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1. Project abstract: 
 
Non-profit and public organizations increasingly rely on the services of community members to 
deliver and promote health goods, yet research on the motivation and performance of these 
agents is scarce. The key challenge for incentive design in this setting is that the task performed 
by community agents entails benefits for the society at large and perhaps standard financial 
incentives that work well for the distribution of commercial products might be ineffective or 
even harmful if they crowd out the agents’ intrinsic motivation for the task. 
 
This project performs a rigorous evaluation of different incentive schemes to motivate 
community-based agents engaged in the distribution of female condoms in Zambia. Female 
condoms present a valuable technology for the prevention of HIV/AIDS and other STIs and give 
women the ability to take protection into their own hands.  While female condom uptake has 
been high in some parts of Southern Africa, barriers to adoption similar to those accompanying 
many new technologies continue to hinder usage in many communities.  Society for Family 
Health in Lusaka, Zambia is relying on a novel distribution channel – hairdressers and barbers – 
to promote the female condom and to provide information to customers about its proper use and 
the dangers of unprotected sex.   
 
In collaboration with SFH, we have designed a randomized control trial to evaluate the effect of 
different incentive schemes on the selection of hairdressers and barbers that choose to join the 
program and on their performance as female condom promoters. Our experimental design 
assigns different salons to one of four different incentive schemes:(i) a baseline “volunteer” 
scheme, whereby agents are given the opportunity to buy condoms from SFH to sell to their 
customers but receive no reward for performance; (ii) “low powered financial”, whereby agents 
are offered a small monetary reward as a function of their sale performance; (iii) “high powered 
financial”, whereby agents are offered a large monetary reward as a function of their sale 
performance; and (iv) “status”, whereby agents are offered public recognition of their services as 
a function of their sale performance. 
 
Improved understanding of how different incentive schemes affect both selection and effort of 
community agents can facilitate the delivery of health products and other goods that entail 



positive externalities for the community. Any agency, public or private, concerned with the 
design of incentives for tasks with a pro-social component can benefit from the research findings 
by tailoring them to its specific context.   
 
In addition, briefly describe: 
 
1) How the project has advanced research promoting sustainable development in the developing 
world: 
 
Incentive design in settings where employee effort generates private benefits for the employer is 
well-researched in economics. In contrast, incentive design in settings where employees perform 
tasks that entail positive social externalities has received little empirical attention outside of the 
laboratory. Tasks with social externalities are widespread throughout the public sector, the non-
profit sector, and in certain domains of the private sector. Applying research conclusions from 
studies of private sector employees to understanding motivation in prosocial tasks can be 
misleading: the existence of the social externality affects the way incentive mechanisms operate. 
 
2) The project’s intellectual merit:  
 
The intellectual merit of the proposed research is delivered through both the theoretical interest 
of the research question and the methodology brought to bear on the empirical test. The research 
builds on existing work on incentive design in the private sector to examine employee motivation 
to perform pro-social tasks in public and non-profit sectors. Three aspects of incentive contracts 
in this context are investigated through the field experiment: 1) the selection effect of the 
incentives schemes on different types of agents, 2) the comparison of status and financial 
rewards, and 3) the effect of different types and levels of incentives on the performance of agents 
hired for pro-social tasks. The research offers a multi-dimensional empirical strategy, taking 
advantage of tools that are typically employed separately in empirical research. Data collection 
will combine a field experiment, a laboratory game, and survey data and outcome analysis will 
be conducted both across treatment groups and over time. 
 
3) How the project has contributed to solving a practical problem of sustainable development: 
 
In addition to the intellectual contributions from the study, the findings offer clear broader 
impacts. While the details of the experiment are necessarily tailored to the specific context under 
study, the findings have general applicability because both the type of employment relationship 
and the incentive contracts we analyze are common. Results on effective design of incentive 
schemes for agents engaged in prosocial tasks will provide guidance to a wide range of 
organizations, including NGOs, government agencies, and socially oriented private firms, all of 
which rely on community members whose primary income does not come from the 
organization’s assigned task. Improved understanding of how different incentive schemes affect 
both selection and effort of employees can facilitate more efficient and effective public sector 
interventions and subsequent outcomes.  
 



4) Any developing world component, including field work, engaging a co-investigator or 
practitioner from the developing world, the development of institutional links with an academic 
or practitioner/ applications/ problem-solving oriented institution in the developing world: 
 
Two forms of capacity building will be offered by the project.  First, research collaborators in 
Lusaka will gain exposure to rigorous evaluation techniques and will be involved in the design, 
data collection, analysis and synthesis of results.  In particular, Pamela Chama, a Zambian 
citizen, will be given a key role in the development of training materials for stylists in addition to 
her role as trainer.  In addition, the project will provide an opportunity for her to develop her 
academic expertise by offering supervision for preparation of a Masters thesis.  The project will 
provide her with an opportunity to develop her talents for communication and is intended to also 
serve as a stepping stone to pursuit of an advanced degree. Second, the 1000 hair stylists 
involved in the female condom promotion program will be given training on HIV/AIDS 
prevention, communications and entrepreneurial skills.  This initial training will be followed up 
through the course of the program with interactions with program monitors who will also be 
given training in how to reinforce the skills set of the hair stylists.  Thus, a central component of 
the project itself is capacity building.  The materials developed by the program will be used to 
scale up the training for stylists to the rest of Zambia, with an incentive scheme designed 
according to study findings.  The capacity building materials developed by this program will 
continue to train stylists and other micro-entrepreneurs after the program ends.  
 
5) The engagement of a student or research fellow in the project and whether the project has 
provided any opportunities for a thesis or masters student exercise: 
 
The project is being implemented in collaboration with Kelsey Jack, who is a Doctoral Fellow in 
Sustainability Science.  Professor Oriana Bandiera (Italian), a lecturer at London School of 
Economics, and Marie-Helene Cloutier, a PhD student in economics at the University of 
Montreal, are also collaborators on the project. 
 
6) Any funds leveraged as a result of this project:  
 
UNDP: $25,000 
WAPP: $50,000 
STICERD (LSE): $8,900 
3ie (under review) 
NSF (under review) 
 
7) Curriculum, reports, papers, publications, events or presentations building on this support 
(please list full citations here and attach copies or URL’s if possible): 
 
Presentations: Negotiations and Markets group at Harvard Business School, Institute for the 
Study of Labor at the University of Zurich 
 
8) Discussion of any significant deviations from the proposed work plan: 
 



The research currently focuses on the potential tradeoffs between financial incentives and 
crowding out of intrinsic motivation for hairdressers engaged in female condom promotion in 
Lusaka.  The private information and networks aspects of the research discussed in the original 
proposal are currently less central to the research design, though continue to be an important 
aspect in the choice of field agent.  The project has evolved in collaboration with the 
implementing organization and through a series of pilots that determined design choices. 
 


