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All countries have one thing in common. No matter what the system is for allocating resources, whether

it's government health care systems, or private insurance, or self pay, all systems involve choices about

placing limits on marginal expenditures.

What we're facing is the "R word." We might as well say it out loud. We're talking about rationing.

Rationing of health care is inevitable. Indeed, one could argue, it would be immoral not to face the

question of rationing. The issue that we will raise in this sequence is the ethics of rationing, how to do it

in a fair, just, and efficient way.

We're going to look at four basic approaches for deciding what counts as appropriate health care. We'll

talk about the classical Hippocratic approach that's dominated medicine. We'll talk about a libertarian

approach, a utilitarian approach, and finally, one based on justice, or equity.

Some years ago in Great Britain, a public health officer wanted to provide tests in school for 12-year-old

school girls who suffered from what was called asymptomatic bacteria urea, infections in the urinary

tract. They believed at the time that catching these early and treating them would prevent serious

consequences later in life for these girls. They had limited amount of money to do this. They decided

they would use one of two methods.

Both methods involve a kit that was sent to the school to collect a urine sample. Under the first method,

an untrained worker was sent to the school. The kits were given out to the girls. The girls took the kits

home. The instructions had the parents help the girl prepare a urine sample to be brought back to

school the next day and was then sent off to the lab to be tested.

The second method used the same kit, but involved a trained public health nurse. That public health

nurse went into the school, took the girls off to a private area, and the nurse helped the girls prepare

the sample, that was, again, sent off to the lab.

When they compared the two methods, they made an interesting discovery. The first method found

three times as many cases, per pound spent, using the method of sending the kits home with the girls.

They were about to conclude that that was the method they should use, when they looked at the data a

bit more closely.
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The data showed that it was very good at finding cases. But what it found was middle class cases, at

the expense of lower class cases. You can imagine what the problem was. Lower class school girls may

not have an intact home, may not have had discipline to take the kit home, may not have had parents

who understood how to prepare the kit, and so forth.

Now the question is much more complex. Do we simply want to find as many cases as possible with our

scarce resource budget for this project? In which case, we'll selectively find cases of middle class girls,

or do we want to give every girl in the school an equal chance of having her case found, in which case,

we may have to spend more money per case. That sets up the framework for what we're going to

discuss in this sequence. Do we want to be as efficient as possible without regard to how the results are

distributed, or alternatively, do we want to treat each patient fairly and give them an equal shot at

benefiting?
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