
Allocating Healthcare 
During COVID-19

PHIL 334: Pandemic Ethics

Ethics and the Attention Economy

Thursday, March 25th 12:15-1:15pm 
Pacific Time

They will discuss their paper “Is 
the Attention Economy Noxious?” 

Clinton Castro (Florida International 
University) and Adam Pham (Caltech)

Review:
Fair Innings
Aggregation 

Review: Fair Innings



Utilitarian Ageism

Suppose you have to choose between 
giving the life-saving drug to:

(A) a 20-year old (who will live for 
many years if she gets the drug)

(B) a 70-year old (who will live for
only a few more years if she gets
the drug)

What should you do?

Utilitarian Ageism:
“Saving a person who has many years ahead of 
her does more good. … Since younger people 
have greater life expectancies, discriminating in 
favour of them is justified on 
benefit-maximizing grounds.”

Hypothesis 1:
Age matters because 
life-expectancy 
matters.

Age & Fairness

Suppose you have to choose between 
giving the life-saving drug to:

(C) a 20-year old (who will live for 
10 more years if she gets the
drug)

(D) a 70-year old (who will live for
10 more years if she gets the
drug)

What should you do?

Hypothesis 2:
It’s (all else equal) 
better to prioritize the 
young.



How Does Age Matter?

Suppose you have to choose between 
giving the life-saving drug to:

(E) a 30-year old (who will live for 
10 more years if she gets the
drug)

(F) a 40-year old (who will live for
10 more years if she gets the
drug)

What should you do?

Doesn’t the 30-year old patient have a 
complaint if she is not given priority 
compared to the 40-year old patient? After 
all, she has had less life than the 40-year old. 
Isn’t that unfair?

Verdict:
We shouldn’t privilege E over F.

Hypothesis 2:
It’s (all else equal) 
better to prioritize the 
young.

Hypothesis 3:
We should de-prioritize 
those who’ve been given 
their Fair Innings.

Fair Innings

Suppose you have to choose between 
giving the life-saving drug to:

(E) a 30-year old (who will live for 
10 more years if she gets the
drug)

(F) a 40-year old (who will live for
10 more years if she gets the
drug)

What should you do?

Neither patient has been given Fair Innings.

“Death at the end of a complete life is 
regrettable, but not a tragedy. Death before a 
life can be complete is a tragedy.”

In this case, no matter what we do, it is a 
tragedy.



Fair Innings

Suppose you have to choose between 
giving the life-saving drug to:

(E) a 30-year old (who will live for 
10 more years if she gets the
drug)

(F) a 40-year old (who will live for
10 more years if she gets the
drug)

What should you do?

Suppose you have to choose between 
giving the life-saving drug to:

(C) a 20-year old (who will live for 
10 more years if she gets the
drug)

(D) a 70-year old (who will live for
10 more years if she gets the
drug)

What should you do?

Age matters, but only when some of been 
given their Fair Innings.

All else equal, we should 
choose mere misfortune 
over both misfortune 
and tragedy.

Fair Innings?

Suppose you have to choose between 
giving the life-saving drug to:

(G) a 30-year old (who will live for 
10 more years if she gets the
drug)

(H) a 60-year old (who will live for
10 more years if she gets the
drug)

What should you do?

Neither patient has been given Fair Innings.

“Death at the end of a complete life is 
regrettable, but not a tragedy. Death before a 
life can be complete is a tragedy.”

In this case, if you choose H, one person will be 
given Fair Innings; but, if you choose G, neither 
will be given Fair Innings.

Should you then choose H?

Prioritarian 
Ageism



Prioritarian Ageism

Verdicts:
(A) > (B)

(C) > (D)

(E) > (F)

(G) > (H)

Prioritarian Ageism: 
The marginal value of additional 
life-years decreases as one ages. 

Prioritarian Ageism

Verdicts:
(A) > (B)

(C) > (D)

(E) > (F)

(G) > (H)

But we didn’t think we should 
prioritize the 30-year old over the 
40-year old!

Prioritarian Ageism: 
The marginal value of additional 
life-years decreases as one ages. 

Review: Aggregation

The Appendectomy/Tooth Capping Case

Aggregation Thesis:
Benefits to different people can 
be added up and compared 
across different groups 

And it is morally acceptable to 
make ethical judgments on the 
basis of such interpersonally 
aggregated benefits. 

We can give a small benefit to very 
many people, or

We can give a large benefit to very few 
people.

It can be the case that:
small * many > large * few



A greater sum of small 
QALY improvements for 
many is better than a 
smaller sum of great QALY 
improvements for a few.

Is that true?

The Appendectomy/Tooth Capping Case
Example
Suppose you must choose between the 
following:

(A) Save David’s life with an
appendectomy.

(B) Alleviate 1,000 people of
toothaches by tooth capping. 

What should you do?

Aggregation Thesis (Utilitarianism):
You should choose B over A. Why? Because, 
in aggregate, that will do the most good.

The Principle of Pairwise Comparison:
You should choose A over B. Why? Because 
saving David’s life minimizes the maximum 
loss.

The Appendectomy/Tooth Capping Case
Example
Suppose you must choose between the 
following:

(A) Save David’s life with an
appendectomy.

(B*) Alleviate n people of
toothaches by tooth capping. 

What should you do?

Aggregation Thesis (Utilitarianism):
You should choose B over A. Why? Because, 
in aggregate, that will do the most good.

The Principle of Pairwise Comparison:
You should choose A over B. Why? Because 
saving David’s life minimizes the maximum 
loss.

*What if n is really, really large?!



The Number 
Problem

The Number Problem
The Rescue Case
Suppose you must choose between the 
following:

(A) Extend the life of 1 patient by
20 years.

(B) Extend the life of 5 patients
by 20 years. 

What should you do?

Aggregation Thesis (Utilitarianism):
You should choose B over A. Why? Because, 
in aggregate, that will do the most good.

The Principle of Pairwise Comparison:
You should be indifferent between A and B. 
Why? Because the gain and loss for each of 
the six patients are the same; so, extending 
the life of one patient is just as acceptable as 
extending the lives of the five. 

Aggregation Problem & Number Problem
The Rescue Case
Suppose you must choose between the 
following:

(A) Extend the life of 1 patient by
20 years.

(B) Extend the life of 5 patients
by 20 years. 

What should you do?

Aggregation Example
Suppose you must choose between the 
following:

(A) Save David’s life with an
appendectomy.

(B) Alleviate 1,000 people of
toothaches by tooth capping. 

What should you do?

Aggregation Problem & Number Problem
The Rescue Case
Suppose you must choose between the 
following:

(A) Extend the life of 1 patient by
20 years.

(B) Extend the life of 5 patients
by 20 years. 

What should you do?

Aggregation Example
Suppose you must choose between the 
following:

(A) Save David’s life with an
appendectomy.

(B) Alleviate 1,000 people of
toothaches by tooth capping. 

What should you do?

Not obvious that we can support both of these 
judgments!



Fair Chances

Questions about Rationing During COVID-19

Question: 
Should a lottery be used rather than some other method 
(at least in cases of “ties”)?

The Number Problem: Tie-Breaking Argument
The Rescue Case
Suppose you must choose between the 
following:

(D) Extend the life of David by 20
years.

(E) Extend the life of Emily by 20
years. 

What should you do?

What Should You Do?
You should be indifferent between D and E.

So, you should flip a fair coin to determine 
where to go.

Both David and Emily have the same chance 
of being rescued: ½

The Number Problem
The Rescue Case
Suppose you must choose between the 
following:

(A) Extend the life of 1 patient by
20 years.

(B) Extend the life of 5 patients
by 20 years. 

What should you do?

What Should You Do?

Should you flip a fair coin to determine 
where to go?

Each person is given the same chance of 
being rescued: ½ 



Fair Lottery or a 
Weighted Lottery?

The Number Problem
The Rescue Case
Suppose you must choose between the 
following:

(A) Extend the life of 1 patient by
20 years.

(B) Extend the life of 5 patients
by 20 years. 

What should you do?

What Should You Do?
Should you roll a die to determine where to 
go?

Each person is assigned ⅙ chance.

But if the die favors someone on island B, 
you should also rescue the other people.

Objection:
This gives an unfair advantage to the people 
on island B.

But is that so bad?

Prioritarianism



Worse off?



Discussion Questions

Questions about 
Rationing During 
COVID-19



Questions about Rationing During COVID-19

Question: 
Is there a moral difference between withholding care and 
withdrawing care from someone in order to give it to 
someone else?

Questions about Rationing During COVID-19

Question: 
Is there a moral difference between withholding care and 
withdrawing care from someone in order to give it to 
someone else?

Questions about Rationing During COVID-19

Question: 
Should we be aiming to maximize the sheer number of 
lives saved, ignoring facts about expected life years and 
quality of life?

Things That (Might) Matter 

- What are the patient’s chances of survival?

- What is the patient’s life-expectancy (if they survive)?

- What will the patient’s quality of life be like (if they survive)? 

- How old is the patient? (Why might this matter?)

- How much overall happiness would be produced?

What else might matter?



Questions about Rationing During COVID-19

Question: 
Should we be aiming to maximize the sheer number of 
lives saved, ignoring facts about expected life years and 
quality of life?

Questions about Rationing During COVID-19

Question: 
Should we prioritize the lives of healthcare professionals? 
What about the police, delivery workers, those involved in 
the supply chain for food, etc.? What about famous people?
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(at least in cases of “ties”)?



Questions about Rationing During COVID-19

Question: 
Should a lottery be used rather than some other method 
(at least in cases of “ties”)?

Questions about Rationing During COVID-19

Question: 
Should we prioritize patients with COVID-19 over other 
patients requiring similar healthcare resources?

Questions about Rationing During COVID-19

Question: 
Should we prioritize patients with COVID-19 over other 
patients requiring similar healthcare resources?


