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Vikram Ahuja, “Generalized Contests, Asymmetries, and Spillovers: Equilibrium Effort and 
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Abstract    The level playing field principle states that symmetric contests induce greater total effort than 

asymmetric ones. This paper reexamines this principle in the context of a general contest environment where the 

winner and loser's payoffs depend, in part, on all players' efforts (e.g., there are rank-order spillovers). The 

model subsumes, as special cases, a wide class of imperfectly discriminating contests including Tullock. I derive 

a closed-form expression for the symmetric Nash equilibrium, and identify necessary and sufficient conditions 

for existence and uniqueness of equilibrium for this parameterized class of contests. I also examine how 

asymmetries among players impact efforts in a neighborhood of the symmetric equilibrium, and provide 

necessary and sufficient conditions for the level playing field principle to hold. It turns out that the level playing 

field principle does not hold generally, but depends on the nature of spillovers in an intuitive way. I conclude by 

demonstrating that different parameterizations of the general model subsume a large variety of contests, 

including R&D, price promotion, innovation, litigation, rent-seeking, job promotion, wars as well as sports. My 

results thus permit one to readily determine whether asymmetries in these environments – as well as other 

environments where it is unknown whether the level-playing field principle applies – lead to increases or 

decreases in total effort. 
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