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Abstract
On any plausible account of the basis for health care resource prioritization, the benefits and costs
of different alternative resource uses are relevant considerations in the prioritization process.
Consequentialists hold that the maximization of benefits with available resources is the only
relevant consideration. Non-consequentialists do not reject the relevance of consequences of
benefits and costs, but insist that other considerations, and in particular the distribution of benefits
and costs, are morally important as well. Whatever one's particular account of morally justified
standards for the prioritization of different health interventions, we must be able to measure those
interventions' benefits and costs.

There are many theoretical and practical difficulties in that measurement, such as how to weigh
extending life against improving health and quality of life as well as how different quality of life
improvements should be valued, but they are not my concern here. This paper addresses two
related issues in assessing benefits and costs for health resource prioritization. First, should benefits
be restricted only to health benefits, or include as well other non health benefits such as economic
benefits to employers from reducing the lost work time due to illness of their employees? I shall
call this the Separate Spheres problem. Second, should only the direct benefits, such as extending
life or reducing disability, and direct costs, such as costs of medical personnel and supplies, of health
interventions be counted, or should other indirect benefits and costs be counted as well? I shall call
this the Indirect Benefits problem. These two issues can have great importance for a ranking of
different health interventions by either a cost/benefit or cost effectiveness analysis (CEA) standard.

Introduction
On any plausible account of the basis for health care re-
source prioritization, the benefits (less the harms, though
for simplicity I shall often simply refer to the benefits in
what follows) and costs of different alternative resource
uses are relevant considerations in the prioritization proc-
ess. Benefits and costs are relevant at all levels of resource
prioritization: the prioritization of health care versus non
health goods, such as highways and education; the prior-
itization of different health programs and interventions,

such as prenatal care and renal dialysis; the prioritization
of different candidates for a scarce health resource, such as
patients in need of a liver transplant or in need of expen-
sive drug treatments for AIDS when not all in need can be
treated. Consequentialists hold that the maximization of
benefits with available resources is the only relevant con-
sideration. Non-consequentialists do not reject the rele-
vance of consequences and of benefits and costs, but only
insist that other considerations, and in particular the dis-
tribution of benefits and costs, are morally important as
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well; for example, many persons believe justice requires
some special priority for the worst off, but this priority is
not plausibly absolute, and so benefits for the worst off
must be balanced against producing greater benefits for
those who are better off. Whatever one's particular ac-
count of morally justified standards for the prioritization
of different health interventions, we must be able to meas-
ure those interventions' benefits and costs.

There are many theoretical and practical difficulties in that
measurement, such as how to weigh extending life against
improving health and quality of life as well as how differ-
ent quality of life improvements should be valued, but
they are not my concern here. This paper addresses two re-
lated issues in assessing benefits and costs for health re-
source prioritization. First, should benefits be restricted
only to health benefits, or include as well other non
health benefits such as economic benefits to employers
from reducing the lost work time due to illness of their
employees? I shall call this the Separate Spheres problem.
Second, should only the direct benefits, such as extending
life or reducing disability, and direct costs, such as costs of
medical personnel and supplies, of health interventions
be counted, or should other indirect benefits and costs be
counted as well? I shall call this the Indirect Benefits prob-
lem. These two issues can have great importance for a
ranking of different health interventions by either a cost/
benefit or cost effectiveness analysis (CEA) standard.
Some health interventions have indirect and/or non
health benefits that are very large and that can even
swamp their direct health benefits; for example, success-
fully treating substance abuse improves the health related
quality of life and extends the lives of substance abusers,
but it also returns them to productive work and reduces
the economic, social, and psychological burdens of their
substance abuse on family members. Advocates typically
give great weight to these indirect and/or non health ben-
efits in urging higher priority and increased funding for
substance abuse treatment programs. Should public or
private health policy makers and resource allocaters treat
them as relevant or irrelevant?

The Separate Sphere's and Indirect Benefits problems do
not just arise in health care resource prioritization. They
are issues for any summary measure of the burden of dis-
ease, such as that employed by the Global Programme for
Evidence in Health Policy at WHO, as well. The use of Dis-
ability Adjusted Life Years (DALYs) to measure the burden
of disease restricts the burdens measured to the impacts of
disease on an individual's life expectancy and/or health
related quality of life; it ignores other non-health and in-
direct burdens or adverse impacts of disease on an indi-
vidual or others from the individual's disease. It would be
a mistake to assume that the Separate Spheres and Indirect
Benefits problems take exactly the same form in the meas-

urement of the burden of disease as in health resource pri-
oritization, although the issues are closely related, since
the nature and aims of these two activities are different. I
shall focus for the most part on the context of health re-
source prioritization; the two problems are most pressing
there since prioritizing the health needs of, and health in-
terventions for, different individuals and groups raises is-
sues of fairness that are not always present in the
measurement of disease burdens. However, to a signifi-
cant extent the issues are the same for health resource pri-
oritization and the measurement of disease burden.

Since non health benefits of health interventions are typi-
cally indirect benefits as well, it is important to under-
stand that the Separate Spheres and Indirect Benefits'
problems are distinct, even if related. Two simplified ex-
amples will make the point most succinctly. First, the In-
direct Benefits problem. Suppose that we must choose
between using scarce medicine to save two patients lives
or instead to save one patient who is a surgeon and will
save five other patients lives if she is saved [1]. The five ad-
ditional lives the surgeon will save are an indirect benefit
of our saving her, but they are a health benefit. The Indi-
rect Benefits problem is whether the additional five lives
that the surgeon would save justify giving him priority
over the other two patients who need the medicine. Sec-
ond, the Separate Spheres problem. Suppose that two pa-
tients, A and B, need treatment for the same disease but we
have medicine enough only to treat one; if we give the
medicine to A we will cure his disease, but if we give it to
B it will cure his disease and, by a process we do not un-
derstand, impart great wisdom to him. The wisdom
would be a direct, but non health, benefit of treating B.
The Separate Sphere's problem is whether the additional
benefit of the wisdom to B justifies treating him instead of
A. In practice, if benefits of health interventions are indi-
rect they are usually non health as well, and vice versa, so
that in most real cases the benefits in question are both in-
direct and non health. It remains important, however, to
distinguish the two problems because the moral issues
they raise are distinct, even if related, and the moral objec-
tions to counting non health benefits are not entirely the
same as those to counting indirect benefits.

There are three central issues that are raised by the Sepa-
rate Spheres' and Indirect Benefits' problems that I will ad-
dress in turn: First, how are indirect and direct benefits,
and the proper sphere of health care as opposed to other
spheres, distinguished? Second, what are the moral argu-
ments for and against taking account of indirect or non
health benefits in health care priority setting? Third, what
is the moral significance for the Indirect Benefits' and Sep-
arate Spheres' problems in health care priority setting of
who the decision makers are and the levels or contexts in
which decisions are made?
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The Proper Sphere of an Activity and the Dis-
tinction Between Direct and Indirect Benefits
Let me begin with clarifying the notion of separate
spheres. In its simplest form, the idea is that different ac-
tivities have different distinct purposes. The purpose of
the system of criminal punishment is to secure personal
security and justice by convicting and punishing violators
of the criminal law. The purpose of a democratic electoral
system is to enable citizens to select their governmental
leaders and to hold them accountable. The purpose of so-
cial gatherings is to allow friends to come together to en-
joy each others' company. And, the purpose of the health
care system is to promote people's health. The purposes of
these activities determine their proper sphere and so the
proper basis for distributing the different distinctive
goods each produces. Criminal punishment should be
given only to convicted lawbreakers, not, for example, to
other bad persons. The right to vote should be given to all
adult citizens of the country, not to foreigners or only to
male citizens. Invitations to a social gathering should go
to those friends the host freely chooses to invite, not to
others who may be more in need of friendship and social
life. And medical care should be distributed on the basis
of medical need and potential for medical benefit [2].
(These are, of course, sometimes in conflict but that is not
important for my purposes now.)

The purposes of these activities are determined by the ac-
tual purposes of those engaged in them, but also in part
conventionally by the social meanings they have in a com-
munity. For example, in a non democratic caste society,
political elections have a different social meaning than
they do in democracies, and so the right to vote would be
distributed differently. But what purpose an activity of a
particular nature can be said plausibly to have is limited
by the nature of the activity. The purpose of health care
could not plausibly be to produce great literature and to
suppress bad literature because what health professionals
do in providing health care has no significant causal rela-
tionship to promoting great and suppressing bad litera-
ture. A different way of putting the point is that these
various activities have the form they do because they are
organized in order to produce particular goods, and if
their purpose was to produce radically different sorts of
goods, they would have been organized very differently.

Moreover, because complex social activities require the
cooperation in different roles of many persons in the serv-
ice of a shared goal, particular individual participants can-
not at will change the nature and purpose of the activity;
for example, a criminal court judge who wants and sets
out to use the criminal justice system to punish his ene-
mies cannot thereby or at will make that the purpose of
the criminal justice system. For the various participants in
complex activities such as these to be engaged in a com-

mon activity requires a shared understanding of its nature
and purpose. This is not an essentialist view of social prac-
tices or professions – their nature and purposes are deter-
mined by the shared understandings of them and of their
purposes by their participants and others – but reasonable
goals of particular activities are limited by the nature of
the activities and the causal outcomes they produce. The
health care system is organized to achieve health.

Suppose someone is sympathetic to the separate spheres
position, but also wants to give weight to a non health
consequence of the prioritization or distribution of health
care resources, such as the economic benefits to employ-
ers of treating their employees' substance abuse. Could he
reasonably argue that the purpose of the sphere of health
care should be more complex than just health, and should
include reducing the economic costs of illness and disease
as well? It might be objected that this would be a mistake
because what health care treatments are directly used for
and do is to improve patients' health, and they only indi-
rectly have the effect of creating these economic benefits.
But this would be to change the argument from a separate
spheres argument to one for excluding indirect benefits,
and we will consider that second sort of argument later. If
activities such as a health care system are at least in signif-
icant part conventionally defined by those participating in
them, and if health care often does have the causal conse-
quence of producing substantial economic benefits, then
this proponent of taking account of economic benefits in
health care resource prioritization would be urging the
members of his society to revise their understanding of
the nature and purpose of the health care system to in-
clude two goals – improving the health of the society's
members and strengthening the society's economy.

If others came to agree with him, would they have made
any conceptual, as opposed to moral, mistake and have
misunderstood the nature and purpose of a health care
system? I think not. If it is insisted that they have misun-
derstood the meaning of health care and the purpose of a
health care system, which is only health, then they could
respond that they are putting into place a new system that
has these dual purposes, call it what you will, in place of
the health care system [3]. Indeed, the first attempt to cre-
ate a universal health care system in Germany in the 19th

Century was motivated not just by a desire to prevent or
reduce the harms of suffering, disability, and loss of life to
patients from illness and disease, the direct benefits of
health care, but also by a desire to strengthen the state by
creating a healthier workforce. The purpose of a health
care system is not fixed by any essential nature, meaning,
or purpose of health care, but by the shared purposes and
understandings of those who provide and receive care in
that system. If the health care system should serve only the
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goal of health we will then need an independent norma-
tive argument for that.

Indeed, I believe that in the United States and, perhaps to
a lesser extent, in many other countries as well, the last few
decades have seen at least an implicit rejection of health
and life as the fundamental goals of medicine and health
care. Suppose the health of biological organisms is under-
stood, albeit extremely crudely, as something like the spe-
cies typical or normal biological functioning of the
organism, and disease as conditions causing adverse devi-
ations from normal functioning. The health of a species
like human being then has an objective basis or definition
that can be derived from the biological sciences, and what
will best promote health by treating a particular patient's
disease will in turn be an empirical matter for medical sci-
ence. But physicians have come increasingly to appreciate
that what best promotes a patient's health, understood in
this way, may not always best serve a patient's overall in-
terests and well-being; health is only one component of
well-being, which sometimes can conflict with other com-
ponents, and so patients sometimes reasonably choose
treatment options that do not best promote their health,
but do best serve their overall well-being and interests. In
this view, the goal or purpose of medicine and health care
is for health care professionals to use their capacities to
treat or prevent disease in the manner that best serves pa-
tients' overall well-being and interests.

In fact, it is widely acknowledged that there is a further
fundamental moral constraint on the use of health care to
promote patients' well-being, namely that it must be done
consistent with respecting patients' self-determination or
autonomy; thus, health care that would best serve a pa-
tient's health or well-being can only be rendered with that
patient's informed consent. Individual patients already
evaluate and prioritize health care by its effects on their
overall well-being, that is for its non health effects as well
as its health effects. If health is not all that properly guides
physicians' and patients' evaluations and choices of treat-
ments, then we cannot simply insist on separate spheres
to rule out consideration of non health effects in other
contexts of health care decision making and resource pri-
oritization. When prioritizing care for more than one pa-
tient, of course, distributive and equity concerns can arise
that typically do not arise in treatment decision making
with individual patients, and they may support independ-
ent separate spheres arguments not based on the purpose
of health care.

How is the distinction between direct and indirect bene-
fits to be made? It should be drawn in a way to make clear
why the economic savings to their employers of treating
substance abusers and the additional five patients saved
by the surgeon if she is saved in the Surgeon case are both

indirect benefits, though one is a non health benefit and
the other is a health benefit. Sometimes we speak of the
direct consequences of some action or event. The deaths
were a direct consequence of the earthquake; the resigna-
tion of the cabinet minister was a direct consequence of
the government's military aggression against its neighbor.
In each of these cases it is a causal relation that links the
first event or action with its direct consequence, and it
seems to be the closeness in the causal relation between
the first event or action and the subsequent event that it
caused that makes the latter a direct consequence of the
former; since causal closeness is a matter of degree, there
will be no sharp distinction between direct and indirect
consequences understood in this way. The precipitating
event need not be a human action, as shown by the case
of the earthquake; the direct consequence of an action
need not be intended by the agent, as when the minister's
resignation is no part of the intent of the other officials
who launched the military aggression. For natural events,
the direct/indirect distinction applies to benefits as it does
to consequences. While a consequence of a natural event
will only be a benefit of that event if it is appropriately re-
lated to some human interest or purpose, its directness
still seems to rest on causal closeness.

When the direct/indirect benefit distinction is applied to
purposive human activities, I believe it is often under-
stood differently than it is with natural events. In purpo-
sive activities directness seems to be tied not to causal
closeness, but rather to the purpose of the activity. In this
understanding, the direct benefits of opening a large, new
primary care clinic are the improved primary health care
that residents of the area now receive, but the conse-
quence that the hospital's cafeteria is no longer unprofita-
ble because of the increased number of patients is an
indirect benefit, even if it may be as closely causally relat-
ed to the opening of the clinic as is the improved patient
care. Moreover, in a complex activity like health care in
which the intended aim will only be achieved by a com-
plex casual process that often takes considerable time to
play out, the direct benefits of the activity may not be
closely causally related to what is done. On this account,
in the Surgeon case the five additional patients that she
would save if we use our scarce medicine to save her is an
indirect benefit because the purpose of giving medical
care to the surgeon is to cure her, but our treating the sur-
geon does not cure the surgeon's five patients, except indi-
rectly by enabling the surgeon to live and to treat her
patients. I have spoken here of the aim or purpose of an
activity, but Kamm in developing what I believe is roughly
the same distinction speaks of the "outcome for which our
resource is specifically designed" [1], which in the Sur-
geon case would be curing the disease of the surgeon to
whom we give our medicine, and of whether the patient
"directly needs our resource," as the surgeon does, or only
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needs it indirectly, as the surgeon's five patients do in the
sense that they need the surgeon to get the resource so the
surgeon can in turn save them.

If the direct/indirect benefit distinction is understood in
this way, then the Separate Spheres' and Indirect Benefits'
problems are less distinct than it may have seemed and
than I indicated at the outset of the paper. In the case
above in which a scarce medicine would cure A's disease,
or cure B's disease plus impart great wisdom to him, I
claimed that the wisdom would be a direct, though non
health, benefit. But if the direct/indirect distinction is un-
derstood not in terms of causal closeness, but rather in
terms of the intent or purpose of the action or activity,
then B's new wisdom would be an added indirect, not di-
rect, benefit of treating his disease. In this account, all in-
direct benefits may also be non health benefits, but the
Surgeon case makes clear that not all health benefits need
be direct benefits. There is more, but not complete, over-
lap between the Separate Spheres' and Indirect Benefits'
problems when the direct/indirect distinction in an activ-
ity like health care is understood in terms of intent or pur-
pose, not causal closeness.

The Moral Significance of Separate Spheres and 
Direct Versus Indirect Benefits
The separate sphere's argument has been used to some-
what different effect by different of its prominent propo-
nents, such as Michael Walzer and Frances Kamm [1,4].
Since in most cases benefits from health care resource al-
locations that are outside of the sphere of health are also
indirect benefits of those uses of the health resources it is
often difficult to sort out which objection critics intend, or
whether they intend both. But before considering the ar-
guments in support of the separate spheres restriction and
against weighing indirect benefits, I want to state briefly
the central argument against both of these positions and
in support of taking account of all benefits and costs,
whether health or non health and whether direct or indi-
rect, of alternative resource allocations in health care. That
argument is grounded in the straightforward point that
non health and indirect benefits and costs are no less real
benefits and costs for being non health and indirect. As I
noted earlier, both Consequentialists and non Conse-
quentialists agree that the good and bad consequences of
actions and social institutions are typically relevant for
their moral evaluation. We often use indirect means to ac-
complish our ends; for example, we help one group of
persons so that they will be able to help others. We often
have multiple ends in view in particular activities, ends
not plausibly delineated by a single particular sphere of
activity; for example, a high school student may devote
great effort to developing his abilities in football both for
the sense of accomplishment and pleasure he receives
from excelling in competition in the sport and also in or-

der to win a scholarship to college. When we are con-
cerned with the consequences of actions, social practices,
and institutions, it seems a reasonable presumption that
we should consider all of their consequences. Failure to
do so will result in our sometimes judging actions or prac-
tices to have better consequences than some alternatives
when, taking all their consequences into account, they do
not in fact have better overall consequences. When conse-
quences are morally relevant and we seek to produce bet-
ter consequences rather than worse, then only if we take
all consequences into account will we know which alter-
native actions or practices will in fact produce better con-
sequences. If there is what Shelly Kagan has called a pro
tanto reason to promote the good, that requires attending
to all good and bad consequences of what we do [5]. This
is not to say that the presumption in favor of attending to
all consequences and acting to promote the good cannot
in particular circumstances be rebutted or overridden.
There may be good moral reasons why specific conse-
quences should not be counted when we make particular
assessments of outcomes; to take an example unrelated to
my concerns here, many would say that the sadistic pleas-
ure one person gets from the suffering of another counts
as no reason whatever against relieving that suffering,
even if in most cases pleasure is a good to be promoted.
So the question here is whether there are comparable rea-
sons for ignoring the non-health or indirect benefits of
health care resource allocations.

It is important to understand that non consequentialists
face a version of the Separate Spheres' problem even when
not assessing the goodness of outcomes; for example,
when they determine how to give priority to the worse off
in health care resource allocation [6]. There the Separate
Spheres problem takes the form of whether the worst off
are those with the worse overall well-being, or those with
the worse health. (Even the idea of those with the worse
health is in several important respects ambiguous; for ex-
ample, are they those with the worse health now, at the
time we are allocating resources, those who will be in
worse health if they are not treated, or who will have the
worse lifetime health if not treated, but I shall not pursue
these important details here.) Applying a separate sphere's
view and considering only whose health is worse now in
determining who should receive special concern in health
care allocations would sometimes increase overall ine-
quality by giving special concern and health benefits to
those who are overall better off; this will occur when those
with worse health are sufficiently better off than others in
other important aspects of well-being to make them over-
all better off than those others. Here, I believe the separate
spheres' proponent needs to provide a reason to overcome
the presumption that the special concern justice requires
for the worse off should focus on people's overall levels of
well-being, their lives as a whole, not on only a limited
Page 5 of 12
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domain of well-being. We often assume that people being
worse off than others in some respects, or in some do-
mains of well-being, can be compensated for by their be-
ing better off in other respects or domains. Why shouldn't
that also be true when we are determining what special
concern for the worse off justice requires? It is not just in
the assessment of the outcomes of actions, practices or in-
stitutions, and the determination of which alternatives
will produce the best outcomes, that the Separate Spheres'
problem arises.

One central moral objection to giving weight in health
care resource prioritization to indirect non health benefits
(I leave open for now whether this objection applies to
non health, indirect, or both kinds of benefits) is ground-
ed in fairness. It is unfair when prioritizing health care re-
sources, it might be argued, to favor one group of patients
over another, or some health care needs over others, solely
because treating them is instrumentally valuable in pro-
ducing indirect non health benefits for third parties. If
people's health needs are of equal importance and their
treatment would be equally effective, then, all other
things being equal, they have equal moral claims to have
those needs met; they and their health needs deserve
equal moral concern and satisfaction. Neither should re-
ceive priority over the other and if we cannot treat them
all, then all should have a fair chance of receiving treat-
ment; if there are no other morally relevant differences be-
tween the groups, then a fair chance for all should be an
equal chance for all.

Why would it be unfair to take the fact that treating one
group will produce additional indirect non health bene-
fits for third parties to be another morally relevant differ-
ence between them? For example, suppose that two
groups A and B have the same disease with the same de-
gree of severity and will suffer the same level of disability
for the same period of time; the only difference between
them is that the members of A are still of working age and
employed, whereas the members of B are retired and no
longer in the workforce. Treating group A will have signif-
icant economic benefits in restoring them to productive
jobs and reducing lost work time for their employers that
will not be gained from treating group B. The example
might seem more pressing still if the members of A would
suffer a less serious and lengthy disability than the mem-
bers of B, but when the additional indirect non health
benefits of treating A are added in there would be greater
overall benefits from treating them.

The developers of the Disability Adjusted Life Year (DA-
LY) measure stated as one general concept guiding its for-
mulation that the only characteristics of the individual
affected by a health outcome that should be considered in
calculating the associated burden of disease were age and

sex. This was justified as treating like health outcomes
alike and as fitting their conception of equity or social jus-
tice. Christopher Murray and colleagues offered specific
arguments for taking account of sex and age, but much
less argument for why no other properties are relevant
(see Endnote section, Note 1 on age-weighting of DALYs).
Intuitively, it seems correct that a measure of the burden
of disease should not depend on factors like the wealth of
the persons suffering from a disease; a patient's wealth
does not affect the health burden of a disease for the pa-
tient. It is not uncommon in many policy contexts, how-
ever, to emphasize indirect non health burdens as well,
and in particular the economic costs of particular diseases
or health problems. If one but not another disease and
health burden creates substantial additional economic
burdens for the society, those additional burdens con-
sume resources that could have been used to meet other
health or non health social needs. If those other needs
have a legitimate claim on the society's attentions and re-
sources, then why wouldn't it be justified to give priority
to meeting the health need that will bring with it an eco-
nomic benefit allowing us to meet additional health or
non health needs as well?

John Broome distinguishes between claims to a commod-
ity, such as health care, by which he means "a duty owed
to the candidate herself that she should have it" [7] and
other moral reasons why a person should or should not
get a commodity. Broome writes, "claims, and not other
moral reasons, are the object of fairness. Fairness is con-
cerned with mediating between the claims of different
people. If there are reasons why a person should have a
commodity, but she does not get it, no unfairness is done
her unless she has a claim to it" [7]. This leaves open what
considerations ground claims either in general, or to
health care in particular. But suppose, as many believe,
that people's medical needs give rise to moral claims to
the health care resources necessary to meet those needs,
that equally urgent needs give rise to equal moral claims,
and that more urgent needs give rise to stronger moral
claims. Then the working age and retired patients in the
example above have equal claims to the treatment they
need, and fairness requires that their claims be equally sat-
isfied. That treating the employed patients will produce
indirect economic benefits for their employers may be a
reason favoring treating them, but it does not ground any
claim of them to be treated. No obligation is owed to
them to treat them because doing so would produce these
indirect non health benefits to others. That is why prefer-
ring to treat the employed patients because doing so
would produce these benefits would be unfair; it fails to
recognize and satisfy the equal claims to treatment of the
retired patients. If scarcity prevents us from satisfying the
claims of all who have equal claims, we can use a lottery
to give all an equal chance of having their equal claims
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satisfied. The good for others produced by treating the em-
ployed patients or treating the surgeon in the surgeon
case, could be great enough to outweigh the unfairness of
doing so, and so could all things considered justify treat-
ing them; but this would not remove, only override and
thereby justify, the unfairness. This last point illustrates
that if the reason for separate spheres and for ignoring in-
direct benefits in health care resource prioritization is
grounded in this way in fairness, other moral reasons such
as utility could be sufficiently weighty in some cases to
justify counting indirect non health benefits despite the
unfairness of doing so.

Frances Kamm has suggested a different reason why giving
priority to treating some patients, those in group A in the
example above, because doing so will produce indirect
non health benefits for third parties would be wrong – it
would violate the Kantian requirement that persons al-
ways be treated as ends in themselves and never solely as
means [1,8]. As she points out, preferring group A on
these grounds would not be treating them solely as means
since in their own right they need the scarce resource as
much as those in B. Moreover, the charge of treating per-
sons solely as means is typically an objection to harming
or disadvantaging them in some way while failing to give
weight to their interests and status as rational and auton-
omous agents; it is an objection to using them for the ben-
efit of others without their consent. But the members of A
are benefited, not harmed or disadvantaged, by receiving
priority over group B; they are not being used for the ben-
efit of others or treated in a way to which they do not con-
sent; indeed, they want to be given priority over B for
treatment. It is the members of B who are being treated
solely as means and not as ends in themselves. But how
can that be when we treat the members of A and do not
treat the members of B? Members of B are treated solely as
means and not also as ends in themselves because they are
denied treatment, or a fair chance to receive treatment,
solely because they are not a means to the economic ben-
efits that will come from treating members of A instead.

The objection to preferring group A in order to gain indi-
rect economic benefits can also be put in terms of equali-
ty, the equal moral worth of persons, and specifically the
equal concern and respect morally owed to all persons.
Treating group A has social value and social benefit – in-
direct economic benefits – that treating group B does not
have. But giving weight to individuals' different social val-
ue to others in this way can be argued to violate the equal
moral worth of all persons, and the claim to equal moral
concern that all individuals have just as persons; the equal
health needs of the members of B, and in turn treating
those needs, is considered less important and of less value
or worth because doing so is is not socially useful to oth-
ers. It is a personal characteristic of the members of A, the

fact that they are employed and economically productive,
not simply their medical needs and our ability to meet
them, which is the basis for favoring them over B. This in-
troduces an element of the human capital approach to val-
uing lives that has been widely rejected in the health
sector, as well as in many other contexts, as assigning
worth to individuals and to individuals' lives on the basis
of their social and instrumental value to others.

Kamm has questioned whether choosing to use health re-
sources in a way that will produce additional indirect ben-
efits should always be condemned as unfair and as
violating the Kantian injunction against treating people
solely as means [1]. She imagines a case where we have a
scarce drug that A, B, and C each need to save their lives.
We can give the drug to A or we can give it to B, but if we
give it to B who is a fast runner he can get a share of it to
C, whereas A cannot do so. Is it unfair to choose to give
our drug to B for this reason? Kamm claims that the ben-
efit of saving C would be produced only indirectly by sav-
ing B, who in turn would get a share of our drug to C.
Moreover, we would be preferring B over A solely because
of a personal characteristic he has that A lacks; he can run
fast and get a share of our drug to C whereas A cannot.
Kamm argues that "the fact that B and C have as great a di-
rect need for what we have to distribute as A does is, I be-
lieve, crucial in making it not unfair to save B because of
his skill." This shows "that someone's personal character-
istic if it helps better distribute what we have may be taken
into account in deciding whom to aid, although a person-
al or nonpersonal characteristic that produces more utility
in some other way should not be taken into account." But,
she adds, "there is a more general background limit on
our goal: we do not do with our resource whatever will re-
sult in as much good as possible. Rather we try to achieve
the best outcome for which our resource was specifically
designed." As she also puts it, "we limit the sphere in which
an item can maximize good" [1] (see also Endnote sec-
tion, Note 2).

Now if I was correct at the end of the last section that in
the case of human activities like the provision of health
care the direct/indirect benefit distinction is to be under-
stood in terms of the aim or purpose of the activity, not in
terms of causal closeness, then Kamm is mistaken that
when B gets a share of our drug to C, C's being saved is an
indirect benefit of our giving the drug to B. Instead, the
aim or purpose of giving our drug to B was for it to be used
to save both B and C, and so both B's and C's being saved
are direct benefits of what we do with our drug. Likewise
suppose A is on one island and B and C are on another;
we can send our drug to A or to B with instructions to her
to administer part of it to C who is a very young child; if
we send it to B, saving both B and C would be direct ben-
efits of what we do with our drug.
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If B would not get a share of our drug to C, however, but
is instead a Doctor who would himself save C if we save
him, that is the Surgeon case, then Kamm argues that it
would be unfair to A to prefer B for this reason. Kamm be-
lieves that in each case we achieve the additional benefit
indirectly through saving B who is then able to save C. If
that is correct, it remains true that when B gets some of our
drug to C we use our drug for the purpose for which it is
specifically designed, to treat both B's and C's disease,
whereas in the Surgeon case we save C with our drug only
indirectly and not by using it for the purpose for which it
is designed. In the Surgeon case, C does not need and does
not get our drug; rather, he needs our drug at most indi-
rectly, that is he needs B to get our drug so that B can then
save him. Kamm takes these cases to show that preferring
one person over another because the first has a personal
characteristic that enables us to indirectly produce an ad-
ditional benefit need not be unfair when the benefit is
produced by our resource being used directly for the pur-
pose for which it is intended, that is when B gets a share
of our drug to C. If Kamm is correct that saving C in this
case is an indirect benefit of our saving B, then because the
drug is used for the purpose for which it is directly intend-
ed, it should be understood as not violating an indirect
benefits restriction. Alternatively, if I am correct that C's
being saved is a direct benefit of our use of our drug when
we give it to B who will get some of it to C, then no indi-
rect benefit restriction applies. In either case, the Kantian
requirement that persons be treated as ends in themselves
and not solely as means permits giving weight to C's being
saved in this case, but not in the Surgeon case. The distinc-
tion between these two cases should be understood as
clarifying the nature of the indirect benefits restriction.
The Kantian injunction and the equal worth of persons
provide moral bases for excluding consideration of indi-
rect benefits in health care resource prioritization.

The Kantian objection to the surgeon case could, however,
be challenged. It could be argued that it is not our drug
that we must decide how to use in the surgeon case, but
rather medical resources generally. In an earlier commen-
tary, James Griffin has suggested that "if that is taken to in-
clude doctors themselves, then we get a different answer
in this case. Save B, the doctor, who over the years will go
on to save scores of other people's lives. What is the justi-
fication for limiting attention to this particular drug
alone?" Griffin is correct that if we take this more global
perspective saving the surgeon does further the purpose of
medical resources of saving lives, and so in that respect the
lives the surgeon saves are a direct health benefit of giving
our drug to her. Whether this is the correct perspective for
our decision about what we should do with our life saving
drug in the surgeon case is questionable. But in any case,
saving the surgeon because she will then operate on and
save C would be unfair. A,B the surgeon, and C all have

equal moral claims to be saved by us. B has no greater
claim to be saved because if she is, she can operate on and
save C; if we cannot save them all fairness requires that we
give each a fair chance to be saved, which I believe would
require giving proportional chances to A versus B and C.
So even if Griffin is correct that the Kantian objection does
not apply to the surgeon case, which as I said above is
questionable, the fairness objection grounded in the
claims of the individuals does apply.

Quite different pragmatic, not moral, considerations may
often be important as well for why physicians or health
planners and policy makers should not give weight to non
health or indirect benefits. These other effects are often ex-
tremely difficult to calculate or predict with any confi-
dence or accuracy, more difficult than predicting direct
health benefits, which itself is often laced with great un-
certainty. The professional training of physicians, as well
as of health planners and administrators, gives them ex-
pertise in the evaluation of the health benefits of different
health treatments and programs. But physicians and other
health administrators and planners typically have little or
no training or expertise in estimating the indirect non
health benefits of health interventions, nor has much sys-
tematic research gone into doing so. This is not to say that
we have no such knowledge. I have already cited the ex-
ample of substance abuse for which there are estimates, al-
beit rough, of its economic costs; these economic
estimates provide at least some limited and incomplete
knowledge to health planners.

Restricting benefit assessment to direct health benefits has
the practical advantage of substantially limiting the scope
of the assessment. Once we begin giving weight to the in-
direct non health benefits of health interventions there is
no obvious stopping point stretching out in time and in
non health domains beyond which we need not go. The
more extensive the consequences to which we give weight
the more tenuous and unreliable our estimations of them
are likely to be. We risk soon finding ourselves giving sig-
nificant weight in health care allocation and prioritization
choices to effects whose nature, size, and probability are
highly uncertain.

Furthermore, once we move beyond the direct health ben-
efits to other social and economic impacts of meeting the
health needs of some rather than other persons or groups,
the potential increases appreciably for bias, prejudice,
stereotypes, and self or group interest to creep, albeit often
unintentionally, into the assessments. For example, femi-
nist social theory and social critics have made us increas-
ingly aware of the extent to which the economic and social
value of work done in the home, typically by women, is
undervalued in comparison with work typically done by
men in the market economy. This gender prejudice would
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almost certainly affect any estimation of the indirect social
and economic benefits of health interventions that differ-
entially serve men and women. In the absence of rigorous
measures of these indirect non health benefits, many such
biases, prejudices, and stereotypes may infect any attempt
to take account of them in the prioritization of health care
resources.

Finally, in many contexts it may simply not be worth the
added effort, time, and expense in decision making costs
to attempt to incorporate non health indirect effects into
the prioritization and allocation process; the necessary
data may be too difficult and costly to obtain and the de-
cision makers too poorly positioned to use it reliably.
These various pragmatic considerations are not in them-
selves morally decisive against weighing indirect non
health effects in all cases, but if they apply to most cases it
would be inconsistent and in turn unfair to use them only
selectively, although this unfairness might not be morally
decisive in all cases.

The Importance of Context and Social Role
Does the context in which prioritization and allocation
choices are made and the social and professional role of
those who make them matter for the Separate Spheres and
Indirect Benefits problems? I shall argue that they do for
at least three distinct reasons. First, the decision making
context can affect the alternatives from which decision
makers must choose; for example, legislators must choose
between health and non health aims in allocating resourc-
es to the health sector, whereas a health ministry or health
plan must choose between alternative health care pro-
grams to meet the needs of its different patients. Second,
the decision making context can determine the nature of
what is to be prioritized or allocated; for example, a health
ministry or administrators of a health plan must typically
allocate money to programs that would meet different
health needs, whereas a transplant program must allocate
scarce organs between different patients in need of them.
Third, the different social and professional roles of those
making prioritization and allocation decisions can have
different responsibilities and commitments that affect
which considerations are relevant to their decisions; for
example, legislators deciding what resources will be allo-
cated to the health care system are responsible to the elec-
torate, whereas physicians are typically responsible to the
individual patients for whom they are caring. Let me ex-
plore each of these points in a bit more detail.

Within a public or government health system decisions
about the allocation of resources to the health sector as
opposed to other non health programs concern the allo-
cation of public tax monies, not health care resources
themselves. Thus, any argument that health care resources
have the specific aim of producing health, not other goods

like economic benefits, would not apply – what is being
allocated is money, a fungible good usable for a wide va-
riety of purposes. It might be argued that even here we
should observe separate spheres and attend only to the
health benefits of allocations to the health system
weighed against the distinct benefits of other public pro-
grams such as electric power development, highway trans-
portation, and education. But this example illustrates the
difficulty with separate spheres at this level of resource al-
location. Bringing electric power to areas without it has a
very wide range of benefits, both economic and social,
and it would be arbitrary to single out any subset of them
as the proper purpose of electric power generation; like-
wise, a highway transportation system allows individuals
and goods to move from place to place for a wide variety
of purposes, and facilitates a wide range of economic de-
velopment and activity. Even education, which might at
first seem to have a more distinctive purpose in the way
that health care seems to have, in fact is valued for its in-
trinsic and instrumental benefits to those educated in the
development of their knowledge and skills, but also for a
wide range of benefits to the economy, culture, and gen-
eral quality of life of the society. Electric power, highway
transportation, and education are each valued for a wide
range of purposes and reasons. It would be arbitrary to in-
sist on a separate spheres approach that picks out some
subset of the benefits of these activities as their proper
benefits when comparing them with other activities and
programs to which scarce resources might be devoted. Yet
if the full range of their benefits should be considered by
government officials or legislators in allocating resources
to them, health care would be systematically disadvan-
taged in that process if only its health benefits are taken
into account. Moreover, a society's reasons for supporting
a health care system are typically diverse. They of course
centrally include the benefits to its individual members of
promoting and protecting their health and life, but they
include other goals as well such as having a healthy work-
force to support a strong economy; even health is largely,
if not entirely, an instrumental good allowing people to
pursue a wide range of valued activities within their lives,
and its value derives largely from the extent to which it
serves those other ends.

The legislators and other public officials making this re-
source allocation decision have a responsibility for the
full range of activities and purposes served by public sec-
tor activities. This will typically include health, but it will
also include other areas like the economy, transportation,
and education, with the myriad ends they each serve.
These public decision makers are reasonably held respon-
sible for the full effects of their decisions and actions on
the various ends and purposes for which government is in
whole or in part responsible. Indeed, if government offi-
cials ignored, for example, the economic consequences of
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a decision about where to locate a highway they could
properly be charged with failing to exercise their full re-
sponsibilities.

When public officials are making decisions about how to
allocate public monies to the health sector versus other
non health aims and programs, no one's medical needs
are given lower priority than are the medical needs of oth-
er persons solely because serving them does not produce
other indirect, non health benefits; this is not a choice be-
tween the medical needs of different individuals or
groups. Thus, I believe no separate spheres nor indirect
benefits restriction should apply at the level of allocating
public or societal resources to health care versus other non
health ends.

In a market system for health care or health care insur-
ance, the proportion of individuals' resources that are al-
located to health care versus other goods is determined by
their choices about how much to spend on health care or
health insurance versus other goods. (In fact, even in
countries like the United States that rely to a significant ex-
tent on market systems for the purchase of health insur-
ance, individuals typically have little choice between
health insurance plans with substantially different levels
of coverage and cost.) It is only rational, not morally ob-
jectionable, for individuals to consider the full effects on
all of their interests of the different alternative uses to
which they might put their resources. When individuals
are each deciding how to allocate their own resources, no
objection grounded in fairness or in the Kantian injunc-
tion against treating people solely as means will arise.

Consider now the allocation of resources within the
health sector to different health programs and needs; for
example, within a public health care program, a private
health care plan, or a health facility like a hospital. As in
the case of allocations between health and non health sec-
tors, the resources to be distributed will typically be mon-
ey, and so no direct argument that the distinctive end of
what is being distributed is health seems applicable. Nev-
ertheless, it could be argued that the distinctive end to be
served by all of the different programs competing for re-
sources in the health sector is health. Moreover, the re-
sponsibilities of administrators of public health
programs, medical research efforts, or private health plans
or facilities are plausibly understood to be health, not oth-
er non health benefits. (Even this is more complex, how-
ever, because if legislators are deciding whether to allocate
funds to a specific health program or need as opposed to
non health programs, as they often do, then once again
there is no distinctive end served by the money they are
distributing and their responsibility is not restricted to
health. However, I shall set this case aside here as in fact
an instance of the first level of macro allocation where a

general allocation of resources is made between health
and non health ends.)

Once funds are allocated to the health system, whether a
government research effort or health program like Medi-
care, a managed care plan, or a hospital, the money is to
be used for different health needs, not, for example, for
economic development. Important here is what Robert
Goodin in an earlier commentary calls the "politics of de-
partmentalization" and the "division of political respon-
sibility". Governments "do business by breaking the task
of governing up into several subject-specific portfolios
(defense, finance, transportation, health, education, and
so on) and assigning responsibility for each portfolio to
specific individuals" and departments. When a depart-
ment exercises discretion in allocating money appropriat-
ed to it, as Goodin writes, "it is the Health Minister's job
to look after health, and spend her money however best
promotes health; any spillovers to non health matters, be
they positive or negative, are naturally neglected by her on
the grounds 'that's not my department'." Public or private
health administrators will for these reasons tend in fact to
observe the separate spheres' restriction in allocating re-
sources at their disposal. Should we accept this tendency
to ignore what Goodin calls spillover into non health
spheres as proper or instead attempt to restructure health
care institutions, responsibilities, and incentives to under-
mine this observation of separate spheres?

Suppose we are considering the resource allocation for re-
search on two different diseases, A and B, with compara-
ble health impacts on patients who have them, a
comparable incidence in the population, and equal pros-
pects of success. The treatment being sought for disease A,
however, is likely to have important applications outside
of health care, say in agricultural production or animal
husbandry. On the one hand, a society should be able to
give higher priority to a research effort that promises both
these benefits instead of only the one, since both could be
important and legitimate societal concerns. On the other
hand, the mandate of a research organization like the Na-
tional Institutes of Health in the United States is health,
not agriculture, and so potential agricultural benefits
should not affect their priorities; however, there seems to
be no moral objection to the Department of Agriculture
adding additional funds to expand support for research
on disease A. Likewise, the Department of Labor or private
corporations might contribute additional funds to sup-
port substance abuse treatment in an effort to reduce its
economic costs. One might insist in these two examples
that while the Departments of Agriculture, Labor, or pri-
vate corporations could contribute some of their own re-
sources to the health care research or treatment efforts,
those efforts should not receive different resources from
the health sector because of their different indirect non
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health benefits. But this seems an artificial distinction,
since if additional external resources are added to health
programs with large indirect non health benefits, the re-
sult is to favor the needs of patients served by those pro-
grams

Within a health plan whose members contribute resourc-
es in the form of insurance premiums, the mandate of the
plan's administrators is typically understood to be to use
those resources to serve the members' health needs. Secur-
ing indirect non health benefits for non members is not
part of their mandate because the resources contributed
by the plan members should be used for their, not others',
benefit. It is a good deal less clear that it would be wrong
for the plan's members to agree to take account of indirect
non health benefits to plan members of different health
programs in prioritizing and allocating the plan's resourc-
es to those programs. These are not choices of particular
patients on the basis of their personal characteristics and
instrumental value, but rather choices between alternative
health needs. Using the example of substance abuse again,
some health problems are associated with substantial in-
direct costs and so their treatment is associated with sub-
stantial indirect economic benefits. It is a feature of the
disease, it might be argued, that it results in these econom-
ic losses, not a feature of particular individuals with the
disease. No claim is made that some patients are more so-
cially valuable than others, as would be the case if we dif-
ferentiated patients on the basis of their economic
contribution to society. But of course it is individual pa-
tients who have these diseases and health needs, so giving
weight to this kind of indirect economic benefit will result
in a higher priority to the health needs of individual pa-
tients with this need. Moreover, it is not in fact a feature of
the disease of substance abuse that it has these large eco-
nomic costs, but a feature of the disease only in individu-
als who are or would otherwise be employed. Why
shouldn't we then give higher priority to substance abuse
programs serving working age persons as opposed to the
elderly, since the elderly typically are not employed and so
their treatment does not produce these economic bene-
fits? We seem back to the violation of claims of fairness,
equal moral concern, and the Kantian injunction.

The closer one is to selecting individual patients compet-
ing for scarce health care resources, the more ethically
problematic prioritizing their claims on the basis of indi-
rect non health benefits appears to be. I think this may be
for three reasons. First, the choice then is more directly be-
tween individual persons on the basis of their instrumen-
tal non health value to others, not just of the different
instrumental value of treating different health needs. Sec-
ond, we are then directly distributing health resources to
individual patients, not just money for different health
needs, and so the idea that the resource should be used for

the specific purpose it is meant to serve applies more di-
rectly. Third, the social roles of those doing the prioritiz-
ing or allocating are typically different. While the decision
makers at the two macro levels considered above are typi-
cally government legislators, health officials, or health
plan administrators, physicians typically prioritize differ-
ent patients for needed treatment. A common objection to
physicians doing "bedside rationing" is that their commit-
ments are and should be to the individual patients whom
they are treating, not to broader social concerns. This com-
mitment is at the core of the traditional patient-centered
physician-patient relationship, and is a fundamental de-
fining commitment of the profession of medicine in
many societies. For familiar reasons, it is important to pa-
tients, especially to seriously ill, fearful, and vulnerable
patients, to have a physician who is single-mindedly com-
mitted to their medical needs to the exclusion of other
concerns. The importance of patients' trust in their physi-
cians' commitment to their medical needs above all else
provides a special reason why physicians should not pri-
oritize their efforts by the indirect non health benefits of
treating different patients.

As a rough generalization and all other things being equal,
the higher level a macro health care resource allocation or
prioritization decision, the more defensible it is to give
weight to the indirect non health benefits and costs of al-
ternative resource uses in health care. The closer to micro
level choices by health professionals between the needs of
their individual patients, the stronger the case that these
indirect non health benefits and costs should be ignored
on grounds of fairness. However, the policy alternatives
are not only to give indirect non health benefits the same
weight as direct health benefits, or to give them no weight
at all; they can be given some but lesser weight than direct
health benefits and costs, though there is no apparent
principled answer to how much weight these effects
should receive in different contexts. Since the fairness ob-
jection to counting these effects in health care resource
prioritization is strong, but, so far as I can see, not fully de-
cisive, and because its force is different for different deci-
sion making levels and contexts, particular societies might
exercise significant discretion through fair, democratic de-
cision procedures about what weight to give them.
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Endnote section
Note 1
It could be argued that in an indirect fashion, the DALY
does not disregard all indirect non health benefits. The
DALY is age weighted, assigning more weight to life years
during people's productive middle years than during
childhood or old age. The principal rationale offered for
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this age-weighting was that children and the elderly are
generally economically, socially, and psychologically de-
pendent on persons in their productive middle years. By
age weighting for this reason, the DALY developers have
indirectly given weight to the indirect non health burdens
of disease on others that they explicitly claim to exclude
when differentiating individuals only by age and sex.

Note 2
I would note that even if Kamm's reasoning here is correct
regarding taking account of the indirect benefit to C, I be-
lieve it does not follow that it would not be unfair to pre-
fer B who can get the drug to C instead of A. Kamm
believes this because she believes, very roughly, that fair-
ness requires balancing persons with equal interests in
conflict cases such as this, but that after balancing the per-
sons on one side, additional persons with equal interests
on the other side can fairly determine our choice; so it is
not unfair to save B and C instead of A. While it is not im-
portant for my purposes in this paper, I believe that
Kamm is mistaken about what fairness requires in these
conflict cases. Instead, A should get a fair chance to be
saved, whether this is an equal or proportional chance,
against B and C; it would not be fair to A simply to save
the greater number.
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