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Employing Community Health Workers May Help Governments Address The Shortage 
Of Healthcare Providers In Sub-Saharan Africa. However, It Is Unclear How Offering 
Incentives Such As Career Advancement Opportunities Might Affect Who Self-Selects 
Into Community Health Worker Jobs. Researchers Partnered With The Government Of 
Zambia To Test The Effect Of Two Incentive Strategies On Applicants’ Characteristics 
And Job Performance. They Found That Making Career Incentives Rather Than Social 
Incentives Salient Attracted Workers Who Were More Qualified And Performed Better 
On The Job And Had Similar Levels Of Pro-Social Preferences.
 
Policy Issue:
The Provision Of Public Services—Governance, Health Care, Education—Depends 
Critically On The Effort Of The Workers Tasked With Providing Them. Effort Can Be 
Increased In Two Ways: Through Incentives That Directly Reward It And Through The 
Selection Of Workers Who Are Predisposed Towards Exerting It—That Is, Who Have 
High Intrinsic Motivation. These Two Mechanisms Are Linked Because Incentives May 
Affect Not Only Effort On The Job, But Also Who Self-Selects Into A Job. The Effect Of 
Incentives On Self-Selection Into Public Service Jobs Remains Largely Unexamined.
 
Context Of The Evaluation:
In 2010, The Government Of Zambia Launched A National Effort To Create A New 
Civil Service Position: The Community Health Assistant (Cha). The Government Aims 
To Train 5,000 New Chas By 2017—A Massive Investment In A Country With Only 



6,000 Nurses. Chas Undergo A Year Of Formal Training, And Then Return To Their 
Rural Home Communities To Work. The Majority Of Their Work Consists Of Household 
Visits, But They Also Spend One Day A Week In The Community Health Post And 
Organize Community Health-Education Meetings. They Are The First Line Of 
Healthcare For Zambians Living In The Most Remote Regions Of The Country.
 
Description Of Intervention:
Researchers Tested How Private Incentives, In The Form Of Opportunities For Career 
Advancement, Affect The Skills And Motivation Of Applicants For A New Health 
Worker Position And How, In Turn, This Self-Selection Affects Job Performance.in The 
First Year Of The Program, The Ministry Of Health Aimed To Recruit 330 Chas, Two 
From Each Of 165 Rural Health Posts In 48 Districts Of Zambia. In A Randomly 
Selected Half Of The Districts, Recruitment Posters Emphasized The “Social” Benefits 
Of Becoming A Cha, Such As Serving And Being A Leader In One’S Community. In 
The Other Half, Recruitment Materials Emphasized The “Career” Benefits Of Becoming 
A Cha, Such As Opportunities For Promotion And Further Professional Development.
 
Other Than The Differing Emphasis On Social Or Career Benefits, The Recruitment 
Materials And Selection Processes Were Identical. They Specified That Applicants 
Needed To Be Zambian Nationals, Ages 18-45, With A High School Diploma And 
Passing Grades For At Least Two Subjects On Their Secondary School Graduation 
Exams. The Government Received Over 2,400 Applications And Interviewed 1,585 
Eligible Candidates. Three Hundred And Fourteen Attended A Year-Long Training, And 
307 Graduated And Began Work As Chas. Once Deployed, Actual Benefits Were 
Identical Between The Two Treatment Groups—That Is, All Chas Had The Same Job 
Description (And Thus The Same Social Benefits) And The Same Private Incentives, 
Including The Possibility Of Promotion After Two Years Of Service. As A Result, Any 
Difference In Performance Was Due To The Selection Effect Of The Incentives.
 
Results And Policy Lessons:
Career Incentives Attracted Chas That Were More Qualified And Had The Same Level 
Of Pro-Social Preferences As Chas Recruited By Making Social Incentives Salient. 
These Chas Consequently Performed Better On The Job. By Highlighting 
Opportunities For Career Advancement, Governments May Be Able To Recruit Better 
Skilled And Better Motivated Applicants To Work In Public Service.
 
Pro-Social And Career Preferences: Applicants Recruited Under Both Approaches 
Displayed Similar Levels Of Pro-Social Preferences: About 84 Percent Of Both Groups 
Perceived Their Self-Interest As Overlapping With Their Community’S Interests, And A 
Little Over Half Planned To Stay In The Same Community For The Next 5-10 Years. 
However, Applicants Recruited By Making Career Incentives Salientwere More 
Ambitious Regarding Career Advancement: A Larger Portion Aspired To Hold A Higher-



Ranking Government Position In The Next 5-10 Years.
 

Ability: Applicants Recruited By Making Career Incentives Salient Were 6 Percentage 
Points More Likely To Qualify For University Admission (Compared With 71 Percent Of 
Applicants Recruited By Making Social Incentives Salient). They Had Higher 
Secondary School Graduation Exam Scores Overall And In Natural Sciences.

 
Performance: During The First 18 Months Of Work, Chas Recruited By Making Career 
Incentives Salient Conducted 94 More Household Visits Than Those Recruited In The 
Social Incentives Group, Who Conducted An Average Of 319 Visits. They Did Not 
Achieve These Gains By Targeting Easy-To-Reach Households Or By Spending Less 
Time On Each Visit. Chas In The Career Benefits Group Also Hosted More Than Twice 
As Many Community Meetings (An Average Of 38 Meetings, Compared With 17 
Meetings In The Community Benefits Group). The Effect On Performance Was Driven 
By High-Performing Chas In The Career Incentives Group—Workers Who Would Not 
Have Been Recruited If They Had Not Seen Materials Emphasizing Opportunities For 
Career Advancement.

 
Retention: There Was No Evidence That Career Incentives Improved Performance At 
The Expense Of Retention. During The First Six Months After The Chas’ One-Year 
Commitment Period, The Number Of Dropouts Was Similar Across Both Groups. None 
Of The Chas Who Left Did So For A Higher-Ranking Position Within The Ministry Of 
Health Because The Ministry Requires Chas To Work For Two Years Before Applying 
For Promotion.
 


