, such as global health, also sound reasonable and have better evidence for cost-effectiveness.
 

· Other animal organizations: If I worked for another animal organization, or if I wanted to start one, it would be hard for me to see a convincing case for that Vegan Outreach's method is more cost-effective than other methods to reduce animal suffering. But I would really want to know. If it is, I'd probably want to use it more.

Another thing I that wonder, considering that you don't claim to be able to quantify your impact, is what realistically could happen that would make you think that leafleting is not the best way to reduce animal suffer, and that you should work in a different way. For example, on your measuring VO page, you refer to a Bon Appétit survey saying that the percentage of vegetarians on campuses that Bon Appétit serves have increased from 8 to 12% and the percentage vegans from 1 to 2% (according to your blog post). Say the percentage of vegetarians and vegans in such surveys stand still or decrease in the coming years, would that make you change your method, or would you e.g. say you need to increase the effort and leaflet more to reach even more people?

Finally, you say that it's beyond your capabilities to really measure your impact. What do you think is the bottleneck? Is it that it that studying the causality is a too difficult research question? But it doesn't sound like it would be too difficult to rigorously study how reading your leaflet affects food consumption. For example, the researchers behind the Nurse-Family Partnership did randomized controlled trails of their intervention, in which they followed the participants for many years and assessed variables such as drug use and domestic violence. Also, investigating how leaflets change people's consumption doesn't seem more difficult than many of the questions IPA and J-PAL study. Of course, one probably can't find all indirect effects, e.g. people talking to other people about the leaflet, but the results could still be important. So if the research question itself is not too hard, is it perhaps too hard to find researchers that want to study it? Or is it that Vegan Outreach doesn't have enough money? If money is the issue, I wonder in what situation you think Vegan Outreach would afford to spend on evaluation? Is it when the revenues would be high enough, or when you are leafleting almost all of the colleges, or something else?

Thank you for your time.

Best,

Simon

Matt Ball, Feb. 8, 2012:

Hi, Simon,

 

Again, not to get into the minutia (e.g., the difference between the Nurse study and what Vegan Outreach would need to do to get even remotely useful figures), but the question remains the bottom line. In this case: to what end would we spend resources (resources that could be used to reach literally millions of people) on someone's idea of an "effectiveness" study? In 10 or 20 years, we have some number, and then what? Compare it to the non-rigorous / self-selected numbers from other groups? Have the methodology criticized and the results mocked by people who are absolutely convinced that what they do is most effective (and have the "numbers" to prove it)? And as you are probably aware, there are plenty of people who are content to spend their time on the Internet criticizing those that do, rather than actually doing something themselves.
 

I'm sure you won't be surprised that Vegan Outreach has, over the last ~20 years, had a constant stream of people who "know" what Vegan Outreach must to, that their approach is much better and they can prove it, etc. Nothing will convince them otherwise -- they can and do come up with their own analysis of Vegan Outreach / an elaborate spreadsheet showing the infallibility of their work. (And that's before you get into the actual hard questions of relative sentience, total amount of suffering, etc.)

 

Much, much more importantly: for all intents and purposes, there are hardly any utilitarian donors and activists who actually make decisions based on what is "most effective." The money donated to utilitarian-driven activism is a rounding error compared to what is given to cats and dogs, charismatic megafauna, and specific campaigns / causes that personally / emotionally appeal to people. And all that is a fraction of what is given to help other humans.

 

From a strictly utilitarian perspective, it would actually probably be better if Vegan Outreach was less focused on being effective, and more focused on being "sexy," high-profile, "cutting edge"/cool, emotionally engaging, etc. -- that would bring in much more resources. It is actually something we’ve discussed, but could never bring ourselves to do.
 

All the Best!
Matt Ball

