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The idea that many if not most choices in social affairs are to some extent tragic was the main theme in the excellent tour d’horizon of Calabresi & Bobbitt in their 1978 book Tragic Choices. The difficulties of imposing such an emotionally negative burden is particularly apposite in the case of lottery selection:  “The process costs of lotteries are easily stated: The arbitrariness of the approach makes the losers feel helpless and depersonalized.” (p134) (The authors produce no evidence for this assertion, but then this is a work of philosophy!)

In this paper I would like to explore what makes the process of choosing (that is, being chosen or rejected in an allocation) particularly tragic. Of course not all allocations are tragic: some are just a bit of gaiety (to use this word in its original meaning): An example would be the choice of  who should be ‘in’ first in a game of rounders.  My aim is to identify the factors which might explain how allocations might fit on a gay—tragic scale. Two factors seem to have particular salience: 


—the size of the prize, and 


—the number of applicants in the ‘pool’.

First factor: Size of the prize

Put simply, the bigger the prize the bigger the tragedy if you lose out. If life/death is the ultimate prize, this explains why the gift of life in the form of a much-needed organ-transplant could lead to tragedy—for the losers. Even the winner could feel bad about it too. Down the scale come prizes like Green Card US entry permits and Miltary Draft summonses: these can transform life-fortunes financially to a highly significant extent (evidence for the payoff from winning a Green Card entry $300, 000  per  winner according to James Smith of Rand Institute reported in the Economist (31 Oct 2002) 'The longest journey. Evidence for the salary losses suffered by Vietnam draftees Angrist, Joshua (1990) Lifetime Earnings and the Vietnam Era Draft Lottery: Evidence from Social Security Administrative Records The American Economic Review, Vol. 80, No. 3. (Jun., 1990), pp. 313-336. He estimated that draftees lost 15% of lifetime earnerings due to being drafted.). Educational lotteries for school or university places can also lead to transformative opportunities, although perhaps not quite as much as the winners and losers imagine. (evidence from Chicago school vouchers Cullen, Julie Berry; Jacob, Brian A & Levitt, Steven (Nov 2003) The effect of school choice on student outcomes: Evidence from randomized lotteries. NBER Working Paper 10113 www.nber.org/papers/w10113   The effect is allowing parents a chance to select the best school for their child is disappointing—no grade improvement, not even narrowing of grade differentials, although there might be some advantages in improved behaviour; positive feelings of winners in Baltimore, Maryland SEED Boarding School, Baltimore Maryland, New York Times, May 25, 2008 Hope in the Unseen By Thomas L Friedman who waxed lyrical about the excitement of winning such a lottery-mediated school place). If the prize is an opportunity to buy a ticket for a tournament or concert, this may be exciting, but is not a big deal.   

Second factor: Number in the pool

It is human nature to compare your own fortune with that of members of  your peer group. The fewer in your reference group, and how well we know the members of this group are all significant in motivating inter-personal comparison. (Evidence from the Ultimatum Game. happiness research Frank, Robert H (2004) What price the moral high ground? Ethical dilemmas in competitive environments Princeton: University Press   ). The extreme case, beloved of philosophers is the two-person, equally meritorious conundrum, usually involving a single transplantable organ. Tragic indeed! (and so hypothetical as to never conceivably happen. This dilemma is explored in Anand, Paul (2001)  Procedural fairness in economic and social choice: Evidence from a survey of voters J of Economic Psychology  22 247-270 Procedural fairness in economic and social choice: Evidence from a survey of voters J of Economic Psychology  22 247-270 ). A ‘pool’ of two is the smallest group that could be the basis for a lottery selection. (I am using the word ‘pool’ in its accepted statistical sense: a collective of data-cases from which a sample, usually random can be drawn. This in essence describes a mechanism for running a lottery-choosing process).

At the other extreme, the pool could be so large as to be effectively universal: the US military draft drew on a pool consisting of all the 19-year-old men resident in the USA. The risk of winning the ‘prize’ (burden) though large, was shared amongst millions, and so could be sustained more readily.

The burden of jury-service, though not great, is resented (Etzioni, Amatai (1995)  The spirit of community: rights, responsibilities and the communitarian agenda  London, Fontana

Etzioni is the renowned populariser of 'communitarianism' ), but accepted, because it is a rare once or twice in a lifetime task shared by all.

Picturing lottery choosing on a Gay—Tragic scale

The two axes are then: 
Size of Prize 
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 TRAGIC

A – ticket to the game

B – licence to hunt alligators

C – entry to a local Comp school

D – voucher for a school of choice

E – entry to NL Medical school

F – shortlisted for a job

G – selected for jury service

H – Green Card US entry

J – Military draft

K – Awarded a job

L –  Child custody

M – kidney transplant


Can you find their place on the Gay—Tragic grid?

Implications for lottery-based choosing/allocating:

Based on the two axes of {size of prize, # in pool} a measure of ‘tragic-ness’ (tragicity? tragedy?) and its opposite ‘gaiety’ becomes clear: see diagram. Decisions which fall into the ‘gay’ quadrant are easy to justify, with the use of a lottery may part of the fun. In the case of ticket-buying-opportunities-for-the-match the ‘fun’ may be part of a marketing ploy. In allocating student housing, a practice which is widespread in the US, the allocation lottery is a bit more onerous, but could be taken as part of a bonding or inclusion exercise.

 More weighty allocations may be tragic but sufferable if they are shared with many. The military draft impinges on all 19-year-old males, or should do. If to many are given opt-outs then this moves the process further into the tragic zone.

The most tragic is the case beloved of the philosophers: just two equally-deserving cases vying for a single life-saving prize. Big prize, small pool = max. tragic. 

All of this discussion would be no more harmless curiosity, were it not for a factor specific to lottery choosing/allocating: This introduces a further level of psychological angst. In a society used to viewing lotteries as malign (‘post-code lottery deprives sufferers of medicines’), or as debauched, tainted with gambling, using a lottery can be difficult to justify. The fact that lottery allocation is a novelty adds to the angst. Hence I would hypothesise that:

The more ‘tragic’ an allocative decision, the more difficult it is to justify a lottery.   Hence the case for the most ‘tragic’ lottery allocations need to be supported by a  substantial amount of validated  evidence and justification.

Justifying lotteries: explanation and and experience

The Brighton & Hove school place lottery came as a shock, although those in the know were aware of the debates, and the reasons for plumping for lottery allocation of school places. Sutton Trust research (Sutton Research Trust (May 2007) Ballots in school admissions      --pdf download from website http://www.suttontrust.com/annualreports.asp

 HYPERLINK "http://www.suttontrust.com/annualreports.asp"
 ) showed that with a calm, reflective approach parents could come to the conclusion that, yes, perhaps a lottery was the least-worst option under the circumstances. Additionally, the Borough-wide experiences of the system will familiarise parents with lottery allocation. As a result of explanation and familiarity a lottery-based selection procedure might migrate from 'tragic' to somewhat 'gay'.

Such reflective analysis is not available to the ultimate tragic choice: the two-patient one organ dilemma. 

Further complexity: weighted lotteries

Introducing weighting (or stratification) into the lottery decision, as for example in the NL Medical school entry scheme adds a further dimension to the decision, mostly negative. Weighting goes some way to align the allocative process with the meitocratic ideal, but comes at a cost: Sub-groups are formed, which may lead to strategic behaviour (as in the case of the Georgia land-rush where some categories had in effect 2 tickets). Smaller selection groups leads to more ‘tragicity’ following the calculus proposed above, although this would not be so bad with the pool of eligible students in the NL med-school example.

I have attempted to justify the use of lotteries for the award of jobs http://www.conallboyle.com/lottery/MMUSept08JustJobPaper.doc which perhaps presents (after the 2-person kidney allocation problem) the most difficult, that is to say ‘tragic’ imaginable. A ‘lottery for jobs’ could mean that the winning candidate be chosen from a short-list of 6 by the roll of a die; Or even more extreme, to weakly rank a longer short-list and selected by a weighted lottery. To justify this faces formidable difficulties, and requires a very solid evidential base to overcome the conventional wisdom of administrators and managers that interviews and human judgement are the best way to pick the ‘best’*. This shows how the case for the most ‘tragic’ lottery allocations need to be supported by a  substantial amount of validated  evidence and justification.

Calabresi, Guido & Bobbitt, Philip (1978) Tragic choices NY: Norton 

# in the pool








*	 As an example of the effort needed I suggest you read the wonderful work by Gary Taubes (2007) The Diet Delusion  (in the US the title is Good Calories, Bad Calories). It took him 5 years of research in the medical literature and a 450 page book to demonstrate that obesity is caused by a diet heavy in carbohydrates (not over-eating per se); and that the conventional dietary advice to avoid high or saturated fats is wrong. 
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