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It is now generally accepted that development interventions can only be successful and sustainable if 
they are accepted by stakeholders and implemented in accordance with local institutions, culture and 
norms. “Tournament Approaches to Policy Reform—Making Development Assistance more Eff ective,” 
by Cliff ord Zinnes (Brookings Press, 2009), identifi es a new class of emerging development interven-
tion designs fi tting this mold. In these designs the intervention is approached as a “game” with players, 
predefi ned—and, therefore, prospective—rules and payoff s, strategies, and beliefs in which players must 
compete to achieve the best implementation. “Winning” is based on scores on preannounced purpose-
built indicators. Rewards are the sponsor’s aid. While players can be individual organizations (such as 
schools or even water com panies), they are typically jur is dictions (from countries down to villages) so the 
underlying class of incentive mechanism is called “prospective inter-jurisdictional competition” (PIJC). 

 Th is brief summarizes an evaluation of past PIJC applications running from reducing red tape, 
youth unemployment, and pollution through to increasing literacy, public services, and gov ern ance. It 
asks how successful and sus tain able they have been across a variety of situations and whether the ap-
proach mer its repli ca tion and scaling up, particularly for improving the eff ec tive ness of development 
assist ance.

Introduction
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Sponsors wish to pro vide development assistance to recipi ents in an envi ron ment in which they have 
lim ited local knowledge or operative con trol and in such a way that the sponsors’ object  ives are met. Th e 
sponsor must manage and empower its own staff  to identify an appro pri ate area for recip ient country 
improve ment and then deter mine the requisite intervention to address the problem. Th e path of aid 
delivery must pass through a long chain of actors, including own-staff , implementers, national and local 
offi  cials, and, ultimately, benefi ciaries on the ground. Oppor tunities for mis takes as well as misconduct 
are formidable. Finally, sponsors would like their funds to be applied in a cost-eff ec tive fashion. 

 Adding to the challenge, reform activities, capa city building, or other improve ments require that 
local stakeholders coordinate among themselves. Unfortunately, lack of trust and a “zero-sum” attitude 
make local groups reluc tant to work together—what economists call “coordination failure.” Likewise, 
how can a sponsor separate ser i ous from frivolous local requests for assistance—what economists call 
“adverse selection?” Alternatively, how can a poten tial aid recipient signal to a sponsor its readiness to 
engage in intensive eff orts to address the sponsor’s objectives? What credible commitment mechan ism 
can the recipients employ?

 PIJC addresses these concerns. It can avoid “adverse selection” through its emphasis on perfor-
mance-based participation. Th e lure of sponsor aid encourages interests within each benefi ci ary group to 
form a team—often including the private sector, civil society, and government—to work cooperatively 
to achieve the (much more valuable) inter vention’s objectives. Such designs can generate competition 
among teams, cau sing them to exert a higher level of eff ort than under a standard bilateral project agree-
ment. Likewise, sponsor funds are leveraged since a limited number of rewards stimulates a larger num-
ber of teams attempting reform.

So what would a generic, full-fl edged PIJC look like? Say the sponsor wants subnational gov ernments 
(SNGs) to imple ment a reform (for example, improving the budgeting process) in a target region. First, 
the sponsor must make the objective explicit to stakeholders (for instance, more effi  cient use of exist-
ing fi scal resources through better budget management and transparency) and iden tify with stake holder 
con sul ta tion a list of tasks, each of which either contributes to the objective (for example, conformity 
of SNG bud get to budget code or consolidation of extrabudgetary funds). Next the sponsor assigns a 
quantifi able, actionable indi ca tor and weigh t to each task (such as the percent of the budget standardized 
or off -budget fund ing reduced). Th e weights refl ect the task’s import ance to the sponsor’s objec tive and 
may be thought of as game points. Th en the sponsor con venes a conference with repre sen ta tives of all 
pro spective teams (SNGs) to explain the game. During the actual competition period, the SNGs would 
com pete to amass as many points as pos si ble. Th ey do this by allo ca ting their eff orts across a sub set of 

Challenges to Effective Development Assistance

The Prospective Inter-Jurisdictional Competition Approach
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Examples of  the Approach

tasks (from the afore men tioned list), sub ject to time, bud get, col lective action con straints, and com-
mun ity pre fer ences. During the competition the sponsor off ers basic technical assist ance, generally in 
the form of multiplayer workshops and not one-on-one site visits. Th is demand-dri ven approach is also 
allocatively effi  cient: only the com mun i ties can know their own cost func  tions and pre ferences and only 
the sponsor can know how it values the pro posed tasks. Like wise, with participation voluntary, reforms 
only occur with the population’s cooperation so PIJC has great legitimacy.

 PIJC is quite diff erent from the sort of inter-jur is dic tional com petition that occurs naturally as 
municipalities, states, and even coun tries use tax holidays, regulatory and immi gration exemptions, and 
publicly paid-for amenities and infrastructure to com pete to attract business investment and new citizens 
with high human or fi nan cial capi tal. Th ese “games” are invariably a “race to the bottom.” Rather, PIJC 
is like public sector procurement or a call for grant applications: competition between bidding teams 
stimulates cooperation within teams to improve performance, resulting in a “race to the top”. 

Additional examples of PIJC may be drawn from the case studies in Tournament Approaches to Policy 
Reform.

Local Government Reform Initiatives

In Russia, as part of a fi scal reform loan, the World Bank ran a tourn a ment in which eighty-nine re-
gions compete for budget sup port of $6–9 million apiece by implementing a range of reforms and ad-
ministrative improve ments on extending bud get cov er age, making local tax law more transparent and 
consistent with fed eral legislation, impro ving expenditure man age ment, strength  ening information and 
audit func tions, and impro ving debt management. Quan ti ta tive targets (indicators) were used to ensure 
trans parency and objec tivity. So far fi fteen regions have won, and the Russian government has been so 
impressed with the results that it has com mit ted its own budget funds through 2008 to run three more 
tourn aments.

 USAID funded the IRIS Center to design and run a quasi-tournament to encourage further 
deregulation of administrative barriers degrading the bus i ness environment in Romania. Simple indica-
tors were used to focus local eff orts to address fi ve spe cifi c impediments. Most eff orts required eff ective 
private-public partnerships for success. Out of the eighty municipalities in the country, twenty-nine ac-
tively took part and four cities “won.” Here, rather than pecuniary rewards or extra technical assistance, 
winners received unpre ce den ted pub li city and acknowledgement, which they viewed as a valuable signal 
to outside investors of their bus iness friendliness (and mayors appreciated as political capital). 

Dissemination and Signaling

Th e Indonesian environmental authorities developed a simple yet eff ective dis clo sure program called 
“PROPER” concerning large enterprise environmental performance based on a signaling model. Firms 
were color coded to refl ect the degree to which they were meeting national standards, world standards, 
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and state-of-the-art performance. Th e simple color codes, which were adver tised and which the fi rms dis-
played, were easy for the average person to understand, unlike more precise sta tistics, and social pressures 
among elites led owners and managers to improve their envi ron mental performance to avoid negative 
peer and social stigmas.

Donor Country Allocations

Th e Millennium Challenge Corporation con ducts a tournament by only off er ing to work with countries 
that score above the median for their income group on sixteen gov ern ance-rela ted indi ca tors. Th e hope 
is that the lure of sub stan tial funds—for example, $300 mil lion in the case of Mon golia’s proposed com-
pact—will cre ate a consensus of special inter ests within a coun try to focus on good governance.

Grant Programs

Many donors run grant pro grams aimed at every devel opment sec tor imaginable. Th ese are struc tured as 
tourn a ments and often encourage experimentation. Probably the largest is the World Bank’s keca ma tan
(district with many villages) development pro gram in Indo ne sia called KDP that seeks to address the in-
eff ectiveness of top-down aid programs in reducing local-level pov erty. Participating keca  ma tans receive 
a block grant budget of $50,000–150,000. An inter-village meet ing is then held to decide which of the 
projects pro posed by its vil lages should be fun ded. Vil lages can develop reputations for good project out-
comes during the fi ve com pe ti tive replen ish ment rounds of the overall project, which has disbursed over 
$1 billion to the poor est 34,233 villages in the country. Th e overall project appears suc cessful since the 
gov ern ment took over funding it once the World Bank’s fi nancing was exhaus ted.

Public Service Provision

Inadequate public services are a way of life in most devel  oping countries, though these services are an 
important input to poverty alleviation. In Jharkhand, India, the Citizen Report Card (CRC) initia-
tive “is a simple but powerful tool to provide public agencies with sys tem atic feedback from users of 
public services…[by eliciting] feedback through sample surveys on aspects of service quality that users 
know best, and enabl[ing] public agencies to identify strengths and weakness in their work” (Public 
Aff airs Foundation 2004). Th e CRC provides a benchmark on the initial quality of public ser vices (in 
rural credit, forestry, health, education, and drinking water), as perceived by the inten ded benefi ciaries, 
through “a comparison with other services, so that a strategic set of actions can be initiated.”

 To reduce illit er acy, espe  cially among females in order to ensure an imme diate social and eco-
nomic impact on the country, the Senegalese government launched an education program using public-
private partnerships to exploit the pri vate sector competencies. Literacy course development and instruc-
tion were out sourced to private entities by utilizing competitive bid ding based on quality, not price, 
which was fi xed per enrolled benefi ciary. Funding proposals were developed between groups of villages 
and a community-based organization, and then scored by a special government selection committee. 
Over fi ve years, the program trained 200,000 women.
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Emerging from several continents and with diverse sponsors, it would seem that PIJCs would use unique 
mechan isms to moti vate eff ort. Yet just three aspects characterize their diff erences.

 First, all mechan isms used by PIJCs can be classifi ed into just four types. In simple cer ti fi cation 
the sponsor “grades” play ers against a pre-established performance bench mark. Th e results of the certi-
fi cation process may, therefore, (1) impact player reputation—e.g., being a good place to do business, 
which might attract inves t ors or (2) lead the player’s con sti tuency to demand changes or strengthen their 
sup port of the player. Pecuniary certifi cation is the same as simple certifi cation but, once certifi ed, then in 
addition to (1) and (2) the player is gua ran teed a tangible reward, such as access to fi nancing or technical 
assistance. In pure tourn a ments, while all eligible players may com  pete, only those with the N-best per-
form ances (where N is announced in advance) win the rewards—the winning score is thus not known 
at the start. In a mixed tournament, a tournament is used to allocate rewards (e.g., invest ment fi nan cing) 
and pecuniary certifi cation is used to encour age weaker or less con fi dent play ers to participate in the 
tournament. It does this by off er ing “consolation prizes” to those whose per form ance was inadequate 
to win but exceeded some pre-set thres hold. Win ning a tourn  a ment depends on a player’s performance 
relative to others while in certifi cation the bar is absolute and the actions of others are irrel evant.

 Second, many desirable features are available to PIJC designers such as leveraging technical assis-
tance, peer rather than sponsor monitoring, actionable benchmarking indicators, demand-driven target-
ing of assistance, harnessing of social capital, and stimulating local off ers of know-how.

 Th ird, a project’s incentives may stimulate pro duc tion of either inputs (e.g., investment pro-
posals) to a process necessary to achieve their objectives or outputs of the pro cess achieving the objectives 
themselves (e.g., the satisfactory functioning of the investment or mee ting of the reform target). Th e 
inputs and out puts could be “produced” prior to or after the project’s incen tives are in place. Th e incen-
tives may target a participant’s level of perform ance or the change of level. Beyond the inher ent ben e fi ts 
of achieving the specifi c project goals, win ning can confer to the suc cess ful par ti ci pant ben efi ts either 
directly by the pro ject—e.g., a reward such as a grant—or indi rectly as a result of recipi ent performance 
on the pro  ject—e.g., an award from the project sig nals to inves tors to do bus i ness (or not!) in the juris-
dic tion.

Th e case studies provides tentative lessons on the pros and cons of each type of PIJC and, therefore, on 
their implementation opportunities. 

 Usage rules of thumb. Th e conventional approach (standard bilateral contract) may be best where 
there are one or few recipients, where recipients require sub stan tial technical or fi nan cial help, where 
objectives require limited idiosyn cra tic local information, and where rigor ous eval u a tion is not desired. 

Understanding How PIJCs Work

Implementation Opportunities
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University-based Programs

A certifi ca tion approach may be best where ade quate per form ance is more impor tant than achie ving 
high est feasible performance, the sponsors have a clear idea of what feas i ble performance lev els are, there 
are potentially many recipient-players, and, in the case of pecuniary rewards, where the sponsors have a 
fl exible bud get or clear idea of the num ber of likely cer ti fi ca tions. Finally, tournament approaches come 
into their own when a scarce resource needs to be allo ca ted to the best per  form ers, systemic exo gen ous 
shocks are a con cern, there are potentially many recip i ent-players, and the donor has a poor idea of what 
level of performance is achievable.

 Which mechanism is more eff ective? No single mechan ism type appears to dominate the oth-
ers. Rather, the choice depends on the initial conditions, number of recipients, and spon sor objectives. 
Among certifi cation approaches, projects that were able to build on strong social or cultural norms 
within the tar get region and that were suc cess ful in communicating the meaning of the certifi cation were 
more successful than those that weren’t successfully communicating, even if the pro ject itself off ered no 
specifi c pecu  ni ary rewards. Alternatively, projects that were not able to enforce strict quality control on 
their cer ti fi ca tion were less successful than those that were. Likewise, poor dissemination of the cer ti fi -
ca  tion scores weakened their incen tive eff ects, contributing further to lost project impacts. Insti tu ting 
multi-level certifi cations was seen to be more eco nom ically effi   cient, where feasible, than having a single 
cer tifi cation level since it increased participation. 

 Among tourn a ment approaches, projects that off ered salient rewards and ade quate tech nical assist-
ance during the competi tion did better than those that didn’t. PIJC pro jects whose pro grams maintained 
the quality of their repu ta tion, which win ning con ferred, were able to have both a demonstration eff ect 
as well as a par ti ci pation eff ect. Moreover, performance-based incentives as a class required less sponsor 
monitoring than con ven tional pro jects. However, a tourn a ment in which competition was based on 
indicators of past per form ance had a much weaker incen tive eff ect than those based on per formance dur-
ing the com pe tition. Likewise, where rewards were insuffi  ciently specifi c, their incentive impact was not 
com  men sur ate with their implementation costs. Finally, PIJCs do not always take more time to design 
and to implement since con ven tional, bilateral, donor negotiation is also time-consuming and typically 
serves just one site while PIJCs serve many and typically place a credible deadline for project results.

 Th e eff ect of initial conditions. Since PIJC appli ca tions often encourage de facto local-level imple-
men tation of de jure laws, a prerequisite for such applications is that an ade quate legis lative and regulatory 
framework already be in place to be exercised. Likewise, local public fi nance laws need to be suffi    ciently 
decentralized to accept the pecuniary dis tri bu tions proposed by these mechan isms. Sur pri singly, a lower 
level of development was not an obstacle per se to tourn a ment-based incen tives. Rather, tournament  
complexity lies in crafting and calibrating the incen tive struc ture to fi t local cultural and business norms. 
Due diligence, focus groups, and pre-testing are essen tial. While it is simpler to imple ment a PIJC on 
homogeneous players, with competition based on levels of performance, PIJCs with heterogeneous play-
ers are still feasible if competition is based on changes in per form ance (incremental im prove ments). Of 
course, the ambitiousness of PIJC tasks must be com  men  sur ate with the insti tu tional capabilities of 
those organizations whose col laboration is required. Regardless, there is no evi dence in the case studies of 
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collu sion, even in smaller tournaments. Finally, the initial con ditions within the gov  ernment or sponsor 
should be suitable for PIJC suc cess, such as willingness to accept decen tral ized solutions, to com mit for 
an extended period, and to subject interventions to quantitative mea surement.

Implications for sustainability. One should dis tinguish between the sustainability of the PIJC’s 
insti tu tional process distributing assistance and the sustainability of the projects thereby imple mented. 
Mechanism sus tain ability depends on the organ izer’s abil ity and com mit ment to the con tin ued quality 
of its reputation and this requires the long-term cred ibility of the referee. Th is is easier if a foreign spon-
sor stays engaged. With only a local referee, care must be taken to avoid loss of mechan ism reputation 
from creep ing cor rup tion, especially if there is a pecu ni ary prize at stake. Second, mechanism sustaina bil-
ity was more likely where the structure of rewards, whether directly off ered or indirectly gen er ated, led 
to both private and public capture of benefi ts and where the mechanism had strong ties to a gov ern ment 
agency. Th ird, there is no evidence for “loser regret” in PIJCs or cases where player “boredom” set in jeo-
par dizing PIJC sustainability. 

 What about the sustainability of the projects themselves awar ded through PIJCs? Moti va tions 
(aside from corruption) for sole sourcing have often been speed and cheapness of con tract ing. More 
importantly, how ever, is the local legitimacy of the initiative and, in particular, whether there has been 
local ownership in pro ject design and whether there are long-term gains that can be cap tured locally. 
Th e sustainability of projects funded through a tourn  ament tend to be higher since often par ti ci pa tion is 
voluntary and initial project goals are aligned to existing pre fer ences in the target pop u la tion. Moreover, 
sustainability was more likely in projects resulting from tourn aments using output-based rather than 
input-based perform ance rewards and less likely in tourn aments based on pre-tournament (yes, many 
donors do this!) rather than post-tourn a ment per formance to select winners. Finally, project sustain-
ability was helped by using inter mediate rewards for achieving con crete pro ject milestones since this 
encour aged greater par ti cipation in weaker players.

 Implications for scalability and cost. By examining the fi xed and variable costs of the steps as-
sociated with each type of PIJC mechanism, the scalability and replicability can be determined. As with 
sus tain ability, a dis tinc tion should be made between process and product scalability. An example of prod-
uct scalability is increasing the number of objectives in which the players compete. Th e more objectives 
included in an application, the more complex and time-consuming and the more sophisticated must be 
the players.

 PIJCs are intrin sic ally amenable to both vertical and horizontal process scalability. Horizontally 
scalable opportunities exist by increa sing the num ber of jurisdictions that are permitted to participate. 
Vertical scalability is pos sible in two ways. First, one can simply carry out a successful PIJC at a higher 
level of jurisdiction. Th e Jharkhand report card could have been run at the level of each Indian state, 
rather than within just one. Second, one can embed a PIJC at one juris dic tional level into another at the 
next jur is dictional level (or the reverse). For example, one could allo ca te future rounds of KDP funding 
to those kecamatans with the best average results at the level of their villages. Th is would have the added 
virtue of stim ulating the kecamatan governments to pursue kecamatan-level reforms that would help 
boost the scores of all their villages.
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Th e rich set of PIJC design options off er sponsors great fl exibility—and a natural path to scalability—for 
increasing the eff ect ive ness of their initiatives over conventional bilateral approaches. Th ey do this inter 
alia by multiplying the outcomes from available funds, encouraging “teamwork” to strive toward mea-
surable outcomes, stimulating participants to apply their own pri  vate information in the interest of the 
inter ven tion, and redu cing the need for spon sor monitoring. Tournament-based PIJCs off er the sponsor 
the added benefi t of not needing to know in advance the degree of improvement a population is capable 
of. Donors should consider this class of delivery vehicle and investigate its suitability with pilot applica-
tions.

Improving Aid Effectiveness through Tournament Approaches
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