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GBP 239,230

Co-funding

GBP 47,944.61 (Nesta)

Investment Date

15 November 2016

Expected PYI at year 10 (ex-ante)
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GIF provided Nesta, the UK’s independent social innovation agency, with a GBP 239,230 grant to design
a Challenge Prize in Aquaculture for Global Development. The prize design resulted in a proposed Integrated
Services Prize aimed at improving the productivity of small farms with the goal of benefiting fish farmers,
through improved output and profitability, as well as consumers, through an increased supply of fish at
lower cost. At the time of this investment assessment, neither GIF nor other funders have dedicated
resources for the prize’s implementation and thus the original vision of success was not achieved. However
the Integrated Services Prize may be considered for funding in the future and the design process produced
valuable learnings on the challenges and potential trade-offs between “prizability”and developmental
impact. These learnings include the centrality of using a theory-of-change approach in the design and
evaluation or prizes as well as with other funding instruments.
Innovation
GIF funded Nesta, in collaboration with University of Stirling and Forum for the Future, to design a launchready Challenge Prize in Aquaculture for Global Development. The challenge prize was envisaged to address market
failures in aquaculture and spur innovations to improve nutrition of, and economic benefits to, GIF’s Target
Beneficiaries in India and Bangladesh. The innovation funded by GIF was Nesta’s bespoke approach to
prize design, following a comprehensive process for making strategic choices on the core design elements,
based on criteria on prizability and potential impact.
Goal of investment
The grant’s main objective was to design a launch-ready Challenge Prize in Aquaculture for Global
Development, which would address aquaculture’s market failures in India and Bangladesh. Although the
grant agreement did not define specific objectives, the milestones for disbursement included the
requirement for a final report to include:
•
•
•
•

analysis of current market failures in this field;
analysis of socio-economic benefits that a Prize could bring to those living on less than $5 per day
and any social outcome data gathered;
Prize Rules and Conditions, including governance and assessment arrangements
Prize budget

•

Launch-ready prize delivery plan, including a communication plan.
Type of investment

GIF provided Nesta a GBP 239,230 grant.
Implementation
The design phase of the Challenge Prize in Aquaculture for Global Development was implemented between
November 2016 and September 2017.
The process included 2 phases:
•
•

Phase 1: Scoping and identifying multiple prize-amenable problems;
Phase 2: Prototyping, design, and testing.

It was overseen by a nine-person Steering Committee consisting of external experts in addition to
representatives of Nesta and GIF.
Phase 1 included a literature review on “Evaluating opportunities for innovation across aquaculture product
value chains for poverty reduction in Bangladesh and India,” conducted by the University of Stirling. Nesta
also undertook interviews with aquaculture experts and site visits to fish farms, markets, and other
stakeholders in Bangladesh and India.
Based on this, the team identified a long list of 15 prize concepts. Prioritization against prizability and
impact criteria resulted in a short list of four concepts. (See Box 1.)
Box 1 Short-listed prize concepts

•

•

•

•

Diagnostics: Develop an accurate, easy to use, instant testing service for the 5 most economically important
finfish pathogens, that provides accurate data on the prevalence of these pathogens, that costs less than
$2 per test and results in actionable recommendations for effective treatment within 24 hours, and carry
out 1 million tests. The test must aggregate data on these pathogens, provide epidemiological data, and
provide a low cost or free service to farmers in a region where tests have been carried out giving access
to information on pathogens and outbreaks that are prevalent in the area. The test must work for
common finish and may additionally work on crustaceans. It must report pathogen levels, not just
presence.
Integrated Services: Create a service, and acquire 20,000 users over five years, that supports sustainable fish
farming, that supports positive income and livelihood impacts living on less than 5USD per day. It must
give smart, context-specific, actionable insights across a range of topics (including use of feed, use of seed,
choice of fish variety) to farmers that help them raise their production. It must give access to extension
services and be tied to a network of agents on the ground who can offer in-person support. It may include
access to other relevant services. It should achieve at least 80% NPS (positive referral score from users)
and deliver increases in productivity or incomes from farmers using it.
Nutrition: Create a low-cost fish-based food product targeting improved nutrition in the first 1000 days
that focuses on using local, culturally acceptable ingredients. Successfully test, refine, and market this
food, and generate sales of $100,000.
Sludge: develop a low-cost sludge removal device and service that can extract the sludge from intensive
freshwater finfish farms. It should be used by 1000 farms, twice, valorise the waste in a form safe and
useful for agriculture and employ poor people in value chains. The cost of the service to farmers should
be less than draining ponds and using labourers to dig them out; the proceeds from the sale of the sludge
will also be taken into account.

Source: Aquaculture Prize Design Final Report.

In Phase 2, prize prototypes were developed for the four short-listed concepts. After reviewing these, the
Integrated Service and Nutrition concepts were selected for further development in large part because the
link with well-being of poor people was clearer and more direct. Detailed designs were created for both of
these concepts. Ultimately the Integrated Service concept was chosen as the priority prize for potential
follow-up.
One of the challenges faced by the project team was lack of experience in economic impact analysis. This
necessitated GIF consultation and support to ensure prize design alignment with GIF’s criterion of impact
on beneficiaries.
Results
Nesta and its partners produced a relatively detailed plan for the Integrated Services Prize, including prize
rules and governance, eligibility and judgement criteria, an indicative budget, proposed implementation
approach and key activities, and a communication strategy. The criteria for awarding the final prize included
the degree to which the service improved household income from fish, to be assessed via a quasiexperimental evaluation. The monitoring and evaluation plan also envisioned a quasi-experimental or
experimental measurement of income or productivity gains (possibly incorporating the one used for prize
judgment).
Following the design phase, GIF continued partial engagement and supported Nesta to fundraise for the
prize and prize implementation. At the same time, GIF was able to keep open its options to fund the
evaluation of impacts on household income, or to fund selected innovators, as well as participate in the
prize judgment panel and provide advice on evidence. GIF had conversations with potential funders in
mid-2018, but gradually other activities took precedence. Nesta last submitted a formal funding proposal
in July 2019, and last included it in a list of proposed prizes to a potential funder in November 2021.
The Integrated Services Prize sought to improve the productivity of small farms and benefit individual fish
farmers through improved output and profitability as well as consumers through increased supply of fish
at lower cost. The prize’s challenge statement is as follows:
•

•

•

•

The integrated services prize will reward a competitor that can create a service that helps
smallholder fish farmers in India or Bangladesh substantially increase their production
and profit.
The prize will be awarded to the best service that increases household incomes by
improving practices in fish farming. This will be achieved through offering smart,
context-specific, actionable insights across a range of topics (including - but not limited
to - use of inputs, choice of fish variety, management of fish health). The service may
also include access to other relevant services such as access to finance, sale of inputs or
market information.
After five years, competitors should have acquired 50,000 regular or repeat users in India
and/or Bangladesh, and demonstrate positive income and livelihood impacts for people
living on less than 5 USD (PPP) per day.
The service must be linked to agents or representatives on the ground who can provide
in-person support.

The total prize pot was envisaged at $2.25 million and included financial awards and capacity development
support, with the winner’s grand prize set at $500,000 and a tiered structure of interim prizes was envisaged
to support teams along the scaling path. This complex tiered prize plan, however, was viewed as not easily
compatible with GIF’s criteria for Test & Transition or Scale investment phases, and the lack of clarity may
have negatively affected Nesta’s prize design choices.
The total duration of the prize was estimated to be 52-60 months, including two 2-month judging periods.
The prize structure, timeline and prize fund are presented in Figure 2 below:

Figure 2. Prize structure, timeline and prize fund

*100k and $250k awards are a combination of cash and in-kind support

•
•
•

•

•

Launch: The prize is formally launched; promotion begins.
Ideation phase: Open application window: six months in which the prize is heavily promoted
and innovators develop their ideas.
Proof of concept and pilot phase: Up to 10 teams selected for this phase from those who
entered the first stage assessment. In this 18 month phase, teams awarded $100,000 each (a
combination of cash and in-kind support paid in tranches subject to adequate monitoring) to
support the testing, developing and piloting of their product.
Scaling phase: Up to three teams selected for this phase from those participating in the Proof of
concept and pilot phase. In this 24-36 month scaling stage, teams are awarded $250,000 each to
support the development of their business plan and acquisition of new customers.
Winner: One winner chosen from the teams participating in the Scaling stage for $500,000 grand
prize.

The judging criteria for selecting shortlisted teams and the grand winner at each stage of the process would
be focused around: innovation; user insight; range of services; quality of services; impact; data; market
sustainability; and ecological sustainability. Although most of the indicators are qualitative, the winner
would have to demonstrate reaching at least 50,000 beneficiaries and increasing incomes for people living
under $5 a day. As noted, the team proposed to carry out a quasi-experimental evaluationof the impact on
farmers’ incomes, to be designed by an assessment partner.
An important result of the investment is that working with GIF contributed to the evolution of Nesta’s
approaches on scale, as detailed further under learnings.
Learnings at the level of the innovation
•

The process of designing prizes presents challenges and potential trade-offs between
prizability and development impact. Of the four short-listed concepts, the more technical

•

•

•

innovations (disease detection and sludge removal) were more prizable – it was easier to specify
what ‘success’ looks like – but the connections to improving the livelihoods of poor people were
less well defined. On the other hand, Integrated Services innovation would help poor people, by
definition (impact on GIF’s target beneficiaries was formulated as a criterion in itself), but the
expected activities and outputs were less clear (for example, choosing an app-based model or
extension services). This made it more difficult to evaluate and determine the basis for awarding
the prize. This challenge is consistent with the conclusion of a recent review of 13 prizes awarded
under the DFID-funded Ideas to Impact (I2I) programme
Prize designs aimed at improving social outcomes should include a detailed theory of
change and appropriate evaluation approaches. Throughout the aquaculture prize design
process, a significant challenge was determining how outcomes and impact would be achieved and
effectively demonstrated.
The prize modality fosters additional scrutiny of assumptions on pace of implementation
and number of people reached. The target of reaching 50,000 people (with the Integrated
Services prize) was viewed as an ambitious target by aquaculture and South Asia experts, but as a
low target for a GIF test and transition investment.
Prizes can have similar challenges to social impact bonds. Both prizes and social impact
bonds condition payments on achieving targets against specified indicators. It can be challenging
to design (and agree on) indicators that can be readily measured, that capture the goal of the prize
or bond, and that don’t introduce perverse incentives. For the Integrated Services prize, it remains
an open question whether the impact on fish farming-income (a prize criterion) can be costeffectively measured via experimental or quasi-experimental means.

Learnings for key stakeholders, funders, replicators, scalers-up
•

•

•

More research is required to understand what prize structures work for particular
challenges or objectives. The work on the aquaculture prize design raised important questions
on what type of prizes structures work in particular contexts. For example, for reaching certain
development outcomes, would it work better to have many winners with little support, or one
winner with a big pay-out? What type of prize structures would accelerate models, and what
would generate more diverse innovations? Nesta is now starting to probe more on impact and
develop approaches on experimental design to prize structures to address some of these
questions.
Prize designs are more likely to be funded and implemented if they are supported by
specialised funders. Specifically, supporters who own the specific problem and see the
potential of the prize as a solution to that problem. For example, the Nesta’s most recent
successful examples of prize design (one addressing dementia and another on arthritis and pain)
were supported by organisations working on these specific issues, who then took the lead on
fundraising. The credibility of the funders in the sector and their seed funding helps crowd in
other funding for the prize.
Prizes can be used to incentivise scale. Historically, Nesta’s work has been focused on
innovation and prototype. Working with GIF provided some space for the Challenge Prize
Centre to think about scale and what growth targets would look like. This proved useful in
crafting a prize on scaling solar-reflective cool roofs to relieve heat stress in developing countries.
The target is to deploy a million square meters of cool roofs.

Learnings for GIF
•

Learning objectives should be formulated more explicitly during the contracting phase.
Although the deal team explicitly indicated in its due diligence that one of the reasons for funding
the prize design was to learn about prizes as outcome-based payment instruments, it was not

•

intentional in how these learnings will be produced. Consequently, the prize design resulted in
some important lessons, but they were not thoroughly systematised or publicised.
It is important to consider a deal’s scaling strategy early on and be engaged consistently
in portfolio management to facilitate scale. GIF was unwilling to commit in advance to
funding implementation of a yet-to-be-designed prize. It could have been useful to include some
potential funders in the Steering Committee early on.

