
Technology Prize Competitions

Research and Development Office
Science and Technology Program

New mechanism for federal agencies to harness the creative 
capacity of the American public and private sectors to solve 
problems and spur innovation.



Authority:

Section 24 - Prize Competitions
America COMPETES Reauthorization Act of 2010 
(15 USC 3719)
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How Challenges work
• Issue a national challenge to solve a specific, 

typically difficult problem.

• Establish monetary and/or non-monetary incentive 
prizes. 

• Winners must achieve predetermined performance 
metrics established by sponsoring agency. 

• Anybody can compete at their own risk (limitations 
on federal employees)

3



When to Use Challenges
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Problems that are typically better suited for solving through prize 
competitions:

• An adequate or strong solution has been evasive or expensive.

• You find yourself saying that somebody, somewhere probably knows 
a better way of doing this.

• Market forces may not provide appropriate incentives to solve…or 
solve well.

• You would like to reach beyond the usual sources of potential solvers 
and experts that commonly work in your domain. 

.



1919 Orteig Prize 
Charles Lindbergh: Non-Stop Flight NY-Paris
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Aggregate Prize Purses over $100k

“Total funds from large prizes 
have more than tripled over the 

last decade to surpass $375 
million.”

- “And the winner is…”
McKinsey, 2009

Technology Prize Challenges



Water Prize Competition Center

Three Theme Areas:
• Water Availability
• Aquatic Ecosystem Restoration
• Infrastructure Sustainability

• Two-year pilot to build core 
competencies and understand best uses

• Initial Competitions scheduled for 
Spring/Summer 2015 in Ecosystem 
Restoration.

www.usbr.gov/research/challenges
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Collaborating Federal Partners:

Federal collaboration enables agencies to leverage Federal 
capabilities, catalyze interagency working relationships, better 
define and solve common problems, and avoid duplication.  

Additionally, solutions that we find will have a broader impact 
across the missions of multiple Federal agencies, for the 
stakeholders we collectively serve, and for the overall public good



Watch for us on Challenge.gov

338 Challenges Posted as of July 1, 2014 
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Watch for us on the Innocentive.com Challenge Center
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Watch for us on the Nature.com and the Scientific 
American Open Innovation Pavilions
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Learn more at:

www.usbr.gov/research/challenges


