Aid Agencies: The Epistemic Question
1: INTRODUCTION

For several decades, there has been a debate in the philosophical literature concerning
whether those of us who live in developed countries are morally required to give some of our
money to aid agencies. 1 Call this the ‘Aid Question’. Presumably, the answer to this question
depends in part on how good or bad the effects of the work aid agencies do are. 2 And so it is
important to find out how good or bad the effects are. 3 For until we do so, we will not know
whether or not we are morally required to give to such agencies.
Of course, it would be unrealistic to expect any very precise judgement about the
effects. International aid is a complex business, and any such judgements are therefore likely
to have to be very rough and probabilistic. And for the same reason it would also be
unrealistic to expect anything approaching certainty that any such estimate is correct. If we
literally had no idea at all about how good or bad the effects were, though, then we would
also have no idea about whether we are morally required to give to such agencies, given that
the answer to the second question depends on the answer to the first. In order to determine
whether or not we are morally required to give to aid agencies, then, we do need to form at
least some sort of rough estimate about the effects that we have at least some good reason to
believe accurate. 4
How good or bad are the effects, then? Unfortunately, it is not easy to say. There are
certainly a number of strong presumptive grounds – stemming from the extreme poverty of
many of the people such agencies work with, for example, and the cheapness (by our
standards) of the goods and services many of them lack – supporting the claim that the effects
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of the work aid agencies do might be overwhelmingly positive. 5 Indeed, such grounds are so
strong that it may be reasonable simply to assume that claim unless strong reasons to doubt it
are provided. Unfortunately, though, a number of concerns about aid agencies and the work
they do have emerged over the last two decades, concerns that I think do provide such
reasons. Given space constraints, I won’t attempt to summarise those concerns here, but I
will briefly list a few of them for purposes of illustration, as well as giving references for
those who want to find out more. 6
Some of those concerns focus directly on the effects of the work aid agencies do.
Humanitarian aid, for example, can help to fuel a war economy, 7 while service delivery can
undermine the very forces necessary to put the poor in a position to meet their own needs. 8
And it appears that little is known at all about the effects of other major categories of aid,
such as capacity-building. 9 Other concerns focus more on aid agencies as organisations.
Many NGO specialists accuse such agencies of not investing sufficiently in evaluation and
research, for example; 10 of failing to learn from experience, and consequently repeating the
same errors again and again; 11 of indulging in various forms of dishonesty; 12 of failing to
cooperate with one another or coordinate their activities; 13 and more broadly of giving more
attention to ‘institutional’ ends (such as increasing ‘market share’) than to ‘developmental’
ends (such as alleviating poverty). 14
Given such concerns, all of which have been raised by many credible
commentators, 15 it no longer seems reasonable simply to assume without further
investigation that the effects are overwhelmingly positive. If that is right, a number of
questions become pressing. Are there any other considerations that might vindicate that claim
after all, despite the kinds of concerns just cited? If not, would it follow that we are not
required to give to such agencies? Or might we be required to give even if the effects are not
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overwhelmingly positive? Might we still be required to give even if the work aid agencies do
causes significant negative effects, for example, if it also causes enough positive effects? In
general, how good do the effects need to be in order to be good enough to ground a
requirement to give? And how much reason for confidence that the effects are good enough
in this sense is ‘sufficient’ for giving to be mandated in practice? 16 What can those of us who
are not experts in this area do, in any case, in order to arrive at a credible estimate about the
effects? What sources of evidence are available, how reliable are they, and what do they tell
us? What forms of argument might we use, and what are the advantages and disadvantages of
each? How might answers to these questions affect how arguments for giving to aid agencies
might best be framed? How might they affect how much we are required to give, if we are
required to give something?
To my knowledge, there is little discussion of such questions in either the
philosophical literature or the aid literature. Most philosophers who have tackled the Aid
Question have simply ignored the kinds of concerns about aid agencies sketched above, and
therefore apparently seen no need to engage with such questions. 17 Aid specialists, by
contrast, have discussed such concerns at length, and have also given some attention to the
difficulties in arriving at a judgement about the effects of the work aid agencies do. Aid
specialists tend not to discuss the Aid Question, however, or more broadly to take up the
perspective of potential contributors to aid agencies. And this, in conjunction with the
traditional reticence of many non-philosophers about tackling normative questions in an
explicit way, has meant that they too have tended to say little about the questions that are
most pressing for such contributors, such as those sketched above. 18
This lack of explicit discussion of the kinds of questions sketched above is, I suggest,
a very bad thing. If we can’t simply assume that the effects are overwhelmingly positive, then
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each of us needs to tackle at least some of those questions, if not as philosophers with a
professional interest in the Aid Question, then simply as moral agents who need to decide
whether or not to give to aid agencies. Evidently, though, those questions raise complex and
difficult issues. And so it would surely be helpful if we could draw on a shared debate about
those issues, rather than each of us having to tackle them from scratch by ourselves.
One of my main aims in this paper is to help stimulate such a debate. Substantively, I
focus here mainly on one of the relevant questions, which I am calling the ‘Epistemic
Question (for potential contributors to aid agencies)’: How can those of us who are not
experts in international aid arrive at an estimate about the effects that we have at least some
good reason to believe accurate? 19 In particular, I discuss a number of measures one might
take in an effort to establish how good or bad the effects are, first in relation to NGO aid in
general (in §§2-4), and then in relation to more specific sets of aid activities (§5). As I do so,
though, I also point out some of the connections between the Epistemic Question and some of
the other normative questions that come to light when one takes account of the messy
realities of aid.

2: BASING A JUDGEMENT ON SUITABLE DATA

One might think the answer to the Epistemic Question is obvious. One should simply turn to
the most authoritative and independent review of the data on the effects of the work aid
agencies do. NGOs have been active for several decades, and some manage huge budgets.
Given this, it seems reasonable to suppose that a great deal of data on the effects of their
work would have been amassed, data that would enable us (or would at least enable experts
who know how best to interpret that data) to arrive at a reasonably reliable assessment about
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the effects. And if such an assessment existed, then the answer to the Epistemic Question
would be very straightforward: one could arrive at a judgement about the effects that one had
good reason to believe accurate simply by accepting that assessment.
Unfortunately, though, no such assessment is available. It turns out that at least until
quite recently, NGOs themselves have tended to give surprisingly little attention to attempts
to measure the effects of their own work. 20 Further, they have tended not to publish those
evaluations of their work that they do commission or conduct, or indeed any other reliable
data on the effects of their activities. 21 And there is no independent body charged with
evaluating the activities of aid agencies and reporting back to the public on their findings.
Furthermore, it appears that many of the evaluations that have been conducted are of
very poor quality. According to the authors of the most comprehensive review of evaluations
of NGO activities to date:

a repeated and consistent conclusion drawn across countries and in relation to all clusters of
studies is that the data are exceptionally poor. There is a paucity of data and information from
which to draw conclusions about the impact of projects, about efficiency and effectiveness,
about sustainability, the gender and environmental impact of projects and their contribution to
strengthening democratic forces, institutions and organizations and building civil society.
There is even less firm data with which to assess the impact of NGO development
interventions beyond discrete projects, not least those involved in building and strengthening
institutional capacity. . . . 22

In part for these reasons, the authors of the review in question do not feel able to give any
kind of overall assessment of the effects of the work NGOs do.

5

Aid Agencies: The Epistemic Question

The review in question, which focused on development aid, was published thirteen
years ago. Since then, no further attempt at synthesising the available data on NGO
development aid has been made, and indeed the situation concerning development aid has not
changed very much. 23 There has been a considerable increase in evaluations of humanitarian
aid, however, and some of this material is publicly accessible in one form or another. 24
Again, though, ‘the data and information on which to judge the impact of humanitarian aid
remains extremely crude and sketchy’, 25 chiefly because of the poor quality of the
evaluations in question.
Naturally, a lot more could be said about the data on the effects of NGO aid. For now,
though, the key points are these. First, there is no review of the data that contains an
authoritative assessment of the effects of NGO aid, and so one can’t arrive at a judgement
about the effects that one has good reason to believe accurate simply by accepting such an
assessment. Second, and more generally, the data that is available is at best of limited use in
helping one to form a judgement about the effects of NGO aid. 26 Even on the most positive
reading, this data does not offer any quick route to a reliable judgement about the effects.
And third, more specifically, the available data does not do much to ease worries about the
kinds of concerns about NGO aid mentioned in §1. In particular, one can’t respond to those
concerns by saying, ‘Those concerns may be legitimate, but there is nonetheless sufficient
reliable, positive data to licence the conclusion that the effects are overwhelmingly positive
(or at least good enough, if the effects do not have to be overwhelmingly positive in order to
be good enough)’.
What other steps might one take, then, in an effort to establish how good or bad the
effects are?
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3: STUDYING THE RELEVANT ISSUES IN DEPTH

One obvious strategy is simply that of studying these issues concerning NGO aid and its
effects in depth. Though the available data does not provide a quick route to a conclusion
about the effects, it is not entirely without value, and so one may study what data there is and
glean what one can from it. And of course one may also study the literature on NGOs by aid
specialists. More broadly, by drawing on whatever sources of evidence are available, one
might try to build up a detailed understanding of the relevant issues, and use this as a basis
for a judgement about the effects.
Following this strategy obviously makes a lot of sense. It also faces a big problem,
though. Given how many issues reaching a judgement about the effects of NGO aid raises,
how complex and difficult those issues are, how little reliable data on them is publicly
available, and how little guidance on them has been provided by the relevant experts, it
would be a major epistemic task to arrive at the kind of thorough understanding of those
issues that would enable one to make a judgement about the effects that one has good reason
to feel confident about. And the fact that it would be a major epistemic task to do so is
problematic for a number of reasons. For one thing, one might reasonably wonder whether
that task is actually achievable, especially for certain people, such as those who have little
time to devote to studying these issues. Even if it is achievable, moreover, it would be likely
to take a great deal of time and effort, and thus impose not inconsiderable personal costs.
This seems unfortunate in itself. But it also raises the question of whether it is reasonable to
expect individuals to pay such costs. On any sane view, agents will be morally required to put
a reasonable amount of work into studying matters relevant to important moral choices they
face. Whether the amount of work necessary to arrive at the kind of understanding of NGO
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aid that would enable one to make a judgement about the effects that one has good reason to
feel confident about is ‘reasonable’, though, may be a matter of dispute. Whatever the answer
to this question is, moreover, the difficulties and resultant costs of carrying such a task
through seem like in fact to deter many people from doing so.
For all of these reasons, it would be helpful if there were some short cut – some way,
that is, of establishing how good or bad the effects are that is less epistemically demanding
than that of studying the relevant issues in depth for oneself. Is there such a short cut? I have
already in effect considered one candidate, and found it wanting: basing a judgement on
suitable data. What other plausible candidates are there?

4: RELYING ON THE JUDGEMENTS OF EXPERTS

One obvious candidate is to rely on judgements about the effects of experts on NGO aid. Of
course, virtually any way of establishing how good or bad the effects are would involve
taking account of what the experts say, and so relying on their judgements in some sense.
Here, though, I am thinking of something more specific and direct: finding out what
judgements experts make about the effects, and then simply accepting those judgements.
This strategy too makes a lot of sense. If successful, it would involve a lot less labour
than examining the relevant issues in detail. And even if one were prepared to put in that
labour, one would presumably be less likely to reach an accurate judgement than those who
have years of experience and training in the relevant field, as well as a thorough grip on the
relevant data – that is, the experts. 27 Much better, then, simply to rely on their judgements.
Unfortunately, though, there are a number of problems with this strategy too. The first
is simply the fact that few if any experts seem willing to offer such judgements, at least in
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print. I have already pointed out that there is no authoritative review of the work aid agencies
do written for the general public that contains an assessment of the effects (see §2). This,
however, is just one manifestation of a more general phenomenon – the lack of material
aimed at helping the general public make informed decisions about giving to aid agencies.
Indeed, this is a fact that aid experts themselves sometimes comment on. In 1996, for
example, Alan Fowler and Kees Biekart wrote that ‘a consumer’s guide to agencies,
produced by an independent entity, is long overdue’. 28 Absent such a guide, they continued,
one is left with ‘a bizarre situation of agencies competing in a donor market-place where
buyers cannot reasonably compare the products on offer or their relative value for money;
they must still choose by an act of faith’ (ibid.). In the intervening years, though, the situation
has not changed very much. 29
Given the lack of any such authoritative review or consumer’s guide, one might hope
that at least some experts would offer their own personal judgements about the effects. I do
not know of any clear examples of experts doing so, however. Those experts who do address
the question of how good or bad the effects are tend to focus mainly on emphasising the lack
of reliable data, and the consequent difficulty of making such an estimate. 30 They don’t then
go on to ask the next questions that arise next for potential contributors: ‘Given this lack of
reliable data, what is the most reasonable assumption to make about the effects? If one really
can’t make any estimate, no matter how rough or qualified, about the effects of NGO aid as a
whole, are there at least certain types of aid or aid agencies that one can make more confident
judgements about? Are there, in particular, any activities that one can say with at least some
confidence have effects that are good enough?’
The main problem with the strategy of relying on the judgements of experts, then, is
simply the difficulty of finding experts willing to offer such judgements. Even if one were
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able to find such experts, though, there may be further complications. For one thing, there
would be the usual problems of sorting out which experts are reliable, and of dealing with
any disagreement among those experts who do seem reliable. And there is also an additional
problem here, which stems from the fact that making the kind of judgements needed would at
least often involve prior judgements about controversial normative matters.
The way NGO aid is often described obscures this problem. For often the only kinds
of effects mentioned are such things as saving people’s lives, reducing disease, getting people
out of extreme poverty, and so on. And it is uncontroversial that such effects are very positive
(at least viewed in themselves, apart from any associated effects). On all accounts, though,
these are not the only kinds of effects that need to be taken into account. This is particularly
clear in the case of activities aimed explicitly at bringing about social, cultural, and political
changes. One of the points most often emphasised in the aid literature, however, is that even
activities aimed primarily at meeting immediate needs can have significant side-effects of
these and other kinds, including negative ones. 31
So judgements about how good or bad the effects are will depend on answers to such
questions as which social, cultural, and political changes are positive and which negative,
how positive or negative such changes are, and what kinds of trade-offs between such effects
and other kinds of effects might be advisable or permissible. Such complications evidently
make relying on the judgements of experts concerning the effects (assuming such judgements
are available) less straightforward. For those judgements will often involve assumptions
about such normative questions, assumptions one may not share.
For all these reasons, relying on the judgements of experts is at best far from
straightforward. What other short cuts might be available?
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5: NARROWING DOWN

So far, I have been focusing on the search for a judgement about the effects of the activities
aid agencies do in general. If one is discouraged by the difficulties doing so raises, though,
one might consider instead ‘narrowing down’, as I shall put it – trying to find a more narrow,
specific set of aid activities, that is, that there is sufficient reason to believe has good enough
effects. Call any set of activities that meets this standard ‘eligible’. 32 Such a set of activities
might be either the activities constituting a particular type of aid, or the activities a particular
(kind of) aid agency does, or both. If it is easier to find such a set of activities than to
establish whether the effects of the work aid agencies do as a whole are good enough, then
following this strategy would reduce one’s epistemic demands. And that seems very likely, in
part because there will presumably be more evidence concerning certain sets of aid activities
than others, fewer serious concerns, and so on. If one can find just one set of such activities
that is eligible, moreover, that may have the same implications as establishing that the work
aid agencies do in general has good enough effects, from a practical point of view. For it
might follow that one is morally required to fund that set of activities, whether or not there is
a moral requirement to give to aid agencies in general.
Where might one look for promising candidates for eligible sets of aid activities? I
discuss some of the options below.

5.1: Types of aid
One approach is to begin by looking for a particular type of aid that looks especially likely to
have good enough effects. One might focus, for example, on one of the broad types of aid
(humanitarian aid, service delivery, capacity-building) I mentioned in §1. Though none of
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these types of aid appears to be entirely without its problems, one might nonetheless think it
relatively straightforward to establish that one of them has good enough effects, at least if
performed to a certain standard in or in certain circumstances, whatever might be said of the
others. Or one might divide the field of aid up differently, for example by focusing on a
particular sector, such as health, or education, or agriculture. Or one might carve more finely,
looking for a particularly promising candidate within one of these wider fields – indoor
spraying to control malaria, say, or iron supplements.
How might one seek to establish that one or another type of aid is eligible? One can
try many of the same strategies I discussed above in relation to NGO aid in general. For
example, one may seek out reliable data indicating that one or another type of aid has good
enough effects. As I said in §2, there is a lack of reliable data concerning the effects of NGO
aid in general. The landscape here is not completely undifferentiated, though. In recent years,
for one thing, there has been an expansion in the use of more rigorous evaluation methods,
such as the use of randomised trials of development interventions (on the model of
randomised trials of medical interventions). 33 So one might seek out types of aid that have
done well in such evaluations as especially good candidates for eligibility. 34
The next strategy I considered above was that of making a thorough study of NGO
aid. The main disadvantages of this strategy, I suggested, was that doing so would be highly
demanding and time-consuming, and therefore involve not inconsiderable personal costs. If
one is able to find one or two types of aid that are promising candidates for eligibility,
however, it would presumably be much less demanding to research them in detail than to
conduct a thorough study of NGO aid in general. And so once again, narrowing down would
appear to offer certain advantages.
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The strategy of relying on the judgements of experts is in some ways more
problematic. For one thing, as I noted in §4, aid experts do not tend to recommend particular
types of aid that they think have particularly good effects. And to make matters even worse,
there appears to be significant disagreement among the experts concerning which types of aid
are to be preferred. In relation to development aid, the dominant trend in the literature has
been that NGOs should focus less on providing services aimed at meeting immediate needs,
and more on less direct forms of aid aimed at more fundamental political and institutional
change. 35 Some commentators question this view, though, in part because of skepticism
about whether NGOs are actually able to do much to foster such ambitious ends. 36
Nevertheless, those who seek a particular kind of aid that is eligible have a number of
options to explore. Which of these possibilities one finds most promising will depend, of
course, on what any available evidence suggests concerning the effects of these different
types of aid. But it will also depend on one’s view about a number of normative questions.
The questions mentioned at the end of §4 concerning which effects are positive and which
negative and how positive or negative they are constitute one group of such questions, of
course. But there are many others. I shall give one or two illustrations here.
One such issue concerns what attitudes one should take to the risk of significant
negative effects. Some people might think that there is a very strong constraint against (aid
agencies) causing (or perhaps even being implicated in certain ways in causing) certain kinds
of negative effects (such as reinforcing the causes of poverty, or fuelling a war economy). If
so, they may regard activities in which the risk of such effects reaches a certain threshold as
being morally prohibited, even if those activities are also likely to bring about great positive
effects. If such activities are prohibited, then of course we will not be morally required to
fund them. Those who think like this will look for types of aid which seem relatively unlikely
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to have such effects, then, even if those activities also seem likely to have fewer positive
effects than other types of aid. Those who believe that it is proper for aid agencies to risk
significant negative effects if the potential pay-off is large enough, by contrast, may be drawn
to other types of aid.
This issue relates to the question raised in §1 concerning how good the effects need to
be in order to be good enough to imply a requirement to give. Other normative issues relate
to another question I articulated there, concerning how much reason to believe the effects are
good enough is sufficient for giving to be mandated in practice. One might argue, for
example, that the answer to this question varies depending on the context. When people are
in more or less immediate peril, one might suggest, and there is at least a fair chance that aid
agencies (whatever their shortcomings) would be able to save more lives, given more funds,
one should simply assume for practical purposes that the effects of such activities are good
enough unless very strong reasons are put forward to think that in these circumstances in
particular such activities are likely to lead to major negative effects. In effect, this would put
the burden of proof is on those who deny that the effects are good enough.
If one took this view, one would need relatively little evidence in order to take oneself
to be morally required to act in such cases. And so it would be at least relatively easy to
establish that certain kinds of humanitarian aid (and perhaps of service delivery too) have
good enough effects. When people are not in immediate peril, by contrast, one might argue
that one needs more evidence about the overall balance of effects in order to have ‘sufficient
reason’ to believe that the effects are good enough. If so, then in these cases the burden of
proof would be on those who affirm that the effects are good enough. If one took this view,
then it would be harder to establish that less direct forms of aid such as capacity-building
have good enough effects. 37
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This is just an illustration of the variety of normative issues that affect which types of
aid might be considered eligible. Though aid specialists tend not to discuss such normative
issues explicitly, it is evident that their views about such issues affect what they do say,
including what they say about the respective merits of different types of aid. This reinforces
the point made in §4 above that any judgements experts make concerning how good or bad
the effects are will involve assumptions about controversial normative questions, which
complicates the process of relying on such judgements. My main point here, though, is that
such issues affect which types of aid it would be best to focus on when arguing for a
requirement to give. For this reason, it would again be helpful if those philosophers who are
interested in the Aid Question were to say more about those issues. Indeed, if philosophers
were to say more about those issues, that may prove helpful not only to individuals seeking to
determine which type of aid (if any) to support, but also to aid agencies seeking to determine
which type(s) of aid they should concentrate on.
If one is able to find an eligible type of aid, then that would of course constitute
important progress. But one’s work may not be over. For one thing, one would have to check
that that type of aid had not already absorbed all the money it usefully could. For if it had,
then it would presumably not make sense to fund it further. And one would also have to find
a particular agency that does such activities, and that (one has sufficient reason to believe)
does so effectively (enough). Even if one begins the process of narrowing down by looking
for an eligible type of aid, then, one will eventually have to turn to selecting a particular
agency.

5.2: Particular aid agencies
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Alternatively, one might focus in the first instance on the search for an eligible aid agency –
one, that is, that there is sufficient reason to believe achieves good enough effects. This might
be either a specialist agency that focuses on just one type of aid, or a ‘generalist’ agency that
does a range of different kinds of activities. Looking for an especially promising specialist
agency would have many of the same advantages as looking for an especially promising type
of aid – one would only need to find sufficient evidence concerning one type of aid, for
example (the type performed by that agency) – and so it is obvious why one might take this
path. Given these advantages, is there any good reason why one might focus instead on the
search for a particularly promising generalist agency, or at least include such agencies in
one’s search?
Doing so might make sense if one takes concerns about aid agencies as organisations
(such as those I listed in §1) to be more worrying than concerns focused directly on the
effects. One might think there is good reason to believe that more than one type of aid –
perhaps all the major types of aid – would have good enough effects, as long as they were
performed by a sufficiently capable, scrupulous, and well-run agency. In that case, the
primary task would be to find such an agency, rather than to pick out a particular type of aid.
And so there would be no need to exclude generalist agencies.
Whether one decides to search among specialist or generalist agencies or both, where
might one find evidence that certain agencies achieve good enough effects? The best
evidence would be based on rigorous evaluations of representative NGO activities, conducted
by independent bodies. As I pointed out in §2, though, there is a serious shortage of such
data. Some NGOs have started to publish evaluation data of one sort or another on their
websites, however, such as summaries of evaluations of some of their activities. This is a
positive step, though many of those I have seen are not written in a form that enables one to
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form a very clear idea about the effects of the relevant activities. And it is often also unclear
how such material is selected and how representative it is. Other agencies have started to
publish more comprehensive reviews of their own work, but again those I have seen do not
help much in enabling one to estimate the effects of the relevant activities. 38
Given this lack of probative data on the effects, rigorous evaluations of such agencies
as organisations might be the next best thing. For evidence that certain agencies are highly
competent, well-organised and well-focused may provide strong reasons to believe that the
activities they perform tend to have very good effects. Unfortunately, though, it appears that
even less attention has been given to the evaluation of NGOs as organisations than to the
evaluation of their activities, 39 and I do not know of any publicly available evaluations of
such agencies as organisations that have the necessary rigour.
The situation is little better with respect to expert advice. As I said in §2, no aid
expert or group of experts has put together a substantive consumer’s guide to aid agencies.
Nor do aid specialists seem inclined to say what they think about particular agencies in print.
A number of organisations have been set up in recent years by would-be philanthropists,
however, frustrated by the lack of reliable information available about the effects of the work
NGOs (of various kinds) do. Many of these organisations are directed primarily at those who
are able and willing to be philanthropists on a significant scale, 40 but there is at least one that
is directed at the average donor. This is GiveWell, which aims to pick out NGOs, including
aid NGOs, that there is good reason to believe achieve particularly good effects. 41
Another potential source of evidence concerning particular agencies consists in
personal or institutional endorsements. One might point to Amartya Sen becoming Honorary
President of Oxfam, for example, and describing it as ‘this wonderful organisation’. 42 It
seems unlikely that Sen would do and say these things unless he at least had a good deal of
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faith in Oxfam, and though he is not (to my knowledge) an expert on NGO aid in particular,
he is presumably a lot better-informed about these matters than most of us, and so one might
give such an endorsement considerable evidential weight. Similarly, on the institutional level,
one might point to Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) winning the Nobel Prize for Peace in
1999, and Muhammad Yunus and the Grameen Bank doing so in 2006. If the committees
deciding who should be awarded these prizes were well-informed, and looked carefully into
all the evidence before granting such prizes (as seems likely, at least on the face of it), one
might again take such endorsements as strong evidence at least that the agencies in question
are doing good work. 43
There are also a number of other ways in which one may be able to pick up clues
about particular agencies. One can check, for one thing, whether they have signed up with the
more proactive initiatives to improve standards and accountability in international aid – for
example, the Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance in Humanitarian
Action (ALNAP), and the Humanitarian Accountability Partnership (HAP). 44 One can also
observe some aspects of their behaviour. It was notable that very soon after the Indian Ocean
Tsunami in 2004, for example, MSF-France announced that it had already received all the
money it could usefully spend on that disaster, and was therefore no longer soliciting funds in
response to it. 45 This was a very unusual step, and might be take as evidence that MSFFrance at least maintains certain standards of probity, and is not bent on increasing its
‘market share’ above all else.

5.3: Taking Stock on Narrowing Down
Narrowing down, then – trying to find some particular set of aid activities that one has
sufficient reason to believe has good enough effects – offers considerable possibilities. And if
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the search is successful, that may be of the greatest significance, from the point of view of
one’s practical reasons for taking an interest in these issues. For as I said above, it may
follow that one is morally required to fund that set of activities. Though I will not try to argue
the point through here, moreover, it does seem to me very hard to maintain that one cannot
find any set of activities that one has sufficient reason to believe has good enough effects – at
least unless either the criteria for ‘good enough’ or for ‘sufficient reason’ (or both) are set
extremely (and therefore perhaps unreasonably) high. If that is right, then this strategy poses
a stiff sincerity test for those who say, ‘I would give to an aid agency if I could find one I had
sufficient reason to believe achieves good enough effects’.
Narrowing down also imposes costs, however, costs that are the greater the narrower
the slice. Unless the set of activities in question were those of a generalist agency, for one
thing, doing so may fail to provide sufficient grounds for supporting any of the big generalist
agencies, such as Oxfam, World Vision, and CARE. More broadly, doing so would fail to
provide sufficient support for an argument for giving to aid agencies in general, even given
suitable moral premises, or for a major increase in funding of such agencies. These
implications would be unfortunate if any such arguments are in fact sound.
If a lot of people followed the strategy of narrowing down, moreover, certain sets of
activities (those that it is easiest to establish have good enough effects) may become
swamped with more resources than they can profitably use, while other activities that may
have effects that are as good or even better are neglected. And such problems would be
compounded if there were a mismatch between the sets of activities that most people would
gravitate to if they followed this strategy, and the sets of activities that have the best effects.
For if so, little money would go to the activities that have the best effects. 46
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For such reasons, I do not think one should give up too quickly on the aim of
establishing whether the effects of the work aid agencies do in general are good enough. 47

6: REVIEW

To my knowledge, this is the first paper focused mainly on the Epistemic Question in either
the philosophical literature or the aid literature. That in itself seems rather extraordinary to
me, given the immediate practical importance of that question. And there is also surprisingly
little work on many of the other questions that become pressing when one takes account of
the messy realities of NGO aid, such as those highlighted above in §§1, 4 and 5.1. Evidently,
I have only made a start here, but I hope I have said enough to show how important it is for
philosophers and others to say more about such questions. 48
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