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[what follows is a rough draft of the case made verbally at the Politics Conference at Manchester Metro University 10-12th September, 2008. The references at the end relate to points made]

Micro-sortition and local democracy & justice

Jon Elster has discussed many examples of the use of lotteries to decide who get a prize, whether it be a benefit (a university place) or a forfeit (military service). He describes this as ‘local justice’ in his 1992 book of that title. It is ‘local’ compared to what  could be called ‘global’ or state-wide institutions where the rules and over-all funding which govern such transactions may be decided democratically. This local/global dichotomy is akin to the well-known division in economics between micro-economics and macro-economics. Most of those who engage in the sortition debates concern themselves with the global or macro level of democracy. (The main exception to this is Burnheim’s 1985 book about ‘Demarchy’). I am concerned in this paper with the local or micro aspects of using lotteries in transactions, hence my title of ‘Micro-Sortition’.

The focus is on the individual: Of course each of us as individuals come from families, communities and other social groupings. I will not delve into the possibilities of regulating social interactions by lottery, as has been suggested by some: Goodwin (2005) suggests that in an imaginary future world sex partners might be chosen for us by lot. I consider that in a democratic society inter-personal relationships should be freely entered into, and, as far as possible, a matter for the individuals involved to decide. I would also wish to extend this ‘freedom to choose’ (to echo Milton Friedman’s 1980 mantra) to exchanges between individual traders and their customers. 

But when it comes to each individual person’s relationship with organizations then I believe a different calculus should apply: Organizations bestow ‘prizes’ on individuals. The mediating mechanism for this process is generally the Market when the organization is a Corporation or p.l.c. Public organizations may also sell their ‘prizes’ to individuals, but their signature technique is to award the prizes on Merit. For both public and private organizations awarding the prize ‘sortitiously’ using a lottery as part of the process is also a possibility, and of course is the subject of this discourse.

Public organisations include the agencies of central and local government. Their operations have been closely scrutinised by economists under the rubric of ‘Public Choice’. Buchanan (2003) explains what this involves, but generally the answer is that the agents employed by public bodies who make the decisions about who-gets-what act solely in their own self-interest and so do little to promote the public good. The answer according to the Economics of Public Choice is to put as much of their activity into the ‘free market’ and to allow private profit-driven organizations deliver.

These market-based organizations may be small traders (and indeed must be to make basic economic theory valid), but in the main market power is exercised by Corporations. Galbraith (1973) points out that this divergence from economic purity is the basis for most of the increase in our standards of living, and the public is content with the result. But crucially for my present thesis, Corporations are not the atomistic free-ranging actors of economic theory: Corporations are established within the framework of laws by the government of the society within which they operate. Without the help and support of society corporations would have a very rocky time (as the Northern Rock Bank plc discovered in 2007!). It has also long been established that these corporations can be restrained in their pursuit of profit-maximisation: For example When hiring employees they may not discriminate on grounds of sex, ethnicity etcetera. 

So organizations both public and private exist within society, are supported by society and can reasonably be constrained to act to promote the public good. This clearly applies to public bodies funded from public revenues, but also applies to private profit-making organizations, whatever the proponents of ‘free’ markets may claim. The techniques or mechanisms for transferring prizes from these organisations to individuals may be by Markets or by some form of Merit-choosing. Lottery allocation is another possibility.

Examples of ‘sortitious’ awarding of prizes

Examples abound of profit-making corporations and non-profit public agencies bestowing prizes by lottery. (Fuller details can be found on my website www.conallboyle.com of the following, plus many more.)

Some are hybrid; they involve a lottery plus a significant (but below market) payment. Usually the ‘prize’ is fairly trivial, and not life-transforming:

Student Housing at Stanford University

Beach Huts at Langland Bay Swansea, Wales

Nissan Figaro Cars limited edition

Wimbledon Tennis tickets

Whitewater Rafting permits, Idaho

Aligator hunting permits, Florida

Some prizes may not involve direct payment, and have a significant bearing on life-chances:


Medical school entrance, Netherlands (partly selective, partly random)


Dialysis and other scarce medical treatment (payment depends on health service in that country)


Secondary School places in a comprehensive authority: Brighton & Hove


Military draft US 1969 (an example of a booby-prize)

The democratic significance of employment (jobs)

In the ancient Athenian democracy, citizenship was all-important. To be a member of the polis meant that you could take part. These free adult male citizens may have also been independent farmers or tradesmen, but they were never ever slaves who worked under others orders. In our contemporary Western society things are different. What gives us entitlement to be part of our society is only marginally to do with citizenship rights like voting. We may feel kinship with others in our own nation-state, but that is not the overwhelming mark of belonging. No, one thing above all else marks us out as being full members of society, full contributors, entitled to respect and consideration, and that thing is your Job. 

Nowhere is it explicitly stated that a Job is the supreme sign of belonging, although evidence for this is readily available: Lane (2000) produces such testimony. But one need only reflect on one’s experience. The question ‘What do you do?’ is generally the first asked. Pre-employment, the young are engaged in preparation for their ‘career’. Post-employment old folks describe themselves as retired widget-whangers or whatever. Self-employed is mostly another way of working for corporations or public organisations. Some may describe themselves as dependent – dependent that is on a wage-earner. Few can say they are of ‘independent means’. [I accept that in fraught circumstances, such as civil war in Yugoslavia or in occupied Iraq identity and belonging will be differently defined]

Robertson (1998) explains how employment – a job – confers the benefits of money to live on, and money which is come by in a socially respectable manner. The job also gives a person standing in society, shows they are making their contribution. In a word the job is the membership ticket. Winning a job, advancing in that line of employment, and avoiding loss of employment are the most significant prizes for individuals in society as it is constructed in our present era. Oswald & Clark (2002) analyse the effect inter alia  on subjective well-being (‘happiness’) of an episode of unemployment. The negative blow to happiness is large, but only 20% can be explained but loss of income; 80% is due to the general loss of esteem that comes from the lack of full membership of society that comes from holding down a job. You only really know the value of something when you lose it!

Most of these jobs and promotions are in the gift of organisations both public and private which were referred to earlier. Economic labour market theory would reduce the importance of the employment processes of hiring, firing and promotion  as a mere market transaction, or as something left to the sound judgement of the bureaucrats (agents) acting on behalf of the organizations. I disagree: Closer inspection reveals that all is not well, not fair or democratic in the processes of hiring, firing and promotion. It is already established that these organizations require the support of the society within which they operate. I will make the case that a much greater use of sortition – random selection – is needed to make these all-important employment process fairer. I will further argue that it can do so without undermining the effectiveness of these organizations. An inefficient organization does not serve the interests of society (although an unfair one might). 

The three transitional processes of employment will be examined in turn, and the contribution sortition has already made will be explored: The process are Hiring, Firing and Promotion

Hiring: Short-listing by lottery:

Examples where a large field of applicants is reduced to a much smaller can be found:


Court Usher jobs in Northern Ireland


Police jobs in Gloucestershire (but thereby hangs a tale)*
Some of these short-listing by lottery procedures have been tested in tribunals, and passed as acceptable. Generally though this process is used for low-level jobs, or so the available reports seem to indicate. HR (Human Resource) Departments (the function within the organization which is responsible for the hiring, firing and promotion, or at least organising it) may be randomly short-listing without letting on!

Such short-listing by lottery does not seem to reduce the efficiency of the organization, indeed is a quick way of dealing with a mountain of paperwork. It is hard luck on the applicant who spent all that time filling a form which is junked without even being read. But otherwise it seems to be fair to the applicants.  

Firing: Sacking by lot

Again there are a few examples, most notably from China, where the old state-run industries needed to shed huge numbers as the economy prospers. (Estache & al, 2004 for details on this). Sacking by lot has been tested in employment tribunals, and just like short-listing by lot has been found to be fair. There is some question that it is efficient for the specific organization doing the sacking – they might prefer to sack their least-productive employees. In the China case, it was the intention to release talent to the more productive parts of the economy. Another advantage for the organization is the avoidance of corruption: An incompetent employee might bribe the HR administrator to keep them on, which would not be in the interest of the organization.

Actual hiring and promotion:

My proposal: Draw up a short-list of six, based on objective criteria gleaned from the application form. No interviews. From this Short-list of six: roll a die and pick one. [Closely check application form to verify all claims for qualifications and experience. If false in any significant detail, reject and start the process again]

Is this a joke?

Comments on this proposal generally fall into 3 categories:

“there is always uncertainty in choosing, but a lottery adds extra uncertainty, so makes it even worse!” [this is a technical-statistical objection, but based on a ‘linear fallacy’]

“we must always choose the best, but lottery almost certainly doesn’t” [meritocratic choosing would seem to be non-contentious, but again there is a fallacy]
“why only from the short-list? Give everyone a chance” [this is a fundamentalist egalitarian objection, but  because of efficiency/fairness tradeoffs is impractical]

I will deal with each of these objections, based on ideas of efficiency and fairness. The idea that there is a payoff between these two is explored by Okun (1975) in relation to employment. He concludes that gender and race equality should be imposed, that it will lead to inefficiency, but it is a price worth paying for fairness’ sake. (My, how times have changed!)

Efficient for whom?

Most analyses deal solely with the organization – which is not surprising since they pay for it, and have market power to boot. A strong case can be made for the efficiency of the organization of course: If we have public agencies or commercial firms made deliberately inefficient, then they will deliver less of their products and benefits to society. But individuals – in this case job-seekers – who may be chosen or rejected by the hiring, firing or promotion processes can be made to expend effort which is un-necessary; that too, is a form of inefficiency 

Efficient for the organization:

The standard organizational process for hiring is very familiar: Applicants respond to advertisements for jobs by filling in forms; HR departments sift these applications. There may be additional tests to screen applicants. Interviews of selected applicants is usually followed by an offer to the one deemed to have the most merit.  So it is an Agent of the organization who does the  choosing, the JS (job-seeker) is chosen, or rejected. Philosophically there is no problem here. In the abstract world of perfection, identifying the best is merely a process to be sub-contracted to the Agent. In Economics it is merely a matter of ‘incentivization’. I beg, no adamantly insist to differ. Picking the best is nigh on impossible. Let me explain how fallible is  human  world, and then the joys of and overwhelming need for some form of sortitious selection becomes clear.

Interviews: ‘useless’

Kline (1991) states that human judgement is very poor at separating sheep from goats. Even more scathing is Camerer (1995), who bluntly states that experts make the decision worse through application of their judgement. So interviews it seems are the source of much discriminatory activity, without adding any value for the organization. However, in one area, peer assessment of performance, individuals within a group are ‘surprisingly good’ at assessing an individual’s performance and potential. (Cook, 2003) This might suggest that a ‘jury’ of potential co-workers would be the best way of deciding who to hire, fire or promote.

The problems with interviews and other face-to-face selection techniques is not just that human judgement is notoriously feeble at spotting duds and winners. We all have inbuilt biases towards certain types, generally the more attractive. •Looks, Height, Gender, Weight, Hair (bald men),Bearded have all been identified as features which either advantage or disadvantage individuals, without any regard to their ability to do the job. Such discrimination which arises from interviews is sufficient reason to prohibit them altogether. That they are also useless only adds to that conclusion.

Signalling: Rent-seeking
 Economists (eg Molho, 1997) identify forms of activity which are not useful in themselves, but serve a purpose nonetheless. For example, in order to identify applicants with ‘commitment’ HR may require evidence of good works, extra but irrelevant qualifications, and most notoriously of all higher grades. This may be efficient for the organization: it can identify (or believes it can) who is more likely to perform well (because they can show that they are prepared to make extra, if irrelevant effort).  It is also a handy way of cutting down the field of applicants. But would a lottery be just as good? This is the point at which different concepts of ‘Merit’ clash: Should ALL forms of merit be considered, even if extraneous to the matter at hand, or should only merit directly relevant, as in this case to the applicants potential be considered. Cavanagh (2002) ties himself into philosophical knots over this; whereas the answer seems to be blindingly obvious: Only relevant merit should be considered. 

Testing Merit that matters and is relevant

It was Michael Young’s 1958 satire that launched the word ‘Meritocracy’. He saw IQ as the key, as the sole reliable indicator of ability. He was not wrong: Kline (1991) reports a major study on 10,000 employees: This showed that the IQ score of employees correlates with job success, at an average figure of 0.3. ‘No other ability variable achieved an average correlation coefficient of this size’. [he means aptitude tests]. So is the answer to the selection conundrum solved? Always choose the highest scorer? The evidence seems to support this view. Think of it in these graphical terms:
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Two statistical aspects of this relationship make this simplistic analysis untenable:

--there are clouds of uncertainty around the simple straight line:
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but most damagingly of all the relationship is not usually a straight line:
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An example of this Fighter pilots: Pilot training: War time pilot training, like much research based on large-scale military activity shows the non-linear characteristic. Eysenck (1962) showed with a simple graphic (p26) that pilot performance generally increased in line with IQ, but beyond a score of 120 there is scarcely any improvement. This sort of ‘kinked fuzziness’ is commonplace in many aptitude scoring tests.

[Due to limitations of the graphics package I have not given a clear representation of this relationship. It resembles the hysteresis curve familiar in electro-magnetism:
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Hence data shown by Drenth (1999) for Netherlands Medical School can be interpreted as coming from the flat bit of the graph for top scores A, B and C with D, E and F on the beginning of the slope
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Elaborating this we can reasonably speculate that the full spectrum of talents would show an ability to succeed like this:
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Conclusion to the statistical/technical argument: Selection generally takes place along the flat bit of the ability curve. Applying a lottery to those in this group does not add uncertainty, merely respects the reality that the short-list are all of equal if perhaps different potential ability to succeed.

Why not use ranking?:

It may not be possible to measure and compare, but great stock is put in the ability of judges to rank—put the candidates in order of merit. I beg to differ. Evidence from the ability of football managers (a field where success is easily measured in terms of results) (Dawson & Dobson, 2002) shows that ranking is a fragile method of measurement, easily thrown by simple re-classification.

Conclusion:
The following procedure seems to be a reasonable means for organizations to select their employees, or to award promotions:

1. ‘agent’ sets relevant minimum criteria for the job
2. Eliminate all job-seekers who are lacking

3.(Reduce field by lottery to ~12)

4. Interviews by (random) peer-group, who each pick ~6

5. Roll dice to pick winner

Advantages to the organization:

--Don’t waste time/money of futile selection rituals

--Comply with all discrimination legislation

--‘grit-in-oyster’: ensure a few mavericks re-invigorate the organization

Efficient for Society

· No ‘token’ employees taken on

· employees feel no need to complain about discrimination (esp if untrue)

· But, teamwork compromised?

BUT

· “with Sortitious Selection expect uneven outcomes;

· “but we can be comfortable with that, because

· It’s efficient

· It reflects individual choice

BUT Payoff: Social Control? Maybe rent-seeking is good. Encourages learning, good works. Keeps kids off the streets?!

Efficient for Job-Seekers
No more ‘signalling’ or ‘rent-seeking’- so no need for extra time/effort on pointless qualifications, activities. (not trivial: eg Swansea Econ students spent an avg. 2 months extra study to get better grades (Boyle, 2006)

CONCLUSION ON EFFICIENCY:

Two objections fixed:

The Technical/statistical: Adding a lottery makes an uncertain situation more variable: No, we are operating on the flat bit of the curve

The Meritocratic: Always choose the ‘best’: Yes, but not feasible to say one better than another on relevant criteria
FAIRNESS:

‘Fairness’ is a characteristic often invoked but seldom (in my experience, never) explained. The great John Rawls, in his frequently quoted A Theory of Justice (1972) is quite explicit: Chapter 1 is entitled :’Justice as Fairness’. Economists too, call fairness into aide as for example Baumol’s 1986 Superfairness. (It amounts to little more than allowing free market forces to reign supreme). Statisticians, humble technicians with numbers use the concept of a ‘fair’ coin as one which will predictably land heads up 50% of the time (Curiosity about extending statistical fairness to other affairs is what made me venture into the whole realm of Sortition). In the realm of philosophical abstraction about fairness, there is a noticeable reluctance of most to define what they mean. I will boldly go! I will put my head on the block and try to not merely define Fairness, but also to show how Fairness can be operationalized.
Minimal FAIRNESS would be when we  treat all who are equal in an equal way; and discriminate when X’s merits are not the same as  Y’s. But what is seldom asked is how is this is measured, whether losers are close seconds or distant no-hopers [does that matter? In Fairness I would say, yes]

More FAIRNESS for example when awarding jobs: Measure relevant merit (and be able to show why)

· All job-seekers who show merit which is not significantly* less than the top scorer should then in all fairness be treated equally.

SUPER-FAIRNESS (à la Hollandaise) ALL qualified JobSeekers be given a chance proportional to their merits. (as in the NL Medical school entry example)
Is that the answer to ‘Why not include ALL applicants in the lottery?

Not yet. Fairness should involve treating all parties to a transaction as equals. There is a model from Industry: Treating both parties to a contract fairly and equally (even if market power might say otherwise)

 

The Principle is: Balance of Risks: Supplier’s Risk = Customer’s Risk

 

In Acceptance Sampling: Supplier delivers batch of widgets; Customer tests a few (random sample), finds a faulty widget and rejects the lot. No! Decide in advance reliability of widgets eg 99.99% good is acceptable (realistically, never perfect)

 

Acceptance Sampling: Take a random sample of n, test. If 2 or more are bad then the batch (lot) is rejectable, otherwise accept (and customer deals with minute no. of rejects in usual way. Size of n matter of calculation: This can be shown graphically (I will leave readers to find references for Acceptance Sampling on Google, Wiki etc)
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Supplier’s vs. Customer’s Risk

 

Putting the two Risk on the same graph shows how the decision can be made which balances the risks between Supplier and Customer:
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Extending the NL Medical School lottery concept (graphically, not an actual calculation)

At present the top 10% only are allowed to enter. If the criterion was that candidates with a 50% chance of succeeding were admitted, but not those with lower chances, this would balance the risks. Of course with the weighting system this 50/50 candidates would have a very low chance of entry, but not no chance as at present.

Why Markets do not fairly give us equality of risks

Much of economic history in last few neo-classical economistic Friedmanite Chicago Thatcherite decades is supposed to be about the equality and freedom of markets. Much of it can be explained as risk-shedding by powerful corporations. Sub-contracting classic example.

 

So too, in employment, risk is largely borne by JS in acquiring skills, qualifications, showing merit (rent-seeking, signalling). Employers bear some risk: once employed, it is difficult to sack someone. Secrecy in wage-rates another form of asymmetrical bargaining.

 

Fairness: means equality of risks, not risk-shedding. Hence the need via Sortition for the State to intervene.

Objection 1: Not legal to force Corporationss or quangos to do this. Private ‘quasi-individuals’ (rem Macdonalds libel case?). This is a fiction, and state hugely interferes in corporate eg in anti-discrim laws. And as Northern Rock shows there is also Corporate Socialism.  (genuine free-market might be OK if it was ever tried. Corporate shills influencing the elected govt to featherbed them? Case for Sortition maybe!)  
Objection 2: Forcing less than the ‘best’ (as in Acceptance Scheme above) creates inefficiency?

 But is that a reasonable price to pay for Fairness? Would it do something to recover the progress of Happiness in Market Economies, which so eludes conventional  economics?

 That jobs, the most important definitional function in our status as members of Society, citizens even, should and must be freed of the evils and waste of rent-seeking behaviour, scourges of discrimination on racial, gender etc. grounds

 Many more could try, and maybe succeed at high-status jobs like doctor, lawyer.

(The observed malign effect of high-qualification/status entrance for medics. means no-one wants to be GP)

Benefits of Micro-Sortition in Jobs

Changes, even small ones change the way systems function. In the post-RS jobs market


--less need for job security: leave one job, you have a realistic chance of another soon


--can take on a wide variety of roles, leading to a more interesting, varied life


--can accept mostly men builders, Jewish lawyers if that’s what they want
But should we also have JOB ROTATION (fixed terms) as in ancient Athens? I leave that for another day.
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As ‘score’ (usually some form of IQ such as US SATs) then the predicted ‘Merit’ — ability to perform in a job, can be expected to increase. Other indicators can be developed to indicate talent: 





Perhaps in the ‘pathological’ case where 2 candidates score almost the same, then a lottery would be indicated.


 


The organization will always do better by choosing the top scorers, but the relationship is more complex than this diagram suggests.
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* When an applicant was told that he had been rejected by a random selection, he investigated further. It transpired that he had been rejected for being a white man; the police force in question wished to re-balance its ethnic and gender profile. Ironically, the force in question has provision for randomized short-listing in its procedures. This illustrates the need for any selection lottery to be performed in public, preferably by an independent arbiter. A lottery leaves no audit trail so the results must be seen to be produced honestly. 
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