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A B S T R A C T

This paper is concerned with countervailing incentives in the adverse selection problems that typically arise in
principal-agent relationships when the agent has private information. These incentives are present when the
agent is tempted to either overstate or understate his private information depending upon the specific
realization of his type. These problems were first analyzed by Lewis and Sappington (1989) and have been
characterized and extended by Maggi and Rodríguez-Clare (1995a) and Jullien (2000). In this paper we propose
a simple method of characterizing countervailing incentives in which the key element is the analysis of the
properties of the full information problem. Our method for solving the principal problem, once identified the
presence of countervailing incentives, follows closely the Baron’s (1989) approach, which does not require using
optimal control theory. The methodology we present can be easily applied to many different economic settings.
For example, in health economics, an insurer (or a hospital manager) might act as a principal and a physician as
an agent. In labor settings, an employer may play the role of principal and a worker may act as the agent. In
regulated industries, the regulatory agency might act as a principal designing incentive schemes for firms (the
agents). In environmental regulation or resource exploitation, the principal might be an international agency
dealing with national governments or firms.

1. Introduction

This paper is concerned with countervailing incentives in the
adverse selection problems that typically arise in principal-agent
relationships when the agent has private information. We propose a
simple method of characterizing countervailing incentives in adverse
selection problems. The key element in our proposal is to analyze the
properties of the full information problem. One relevant advantage of
our methodology is that it allows the resolution of the principal
problem without using optimal control theory. This paper may be seen
as a step-by-step guide to apply adverse selection models, characterized
by countervailing incentives, to models of health economics, monopoly
regulation, environmental regulation and others.

Most of the existing principal-agent models under adverse selection
concern settings where the agent (he) has a systematic incentive to
always overstate or to always understate his private information. The
results are well known in the literature: the principal (she) deviates
from the full information contract (either below or above the full
information levels) in order to reduce informational rents. This

incentive to exaggerate private information may, in certain circum-
stances, be tempered by a countervailing incentive to understate
private information. That is, the agent might be tempted either to
overstate or to understate his private information depending upon the
specific realization of his type. When countervailing incentives arise,
performance is distorted both above and below the levels under full
information, and the agent's informational rents typically increase with
the realization of his private information over some ranges, and
decrease over other ranges.

Much research has analyzed the way countervailing incentives
affect some specific agency problems, including Lewis and
Sappington (1989), Maggi and Rodriguez-Clare (1995a, 1995b) and
Jullien (2000). However, to the best of our knowledge, there are no
general results in the literature characterizing the presence of counter-
vailing incentives in a general framework. This is the contribution of
this paper. We characterize the existence of countervailing incentives
under adverse selection through the analysis of necessary and sufficient
conditions. This new modelling of the principal-agent problem with
countervailing incentives allows us to solve this problem without the

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.econmod.2017.01.007
Received 18 March 2016; Received in revised form 16 December 2016; Accepted 12 January 2017

☆ Financial support from the Ministerio de Economía y Competitividad (ECO2012-31626, ECO2015-66027-P), and from the Departamento de Educación, Política Lingüística y
Cultura del Gobierno Vasco (IT869-13) is gratefully acknowledged. We would like to thank the Editor, two anonymous referees and Ignacio Palacios-Huerta for helpful comments.

⁎ Corresponding author. Departamento de Fundamentos del Análisis Económico I and BRiDGE GROUP, University of the Basque Country UPV/EHU, Avda. Lehendakari Aguirre 83,
48015 Bilbao, Spain

E-mail addresses: inaki.aguirre@ehu.es (I. Aguirre), arantza.beitia@ehu.es (A. Beitia).

Economic Modelling 62 (2017) 82–89

0264-9993/ © 2017 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

MARK

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/02649993
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/econmod
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.econmod.2017.01.007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.econmod.2017.01.007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.econmod.2017.01.007
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.econmod.2017.01.007&domain=pdf


need to use optimal control, as well as to identify ex ante whether the
contract is pooling for some types. As a result, the usual method
followed in adverse selection models can be used to analyze a number
of related issues that have attracted considerable attention in recent
years such as partially altruistic agents in health economics, labor
contracts, limited liability, environmental regulation and others.

The paper is organized as follows. Section II presents the general
model. In Section III, we characterize the full information case. In
Section IV we analyze the general contract under private information
and state the main result of the paper. In Theorem 1 we identify the
exact conditions under which general incentive problems are charac-
terized by the existence of countervailing incentives. We also state a
general and very simple method to obtain the optimal contract under
private information. Then we illustrate how different economic pro-
blems analyzed in literature may be seen as particular cases of our
general benchmark. Finally, Section V presents some concluding
remarks.

2. The model

We consider that the relationship between the principal and the
agent involves an action variable, denoted as l, which is observable to
both, and a monetary transfer, denoted as t, from the principal to the
agent. Moreover, there is a one-dimensional parameter, denoted as θ ,
which is known to the agent but unobservable to the principal. The
principal’s uncertainty about the parameter θ is represented by a
probability distribution F θ( ) with associated density function f θ( )
strictly positive on the support θ θ[ , ]. This function is assumed to be
common knowledge.

The agent’s welfare is represented by a utility function U l t θ( , , )
which depends upon the action variable l, the transfer t, and the
unknown parameter θ . In particular, we assume that the agent’s utility
depends linearly on transfers:

U l t θ u l θ t( , , ) = ( , )+ . (1)

We consider a principal’s welfare function that incorporates a linear
cost of transfers:

W l t θ w l θ μt( , , ) = ( , )− , (2)

where μ is a parameter that may incorporate both the shadow cost of
public funds and distributive considerations. For example, if the
principal is a regulatory agency which takes into account distributive
concerns (through a coefficient α ∈ [0,1]) 1 and public funds are costly
(λ > 0), 2 then the principal’s function can be represented as:

W l t θ CS l αU l t θ λ t CS l αu l θ αt λ t( , , ) = ( )+ ( , , )−(1 + ) = ( )+ ( , )+ −(1 + ) ,

where CS (.) denotes the consumer surplus. So in that case μ λ α=1 + −
(Laffont and Tirole, 1990a, 1990b, consider α=1 and λ>0, and Baron
and Myerson, 1982, α0 < <1 and λ=0). If the principal does not take
into account the agent’s utility and public funds are not costly then μ=1.

Finally, we assume that the principal is endowed with the power to
set both l and t.

3. The full information case: a benchmark

Consider the benchmark case in which the regulator knows the
parameter θ . The problem of the principal under full information is
then given by:

W l t θmax ( , , )
l t,

subject to U l t θ( , , )≥0.
Solving (1) for t and substituting t in (2), the problem is equivalent

to:

W l U θmax ( , , )
l U,

subject to U≥0.
That is,

w l θ μu l θ μU Umax ( , )+ ( , )− subject to ≥ 0.
l U, (3)

The first order conditions (where subscripts denote partial deriva-
tives) are given by:

W l U θ w l θ μu l θ( *, *, ) = ( *, )+ ( *, ) = 0,l l l (4)

U* = 0. (5)

Given that transfers are costly to the principal, the full information
policy consists of l θ*( ) determined by (4) and payment transfers such
that the agent obtains no utility, t θ u l θ θ*( )=− ( *( ), ). Note that,

dl θ
dθ

W
W

*( ) = − ,lθ

ll

where W l U θ w l θ μu l θ( *, *, )= ( *, )+ ( *, )lθ lθ lθ . As a consequence, the sign
of dl θ

dθ
*( ) is the same as the sign of Wlθ.

4. Characterization of optimal contracts under private
information

We now analyze the optimal policy when the agent has private
information concerning the parameter θ . The parameter θ is continu-
ously distributed on the support θ θΘ=[ , ] according to the cumulative
distribution function F θ( ) and the strictly positive density f θ( ). We
assume that F θ( ) satisfies the monotone hazard rate condition; that is,
the ratios f θ

F θ
( )

1 − ( )
and F θ

f θ
( )
( )

are non-decreasing functions of θ.3.
The single-crossing property, which states that the greater the

parameter θ, the more systematically willing an agent is to forego
transfer payments to obtain a higher value for l, holds if the firm’s
marginal rate of substitution (MRS) of the action variable for transfer
payment grows with θ.4 Given the agent’s utility defined by (1), the
marginal rate of substitution is MRS u=− =−lt

U
U l

l
t

. Without loss of

generality we assume u= >0MRS
θ θl

∂
∂

lt .
To characterize the optimal regulatory policy under private infor-

mation we first determine the class of feasible policies and then select
the optimal policy from that class.5 At the first stage, we restrict the
analysis to direct revelation mechanisms by the revelation principle.6 A
direct revelation mechanism is composed of transfer functions and
associated action variable levels given by l θ t θ{ ( ), ( )}θ∈Θ. Therefore, we
may be restricted to regulatory policies which require the agent to
report his private information parameter truthfully, that is, incentive
compatible policies, to determine the class of feasible policies. The
principal maximizes the expected social welfare subject to the following
incentive compatibility and individual rationality constraints:

Incentive compatibility constraints (IC): the agent reports θ

1 For example, if the agent is a monopoly the parameter α may be such that it weighs
more consumer surplus than firm profits.

2 Raising and transferring $1 through public channels costs society $(1+λ). Transfers
between a firm and either consumers or the state may involve administrative costs, tax
distortions or inefficiencies that can be taken into account in the design of the regulatory
mechanism. See, for example, Laffont and Tirole (1986, 1993) and Caillaud et al. (1988).

3 These properties require the density function not to increase too rapidly. They are
satisfied by distribution functions frequently used in the literature (for example,
Uniform, Normal and Exponential).

4 Araujo and Moreira (2010) study a class of adverse selection problems where the
agent’s utility function does not satisfy the Spence-Mirrlees Condition or, also named, the
single-crossing property.

5 We adopt the approach of Baron and Myerson (1982) and Guesnerie and Laffont
(1984). In this paper, we follow closely the approach by Baron (1989) that is very
intuitive from an economic viewpoint.

6 The revelation principle was established by Myerson (1979) and Dasgupta,
Hammond and Maskin (1979).
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