The Architecture of Intellectual
Polymathy: A Comprehensive Analysis of
the Career and Cognitive Frameworks of
Milan Griffes

The professional trajectory of Milan Griffes, currently a Principal at Lionheart Ventures,
represents a sophisticated synthesis of analytical rigor, operational risk management, and
strategic entrepreneurialism. His career path, which transitions from the granular data-vetting
of the Effective Altruism (EA) movement to high-stakes fintech operations and eventually to
venture capital, provides a blueprint for the development of what might be termed "strategic
cognitive flexibility." This report examines the specific skillsets acquired at each stage of this
journey, the mental models that underpin his decision-making, and the learning heuristics that
have facilitated his intellectual growth.

The Analytical Bedrock: The GiveWell Methodology
and the Analyst Persona

The foundation of the Griffes skillset was established during his tenure as a Research Analyst at
GiveWell from 2014 to 2016." To understand the specific cognitive habits formed during this
period, one must dissect the unique operational environment of GiveWell, which differs
fundamentally from traditional financial or policy analysis. At its core, GiveWell is a research
organization that identifies and funds cost-effective giving opportunities, focusing on global
health and well—being.3 The work is characterized by a commitment to extreme transparency
and reasoning transparency, where every logical leap must be documented and defended.*

The Role of the Research Analyst as Intellectual Apprentice

For an entry-level analyst, the primary responsibility is "vetting work"—a process of rigorously
checking the outputs of senior researchers for accuracy and clarity.® This stage of a career is
essentially an apprenticeship in intellectual humility and precision. Analysts are tasked with
quality-checking public-facing pages and internal spreadsheets that inform the allocation of
hundreds of millions of dollars.? This involves answering defined research questions via desk
research, such as investigating the logistics of agricultural sales in Malawi or the availability of
health commodities in Mozambique.®

The work is not self-generated; it is assigned to ensure that the analyst develops a broad
generalist base rather than specializing prematurely in a single cause area like malaria or
deworming.® This generalist approach is critical for the later transition to venture capital, where



a principal must evaluate a wide variety of technologies and business models without the luxury
of deep domain expertise in every field. The GiveWell environment cultivates a "janitorial" level
of attention to detail combined with an "architectural" understanding of large-scale impact.®

Cognitive Skill Acquisition at GiveWell

The transition from a Research Analyst to more senior roles involves moving from vetting to
"driving strategic decisions," such as reviewing the academic literature on the links between
lead exposure and cognitive function or interviewing experts to understand the tractability of
advocacy campaigns.® This progression ensures that by the time a professional leaves
GiveWell, they possess a specific set of traits that are highly transferable to venture capital and
entrepreneurship. These traits include the ability to translate clear, detailed write-ups about
complex topics into succinct public summaries and the capacity to make judgment calls about

how to interpret messy data.”

Skill Category

Operational Definition at
GiveWell

Long-term Strategic
Value for VC

Reasoning Transparency

Articulating the exact chain
of evidence and logic
supporting a belief.*

Reduces cognitive bias and
allows for the external
auditing of
decision-making.

Quantitative Rigor

Building and updating
complex cost-effectiveness
models (CEAs) using messy
data.’

Facilitates the comparison
of disparate opportunities
on a common metric.

Epistemic Humility

Proactively communicating
levels of uncertainty and
checking in when unsure.”

Prevents overconfidence in
high-stakes environments
where data is incomplete.

First-Principles Thinking

Breaking down broad
questions into constituent
parts and answering each
individually.”

Essential for evaluating
novel technologies with no
direct precedents.

Conscientiousness

Meticulous attention to
detail and organized
workflow management.®

Ensures the integrity of due
diligence processes in
investment rounds.




The GiveWell methodology emphasizes that most important questions in the world haven't
been answered decisively by rigorous studies, requiring researchers to prefer working quickly
to get the "best answer" rather than spending excessive time on narrow questions that won't
change a decision.” This "bias toward action" and "utility-maximizing" mindset is a direct
precursor to the "Head of Risk" role in a startup and the "Principal” role in venture capital.

Operational Resilience: Risk Management and Fintech
Scalability

Following his tenure at GiveWell, Griffes transitioned to the private sector as the Head of Risk at
Sendwave (YC 12), an international remittance startup.’ This role represents a pivot from the
evaluation of humanitarian impact to the protection of value and operational integrity in a
high-growth environment. Sendwave’s eventual sale to WorldRemit for $500 million in 2020
underscores the scale of the operations managed during this period.®

The Mechanics of Fintech Risk Management

Managing risk in a fintech startup, particularly one focused on international remittances to
developing regions, involves a multifaceted approach to uncertainty. While GiveWell focuses on
the upside of helping, Risk Management focuses on the downside of operational failure, fraud,
and regulatory non-compliance. In the taxonomy of career skills, this transition represents the
move from "Research” to "Operations." The Head of Risk must be "comfortable figuring things
out as they go" and "biased toward action".?

The skillset developed in this role includes fraud detection and mitigation, regulatory
navigation, and crisis management. In a remittance business, risk is not just a mathematical
abstraction but a series of adversarial challenges. Fraudsters are constantly evolving their
tactics, and the Head of Risk must develop a form of "adversarial thinking" that is quite different
from the "collaborative truth-seeking" of GiveWell. This period likely reinforced the
consequentialist mindset but applied it to a faster feedback loop. In venture capital, the ability
to identify "tail risks"—unlikely events with catastrophic consequences—is as vital as identifying
"unicorns." The Sendwave experience provided a grounded understanding of how theory
meets reality in the global marketplace.®

The Influence of Effective Altruism on Business Foundations

Interestingly, the influence of the Effective Altruism movement was present even in the private
sector. Griffes has noted that the primary motivation for founding companies like FTX (and
potentially others in the ecosystem) was often to improve the world, suggesting a bridge
between "Earning to Give" and "Direct Impact".'® While the Sendwave founders' specific
motivations are less documented in the available material, the company's focus on international
remittances aligns with the EA goal of reducing global poverty by lowering transaction costs



for the poor."

The skills required for managing risk in this environment are summarized below:

Risk Category

Operational Focus

Skillset Required

Operational Risk

System stability and
process integrity.

Meticulous organization
and process adherence.’

competitor behavior.

Regulatory Risk Compliance with Analytical ability to interpret
cross-border financial laws. | legal and compliance
frameworks.®
Strategic Risk Market dynamics and First-principles thinking and

long-term foresight.’

Financial Risk

Fraud, money laundering,
and capital allocation.

Quantitative reasoning and
adversarial data analysis.?

Entrepreneurial Synthesis: The Frontier of Mental
Health and Well-being

The subsequent phase of the professional journey involved the founding of Atman Retreat and
the initiation of Enthea, a research project investigating the humanitarian impact of
psychedelics.? This phase marks the emergence of Griffes as a "field-builder," focusing on what
he identifies as "ultra-neglected cause areas"." This move represents a synthesis of his
GiveWell analytical background (identifying neglectedness) and his Sendwave operational
background (building a company).

The Psychedelic Mental Health Thesis

Atman Retreat was founded on the belief that increasing access to high-quality psychedelic
experiences could be a powerful lever for improving mental health, boosting personal efficacy,
and potentially promoting human flourishing." This aligns with a broader intellectual shift
toward viewing mental health as a primary bottleneck for human flourishing. Griffes argues
that mental iliness may cause as much worldwide unhappiness as global poverty, yet it remains

significantly more neglected by traditional philanthropic actors.™

The rationale for an EA-aligned person to attend such retreats includes working on creative
problem-solving, gaining clarity on career choices, and improving mental health to increase
personal capacity.'’ This move into the "psychedelic medicine" space required navigating a




complex web of legal, ethical, and clinical considerations, involving collaboration with experts in
drug development and regulatory strategy.” The acquisition of Atman Retreat by Odyssey in
early 2024 demonstrates the viability of these niche, mission-driven ventures.®

Field Building and Neglectedness Analysis

The decision to focus on psychedelics was not merely an entrepreneurial whim but a calculated
bet based on the "Importance, Neglectedness, and Tractability” (INT) framework commonly
used in the EA community. Griffes estimated the cost-effectiveness of mental health
interventions and suggested that some, like StrongMinds, could be far more effective than
traditional cash transfers.”® This transition from "evaluating charities" to "starting a service"
represents the ultimate test of an analyst's conviction.

Cause Area Aspect Traditional Global Health Psychedelic-Assisted
Therapy
Scale of Suffering High (Measured by High (Measured by
mortality/morbidity). subjective well-being).”
Funding Neglectedness Low to Medium (Significant Very High (Legal and social
government/NGO focus). taboos).”
Institutional Tractability High (Proven models like Emerging (Regulatory shifts
bed nets). at FDA).’
Personal Lever Funding and policy. Direct experience and
service provision."

The Venture Capital Pivot: Lionheart Ventures and
Existential Risk

As a Principal at Lionheart Ventures since June 2022, the career trajectory reaches its current
culmination, integrating research, risk management, and entrepreneurship into a coherent
investment philosophy.' Lionheart Ventures focuses on early-stage investments addressing
“existential risks to humanity," a mandate that requires a long-term perspective and
first-principles thinking.?

Discernment and Decision-Making in Venture Capital

The skillset required for a Principal in venture capital at a firm like Lionheart includes
discernment, longtermism, and strategic advising. The firm values "compassion,"



“first-principles thinking," "longtermism," "determination,” "discernment,” and "integrity" in its
team.” These traits are not just corporate buzzwords but operational requirements for

evaluating founders who are working on frontier technologies.

In this role, the analyst's skill of "vetting” is transformed into "due diligence." Instead of vetting a
spreadsheet for malaria bed nets, the Principal is vetting a founder’s vision for Al alignment or
mental health technology. Griffes serves as a Board Observer for 2A Biosciences and a
Strategic Advisor to the Qualia Research Institute, roles that require him to provide high-level
guidance based on his operational and research history." This transition highlights the shift from

"passive evaluation" to "active support" of impactful technologies.

The Hits-Based Giving Analogy in VC

Venture capital and "Hits-Based Giving" share a common mathematical foundation: the
maximization of expected value in the presence of high uncertainty." The framework prioritizes
the "expected value" of a grant or investment over its risk level. For instance, a 10% chance of a
massive success is viewed as equally promising to a certain but smaller success, provided the
expected values are comparable.™ This logic underpins the Lionheart strategy of betting on
high-risk, high-reward opportunities that could significantly shift humanity's trajectory.

evidence.®

Component GiveWell Analyst Role VC Principal Role

Primary Goal Maximize proven impact Maximize expected value
per dollar.? across a portfolio.™

Risk Profile Risk-averse; focus on Risk-tolerant; focus on

upside.'

Evidence Standard

Academic literature and
trials.’

Founder track record and
market thesis.”

Decision Loop

Slow, methodical,
consensus-based.”

Fast, opportunistic,
conviction-based.?

Output

Public summaries and grant
reasoning.’

Portfolio companies and
strategic advice.?

The Cognitive Engine: How Mental Models Are Built

The core of the inquiry—"how did he get so smart?"—can be addressed by examining specific
intellectual habits and learning heuristics documented on his blog, Flight From Perfection. He
describes his worldview as using empirical evidence to figure out what to believe, testing




beliefs whenever possible, and maintaining a "godless humility".”

The Steering Capacity Framework and Consequentialist Cluelessness

One of the most significant frameworks developed by Griffes is the "Steering Capacity" model,
used to evaluate cause prioritization in the face of "consequentialist cluelessness".'* This
framework posits that because we often lack a clear understanding of the overall net impact of
our actions over long timeframes, we should prioritize interventions that improve humanity’s
ability to "steer" its own future.™

The Steering Capacity framework consists of five key attributes:

1. Intent: Having a clear idea of what to look for and what matters (e.g., moral research and
understanding consciousness).'

2. Coordination: Improving governance and the ability of disparate groups to reach
agreement on where to go."

3. Wisdom: The ability to discern promising systems from threats and obstacles as we
encounter them.'

4. Capability: The power and resources (technological and economic) to reach the chosen
destinations."

5. Predictive Power: Improving foresight and the ability to see far enough ahead to avoid
obstacles."

By applying this framework, Griffes argues for prioritizing areas like Al safety, improved
governance, and consciousness research, while potentially deprioritizing interventions that only
provide immediate, proximate relief but do not improve our long-term steering ability.' This is a
"second-order" insight that moves beyond the immediate "lives saved" metric of GiveWell
toward a more "longtermist” perspective.

Learning Heuristics and Intellectual Growth

Specific techniques used to accelerate learning and maintain intellectual rigor include:

e Entry Points: Utilizing "entry points" to learn about broad topics. Instead of reading a
generic textbook, one might study a specific niche (e.g., the Indian textile industry) to
understand the broader history of a region.'®

e Reading for Quantity and Quality: Maintaining extensive quarterly reading lists that
cover global economic history, fiction, and philosophy.'? Griffes explicitly defends the
value of fiction for teaching us about our own thought processes and the lives of others.'

e Writing as Thinking: Writing frequently to improve judgment and reveal errors in
thinking.”® The blog is used to "interrogate beliefs" and share "interesting tidbits" from
reading."?

e The Autodidact’s Curse: Maintaining awareness of the risk of reading extensively on a
subject without speaking to experts who "know what's going on"."” He values the process



of direct outreach to experts to ensure accuracy and capture "unwritten wisdom"."”

e Journaling Surprises: Documenting interactions where something was "surprising" to
prevent going on "autopilot" and to force the updating of mental models.'®

e Rationality Training: Participation and mentorship in programs like the Center for Applied
Rationality (CFAR), which focus on "conceptual rationality training" and internalizing
cognitive tools."

Semantic Rigor: The AGI Case Study

A prime example of this cognitive approach is the critique of the term "Artificial General
Intelligence” (AGI). Griffes argues that "AGI" is not well-specified enough to be useful, as Al is
already superhuman at some tasks (like calculators or LLMs in specific spaces) while remaining
far below humans in others (like intuitive reasoning or world modeling)."? He advocates for
acknowledging the "fuzzy" and "blurry" transition to Al outperforming humans, similar to how
the Industrial Revolution was a distributed and uneven process of machines taking over
mechanical tasks." This level of semantic precision—refusing to use buzzwords and instead
looking at the underlying "production functions" of intelligence—is a hallmark of his approach.?

Educational Background and Intellectual Diversity

The formal education of Milan Griffes is non-standard for a venture capitalist, which likely
contributes to his unique perspective. He holds a Bachelor's Degree in History and Music from
Michigan State University, with additional studies in Classics in Rome.' He later earned a Master
of Health Science (MHS) in Mental Health from the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public
Health.® This combination of humanities and rigorous public health training allows him to bridge
the gap between "what matters" (ethics and values) and "what works" (evidence and models).

The Strategic Advantage of a Humanities Background

While many venture capitalists come from engineering or finance backgrounds, a history and
music background provides specific advantages in the "Steering Capacity" framework:

e Historical Pattern Recognition: History provides a vast dataset of how societies change,
how institutions fail, and how "existential risks" have manifested in the past.” This is
essential for evaluating "lock-in" states or catastrophic risks.

e Synthesizing Complex Values: Music and the classics require a form of disciplined
creativity and the ability to synthesize disparate emotional and structural elements.

e Cross-Disciplinary Literacy: The ability to study "entry points" across different fields
(from public health to classics) allows for a more holistic view of "human flourishing."

The MHS in Mental Health further grounded this background in empirical research, providing
the technical skills necessary for the research roles at GiveWell and the strategic advising at
Lionheart.”



Actionable Lessons: How to Follow in These Footsteps

For an individual looking to emulate this career path, several concrete steps can be taken to
develop a similar skillset and cognitive framework.

Phase 1: Developing the "Analyst” Mindset (The GiveWell Phase)

Mastering the art of rigorous evaluation is the first step. This requires adopting the "GiveWell
vibe" of transparency and truth-seeking.

Practice Reasoning Transparency: When making any significant decision, write down the
logic. Identify the specific bottlenecks in the argument and the probability of each claim
being true. Use LaTeX to represent these models:

P(Success) = ﬁ P(Variable;)
i=1
Internalize Rationality Frameworks: Study the "Sequences" and the works of thinkers like
Eliezer Yudkowsky, Spencer Greenberg, and Julia Galef.?* These provide the "mental tools"
for identifying cognitive biases.
Volunteer or Work in Vetting: Seek roles where the primary task is to find errors in the
work of others. This builds the "janitorial" respect for truth and detail.’

Phase 2: Building Operational Resilience (The Sendwave Phase)

Transitioning from "desk research” to "real-world operations” is essential for grounding
theoretical models in reality.

Join a High-Growth Startup in a Risk/Operations Role: Look for positions that require
figuring things out as you go and taking ownership of outcomes.’

Develop Adversarial Thinking: Practice identifying how systems can be gamed or
broken. This is the core of risk management.

Note Surprises: Keep a journal of when your predictions are wrong. This forces your brain
to update its "world model" rather than dismissing the error."

Phase 3: Entrepreneurial and Strategic Synthesis (The Lionheart
Phase)

The final stage is identifying "neglected" areas where a unique skillset can provide the most
leverage.

Study "Ultra-Neglected" Causes: Apply the INT framework to your own career and
investments. Look for areas where others are afraid or unwilling to go."

Engage in Mentorship and Advisory Roles: Once you have operational experience, offer
it to others. This forces you to distill your lessons into actionable advice.®

Adopt a "Hits-Based" Learning Strategy: Focus on learning things that have "massive



upside,” even if they are difficult or have a high chance of not being immediately usefu
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Conclusion: The Integrated Professional

The success of Milan Griffes is not the result of a single "super-power" but of a deliberate
integration of disparate disciplines. By combining the precision of a research analyst, the
resilience of a risk manager, the vision of an entrepreneur, and the long-term perspective of a
venture capitalist, he has created a career that is both highly impactful and intellectually robust.
The lesson for the aspiring polymath is that the most effective way to "get smart" is to build a
"production function” for intelligence that includes rigorous vetting, operational exposure,
constant reading, and a commitment to steering the future of humanity toward flourishing.®
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