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Table: Principles of rationing that could be applied to healthcare.

Principle Benefits or weakness

Egalitarian: each person should have equal opportunity

Lottery
This system is simple to administer and hard to corrupt but would be hard to 
consistently apply in emergency healthcare setting. Likely lead to some decisions 
that would be morally challenging to accept at an individual patient level. 

First in, first out principle

Can occur passively in most systems but favours those with power and influence 
and can lead to corruption and inequities due to manipulation of the system. Can 
have flow on effects by creating inequity in other parts of the health system due 
to lost opportunity.

Prioritarian: favouring those individuals with a specific health attribute

Sickest first

This prioritises those who worst off right now but ignores potential prognosis 
or likely outcome. It finds favour in humans’ psychological responses to people 
near death in that they wish to intervene no matter how small the chance of suc-
cess or likely benefit.  It leads to ignoring those who may become sick but don’t 
yet qualify and hence may have worse prognosis when finally meet criteria for 
intervention.

Youngest first
Prioritises young over old to give all individuals equal opportunity to live a nor-
mal life span. Can be considered as prioritising those who likely to be most bene-
fit to society in future.

Utilitarian: maximising benefits 

Maximising total number lives 
saved

Aims to save the most lives, thus benefiting the greatest number but does not 
consider the quality or prognosis of those lives.

Maximising prognosis or total 
life years saved.

Maximises life years produced to the system, including accounting for quality or 
disability adjusted life years. Therefore, may sacrifice several people for benefit of 
one individual. Potentially biases against the elderly.

Social value: based on past or potential future perceived social usefulness

Instrumental value
Places preference or priority on those who have a perceived future value to soci-
ety. Is open to manipulation and likely favours the powerful.

Reciprocity
Rewards those who are deemed to have added value to society in the past. This is 
open to manipulation and abuse.


