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Undercover Economist: Stakes in kidneys
By  Tim  Harford

E

conomics is all about realising gains from trade, but sometimes our qualms get in the way. For example, most of us have a spare
kidney that – since kidneys tend to fail in pairs – is not terribly useful to us. A few – over 6,300 on the UK waiting list – could have
their lives transformed if they could get hold of a compatible kidney. The few have so much to gain; the rest of us, not that much to lose.
Donating a kidney is not risk-free: it kills three out of 10,000 donors, which is three times the death rate from pregnancy. The logic of
economics is that there is a cash price at which both donor and recipient would walk away smiling.
Of course, it isn’t legal to complete this transaction – unless you happen to live in Iran, where recipients are allowed to provide cash
compensation to donors. From a utilitarian cost-benefit viewpoint, the prohibition doesn’t make much sense. But then, neither did the
outrage over the Dutch Big  Donor  Show, in which three desperately ill patients competed for the kidney of a terminally ill donor. In the
end, of course, the show turned out to be a hoax; the patients were in on the stunt and the donor was an actress. At the awful news that
none of these sick people would receive a cure, the world breathed a puzzling sigh of relief.
Since kidney trades are illegal, it’s hardly surprising that there is a severe shortage of kidneys. Four hundred Britons die each year while
on the waiting list for an organ transplant. The shortage is getting worse as diabetes and hypertension damage more kidneys.
All is not lost. While most people feel queasy at the idea of exchanging a kidney for, say, £20,000, they are happy with the idea of
exchanging a kidney for another kidney.
In such a kidney exchange, two pairs of friends agree a swap in search of more compatible kidneys: I donate a kidney to your friend if
you donate a kidney to my friend.
Most people seem to think this is morally acceptable. Quite what the difference is between being paid in cash and being paid in kidney is
a question I will leave to the philosophers. (It has only recently become legal in the US and the UK. It was not until March this year that
the US Department of Justice clarified its opinion that while cash was “valuable consideration” and thus contravened the law, a kidney
was not.)
However, those who have a pragmatic bent have turned their attention to making these kidney exchanges work better. The economists
Al Roth, Tayfun Sonmez and Utku Unver have been working with transplant surgeons in New England to design a kidney exchange
programme. Twenty-two transplants have taken place so far. The UK has a legislative framework in place to support something similar,
and the first paired transplant is likely to take place over the next few months.
It is technically demanding to set up a kidney exchange, but getting it right should pay off. Think about an altruistic or “undirected”
donor who offers to donate a kidney wherever it might be useful. Before the kidney exchange, that person’s kidney would help only one
person. The carefully designed market now allows such a donation to set off a small avalanche of swaps.
Roth has turned his attention to three-way or even four-way swaps. His calculations have demonstrated that the four-way swap is
unnecessary: three-way swaps solve almost all compatibility problems. Since a four-way swap means eight simultaneous operations,
that is a relief.
Keynes once expressed a wish that economists could be as useful as dentists. Professor Roth and his colleagues have gone one better.
Tim  Harford’s  book,  ‘The  Undercover  Economist’,  is  now  out  in  paperback

RELATED  TOPICS United Kingdom

Most  Popular  on  Social  Networks
Quant  funds  lie  in  wait  as  losing  streak  eases

'Everything  Store'  nothing  short  of  unbalanced,  says  Mrs  Bezos

Israel  set  to  become  major  gas  exporter

Twitter  boosts  IPO  valuation  to  $17.4bn

How  to  handle  a  crisis:  Sorry  seems  to  be  the  hardest  word

Possibility  of  20bn  Earth-like  planets  in  our  galaxy,  study  finds

Euro  on  the  slide  as  traders  back  ECB  rate  cut

Snacks  and  sweets  face  price  sting  from  humble  bee

Toronto  mayor  admits  to  smoking  crack  in  'drunken  stupor'

BlackBerry  abandons  sale

Cost  of  living  speech  caps  Miliband's  political  transformation

How  not  to  fix  the  European  Union's  democratic  deficit

Germany  is  a  weight  on  the  world

Britain's  politicians  must  offer  realism  not  radicalism

Attacks  on  women  by  women  hold  back  women

How  China  plans  to  prove  the  sceptics  wrong

Pressure  mounts  on  Draghi  following  eurozone  forecasts

The  rise  of  the  automotive  tech  wars

Cotton  prices  hang  by  a  thread  amid  China  stockpile  sale  talk

Pizza  delivery  and  bins  concealed  material,  hacking  trial  hears

Printed  from:  http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/45d4cb08-2f55-11dc-b9b7-0000779fd2ac.html
Print  a  single  copy  of  this  article  for  personal  use.  Contact  us  if  you  wish  to  print  more  to  distribute  to  others.
©  THE  FINANCIAL  TIMES  LTD  2013  FT  and  ‘Financial  Times’  are  trademarks  of  The  Financial  Times  Ltd.

