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Why Prize Competitions?
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Use of Prizes is Evolving

Software 
Development

Scientific / Technology 
Advancement

Data Science / 
Analytics

Ideation

Business Plan / 
Startup Creation

Pilot / Adoption



Some Recent Examples
Product Development Advance the State of Art



Prizes used Across HHS



Quick History of Prize Management at HHS

Jan 2011 -
COMPETES prize 
authority signed 

into law 

2011 – Asst. Sec. 
for Administration 

and CTO leads 
implementation

2011 - Delegation 
of Authority issued

2011- HHS 
Competition 
Award Policy 

created

Sept 2013 - Open 
Innovation 

Manager hired

Resources Built:
• HHS-specific playbook for prizes - hhs.gov/cto/initiatives/open-innovation/resources-and-tools/index.html
• Challenge community of practice

• Bimonthly meeting/networking opportunities
• Biweekly newsletter – no longer in use
• Federal challenge listserv and challenge.gov communities of practice

• Challenge contractor blanket purchase agreements
• Challenge bootcamps (run in 2015 and 2016)

https://www.hhs.gov/cto/initiatives/open-innovation/resources-and-tools/index.html


General Approach to Prize Development

Office of 
Secretary

Sets HHS policy on 
rules/processes

Connects 
communities

Responds to 
community-wide 

needs

Provides 
consulting and 

advice as needed

Operating/Staff 
Divisions (e.g. 
CMS or NIH)

Designs/operates 
prizes

Provides funding 

Manages entire 
approval process 
(except for prizes 

>$1M)



Participant Eligibility.  Only US entities (residents and businesses registered in US) can be 
awarded money from a COMPETES-based competition.  Team members may consist of 
eligible and non-eligible entities.

Judging. Official ‘judges’ may consist of one or more persons, and must either be Federal 
Employees or act as “Special Government Employees.” Reviewers may be utilized to 
provide input to official judges on the submissions.
Funding. Prizes are NOT grants or contracts. Funding may consist of any appropriated funds, 
consistent with its use and winners can be paid until funds expire (typically 5 years). Private 
funding may be used.  Funds are obligated when announcement is published.

Approval. StaffDiv heads; OpDiv heads or direct reports must approve COMPETES prize 
competitions with monetary award $1m or less.  For higher award amounts, Secretarial 
approval is required.  

Reporting. A post-competition report to the HHS Competes team is required; reports 
collected and set to White House in preparation for reporting requirements.
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Highlights from 2011 HHS Award Policy



Prize Management Roles at HHS

Challenge Manager.  Responsible for the execution of a prize/challenge.  Typically a 
member of the sponsoring program office. 

Award Approving Official. StaffDiv Head, OpDiv Head or Direct Report.  Responsible for 
approving the launch and award of challenges.

Budget Analyst. Responsible for recording the obligation (once announced) and processing 
payments upon award.

Office of the General Counsel. Provides legal advice, if requested.  Note OGC approval is 
not required, but may be useful depending on the situation.

HHS Open Innovation Manager. Provides guidance and support to Challenge Manager as 
needed.  Also collects reports (as required by COMPETES Act) upon completion. 
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Typical Scenarios for Prize Development
Scenario #1 (Stumbling in the Dark):

• Program tasked with a mission goal 
looks for new ways to meet them

• Stumbles across prize authority and 
recognizes one of its unique strengths 
(partnerships/award outside usual 
suspects)

Scenario #2 (Directed Design):
• Program lead already familiar with 

prizes builds a prize competition or 
initiative designed around the authority

Scenario #3 (Mandate):
• Program is required to use a prize 

competition as part of its design

Scenario #4 (Experiment):
• Program looks to expand its impact and 

experiment using a new approach to 
supplement its core work 



Thanks!

Sandeep Patel, PhD

Sandeep.patel@hhs.gov
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