Report on Professional Development Options

We have agreed that the co-Founders and current sole employees of GiveWell – and in particular Holden Karnofsky, the hopeful Executive Director – lack life and business experience, and would benefit from a professional development effort: a concerted effort to learn from those who have such experience.

After investigating many options, including the leads that Board members sent us, we believe that the most promising paths to professional development are, in order:

1. Establishing mentor relationships with GiveWell supporters who have relevant skills and experience.  Doing so will be a gradual and challenging process, as it’s essential to both identify and win over successful and helpful people.

2. Joining a new social entrepreneurship group at the Harvard Club.  Of the (relatively) open-invitation programs we’ve seen, this is the only one that we are both eligible for and feel we might gain from.

3. Possibly applying for fellowships in competitive programs.  We will have to weigh the potential benefits against the time costs of applying.
1. Mentor relationships

We believe that the most direct path to accomplishing our professional development goals is establishing mentor relationships with GiveWell supporters who have relevant skills and experience.  Specifically, we will:

· Seek people with experience with productive and successful startup businesses, either through founding (and working on) such startups or working as a venture capitalist or consultant to help ventures grow.

· Ask each potential mentor to receive our biweekly reports.

· Discuss each biweekly report (via phone, email, or in person) with each mentor.

We feel that our biweekly reports give a good picture of how we’re using our time and what tactical and strategic decisions we’re making.  Sharing and discussing them with supporters is the most direct way to learn from people with relevant skills and experience, in a way that stays directly relevant to the work we’re doing at GiveWell.

We expect finding mentors to be a difficult and gradual process, for the same reason that finding strong professional development options is generally difficult: we need to find people who are experienced and successful yet willing to invest significant time in us.

Our current top candidates for mentors are:

Information on specific individuals withheld from public version of this document

We currently have two mentors.  We hope to have four by June 1, 2009.

2. Formal, open-invitation entrepreneurship groups

We have had little success locating open-invitation entrepreneurship groups.  Even where we have found them, there is a large question of how to assess the quality of the participants.

At this point, Holden is planning on going to the first meeting of a new “Social Entrepreneurship / Non-Profit Career Group” organized by a former classmate of his, via the Harvard Club of New York.  He has had relatively limited interaction with this classmate, but enough to prioritize this group above the few others we have found (via meetup.com).

We also see promise in the EONetwork, an entrepreneurship group that matches our needs well; it coordinates monthly meetings with relatively small groups of entrepreneurs, all of whom must be the principal of an organization with $1 million or more in annual sales.  However, we have been told that we are ineligible both for this program and for the affiliated Accelerator program (for businesses with $250,000-$1 million in annual sales) because we are a nonprofit.

3. Competitive programs

We have identified several competitive programs that provide intensive mentoring, and in some cases funding.

Program name: Ashoka

Application deadline: rolling

First step: an email nominating GiveWell (see http://ashoka.org/nominate)
Application process: relatively vague.  Website contains no information aside from the nomination process; we called and asked for more details but were not given any, aside from a very rough and informal guess that the process could be expected to take somewhere around 3 months.

Mentoring: very vague: “We also provide our Fellows with a global support network of their peers and partnerships with professional consultants.”

Other benefits: “a living stipend for an average of three years, allowing them to focus full-time on building their institutions and spreading their ideas.”  Ashoka is also relatively prestigious.

Program name: Echoing Green

Application deadline: Dec. 1 for first-round online application

First step: online application.  Would probably take a few hours.

Application process: “mailed materials” (unspecified) due Feb. 9.  In-person interviews at selection weekend, April 30-May 2.  Results announced at the end of May.

Mentoring: “We provide technical assistance and consultations to help new leaders build organizations, increase their organization’s capacity, and manage growth. We also facilitate peer-to-peer learning to enhance leadership skills and ensure organizational sustainability.  We harness the experience and expertise of our global network of social entrepreneurs to share best practices and ensure success for all.”

Other benefits: funding (unspecified amount).  “We provide seed grants to help Echoing Green Fellows transform innovative ideas into action.”  

Program name: Draper Richards Foundation

Application deadline: Rolling

First step: 3page proposal.

Application process: very unclear.  From the phone conversation, it sounds like a relatively non-systemized process, i.e., like applying to a foundation.  “I think that you would have a down easier than an up within a short period of time, the directors try to get back to the fellows within 2 weeks to a month for the initial contact, it can take a couple months, it’s definitely not something that’s rushed.”  I continued pressing for a time estimate and eventually got them to estimate “2-3 months.”

Mentoring: “We provide portfolio organizations with strategic guidance and coaching, often by taking an active role as a board member, with focus given to fundamentals that build strong and sustainable organizations including governance, fund development and data gathering for long-term evaluation.”

Other benefits: $100,000 annually for three years.

Program name: StartingBloc

Application Deadline: December 1

First step: Online application with a few essays – probably 1-2 hours.

Application process: Notifications Jan 15.

Mentoring: there are 3 different programs, all of them basically short, high-intensity workshops (1-2 weekends).  They look fairly basic: “Finance Basics, Business Plan Writing, and How to Attract Investors and Donors. The Institute will also offer additional networking events, thus facilitating greater interactions between Fellows.”  Graduates “enter the alumni network.”  Unclear exactly what that means.

Other benefits: N/A.  $450 fee for NY; $1200 for London.

Other, lower-priority approaches to professional development

We see a small amount of potential value in entrepreneurship-related books (The Mouse Driver Chronicles; Founders at Work) and blogs (Seth Godin; Guy Kawasaki).  Given our learning styles, we feel that books and blogs offer most of the benefits that formal courses would.

We have three resources that we can turn to for highly specific questions that our official mentors can’t answer: SCORE NYC, the Small Business Development Center at Baruch College, and an active Harvard-Startups email list that Holden subscribes to.

Other leads we pursued

· Backpocket COO: coaching/mentoring services offered by Cameron Herold (whom we encountered via a blog post on entrepreneurship that we related to).  We find the cost prohibitive at $3500/mo.

· NetImpact: cites networking opportunities, but seems more focused on social change than on entrepreneurship.

· Social Venture Network: claims “networking opportunities” but has no specifics.  The organization and its events are in SF.

· Harvard Business School and Columbia Business School: both have Executive Education programs that would likely eat up significant time, and we have little confidence that they would be relevant enough to justify it.  We called both asking for more informal networking opportunities and got nowhere.

· Social Enterprise Institute: offers formal programs in Texas; emailed them asking for leads and got no response.

· Endeavor: a social entrepreneur program that focuses on the developing world.

· Emerging Practitioners in Philanthropy: a group centered on nonprofit employees (not founders).

· Open Society Institute: we were referred here by two different people, but calling and emailing led us nowhere (the guy I talked to said he had no idea what I was talking about, and the email response said that the Open Society Institute does not facilitate or know of the kind of networking opportunities we’re looking for).

· IPE Group – recommended by a Board member’s contact, but appears inactive since at least January ’08 and does not address entrepreneurship.

