
Turning Discovery into Healthier Communities 1

Ethical issues in health resource 
allocation

Yot Teerawattananon M.D., Ph.D.
Saw Swee Hock School of Public Health

National University of Singapore
21 September 2018

Some slides are from the presentation of Prof. Mark Sculpher, University of York



Turning Discovery into Healthier Communities 2

In the last seminar, we learned….

• the CE threshold and how to identify the threshold

• Challenges in using the CE threshold in health resource allocation
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In this seminar, we will learn….

• Ethical principles related to health resource allocation
– Utilitarianism 

– Utilitarianism

– Kant’s moral theory

– Theory of justices

– Rule of rescue

• Real-world example of ethical challenges in health policy in Singapore

• Proposed solution to deal with ethical challenges in public/health policy
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1. Happiness was the greatest 
goods

2. Happiness and unhappiness 
can be measured in discrete 
units and calculated  
mathematically e.g. sum of 
happiness, subtracting the pain

3. The goal is the production of  
maximal happiness, or utility

John Stuart Mills
4

Utilitarianism 
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Utilitarianism 

• Looking at consequence 
of action

• Maximizing (health) 
benefit given the limited 
budget

• Economic evaluation: 
cost-effectiveness analysis 

5



Turning Discovery into Healthier Communities 6

“The will to do the 
right thing only for the 
sake of doing the right 
thing regardless of its 
consequences”

Kant’s moral theory

6
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Action can be justified itself regardless 
of its consequence

7
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8
Source of the figure: Rosenbaum 2018
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by John Rawls (1921-2002)

Theory of justice

a just system of 
distribution of ‘goods’ 
within a society is one in 
which those members of 
society who are worst off 
will be better off under 
this system than any other

9
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UTILITY: focuses on all affected by a potential action
– Bentham -- Weighs the social costs and benefits, 

looking for the action that provides the “greatest net 
benefits”

RIGHTS: focuses on the freedom & equality of individuals
– Kant -- Decides on the basis of rights that a person 

has that are necessary to provide freedom and 
equality for that person.

JUSTICE: focuses on the distribution of goods
– Rawls -- Looks for a fair distribution of benefits and 

burdens. The question is which moral principles will 
ensure that.
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Rule of Rescue

11

 There is an identified person whose life is at risk

 There exists an intervention which has a good change of 
saving the person’s life

 It is justified to save this person’s life rather than others 
who cannot be identified
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Real-world example of ethical 
challenges in health policy in 

Singapore

Pwee Keng Ho
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13
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The next seminar: Future of health economic evaluation 
(wrapping up the series)
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