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Introduction
Effective altruists tend to assign credit based on counterfactuals:
If I do X, how much better will the world be than if I didn't do X?
This is the intuition behind the idea that the work you do in your
job is at least somewhat replaceable, as well as the reason to
seek out dogooding activities that aren't likely to be done without
you.
Perils of adding credit
We can get into tricky issues when trying to add up counterfactual
credit, though. Let me give an example. Alice and Bob find
themselves in a building that contains buttons. Each person is
allowed to press only one button, at which point she/he is
transported elsewhere and has no further access to the buttons.
Thus, Alice and Bob want to maximize the effectiveness of their
button pressing. There's a green button that, when pressed once,
prevents 2 chickens from enduring life on a factory farm. There's
also a red button that, when pressed twice in a row, prevents 3
chickens from enduring life on a factory farm. In order to make
the red button effective, both Alice and Bob have to use their
button press on it.
Alice goes first. Suppose she thinks it's very likely (say 99%
likely) that Bob will press the red button. That means that if she
presses the red button, she'll save 3 chickens, while if she
presses the green button, she'll only save 2. There's more
counterfactual credit for pressing the red button, so it seems she
should do that. Then, Bob sees that Alice has pressed the red
button. Now he faces the same comparison: If he presses red, he
saves 3 chickens, while if he presses green, he saves only 2. He
should thus press red. In this process, each person computed a
counterfactual value of 3 for the red button vs. 2 for the green
button. Added together, this implies a value of 3+3=6 vs. 2+2=4.
Unfortunately, in terms of the actual number of saved chickens,
the comparison is 3 vs. 4. Both Alice and Bob should have
pressed green to save 2+2=4 chickens. This shows that individual
credit assignments can't just be added together naively.
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Of course, the situation here depended on what Alice thought Bob
would do. If Alice thought it was extremely likely Bob would press
green, her counterfactual credit would have been 2 for green vs.
0 for red. Or, if she thought Bob would switch to red if and only if
she pressed red, then the comparison was 2 for herself vs. 32=1

► 2009 (16)

StatCounter

for Bob's switching to red and giving up his green.
Joint decision analysis
The decision analysis becomes more clear using a payoff matrix
as in game theory, except in this case both Alice and Bob, being
altruists, share the same payoff, which is total chickens helped:
Bob press red Bob press green
Alice press red

3

2

Alice press green 2

4

Alice and Bob should coordinate to each press green. Of course, if
Alice has pressed red, at that point Bob should as well.
In this example, reasoning based on individual counterfactual
credit still works. Imagine that Alice was going to press red but
was open to suggestions from Bob. If he convinces her to press
green and then presses green himself, the value will be 4 instead
of 3 if he hadn't done that, so he gets more counterfactual credit
if he persuades Alice to press green and then does the same
himself than if he goes along with her choice of red.
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