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time. Pharmaceutical compa-
nies with an unproven prod-
uct and uncertain demand
would never have ramped up
to manufacture enough doses
by early 2021. The federal
government — everybody’s
favorite punching bag — made
the correct choice to pay for it
anyway, in the interest of
speed.

Now, however, we see the
limits of economic thinking
when it comes to getting shots
in arms.

For the next few months of
the vaccines’ rollout, we face a
classic economics problem:
too much demand and not
enough supply. To vaccinate
80 percent of the U.S. pop-
ulation, we need more than
250 million doses (actually,
double that, as the Pfizer and
Moderna vaccines each re-
quire two shots). For now,
however, we’re living with the
reality of severe shortages and
registration websites that
crash or fill up within minutes.

The vaccine is free, but
there’s not enough of it. Many
of us expect to wait three to
six months to get it. In the
midst of severe scarcity, it
feels like society is on a knife’s
edge.

We’re looking for signs that
some people are using money,
privilege or connections to
jump the line. In the coming
weeks, the media will cover
which celebrity, rich person or
government official cut in line
to get the vaccine. The “mar-
kets” solution to a situation
like this would allow prices to
determine who gets the scarce
item. That would clearly be a
moral monstrosity.

In a few months, we will
have the opposite economic
problem: too much supply and
not enough demand. Back in
December only 42 percent of
Texans indicated they would
sign up to get a vaccine. If a
large plurality of Texans and
Americans decline to get it, we
may be unable to achieve the
80 percent herd immunity
that public health experts say
is necessary to stop the pan-

demic.

How would an economist
solve that problem? I asked
economist Robert Litan of the
Brookings Institution, who
says we should pay people a
lot to get the vaccine.

“I think if you tell people
$1,000, and then especially for
a family of four - that's
$4,000 - you're talking real
money. And I think at $1,000
you could get (anti-vaccine)
people to switch,” Litan said.

He also proposed that all
citizens would be given, say,
$200 upfront, with a promise
of the other $800 when the
United States achieved 80
percent vaccination.

As Litan explained: “So
what that does is it gives tre-
mendous incentives to tell
your friends, whether in real
life or on social media, to go
out and get the shot, because
then we can all get the mon-
ey.)’

I love his idea. It would get
us to herd immunity fast. It
uses “market incentives” as a
carrot to induce desired be-
havior. The $300 billion or so
it would cost would be a lot
cheaper than the massive and
complicated federal bailouts
we’ve already resorted to.

Medical ethicists, however,
hate this idea. Although small
payments would be appropri-
ate for the sake of convenience
- such as transportation or a
snack — the large payments
suggested by Litan would be
considered coercive. It is ap-
parently not OK to ask people
to choose between not putting
something in their body and
taking a payment of $1,000. So
there are ethical limits to ap-
plying an economic or markets
perspective to the conundrum
of vaccine rollout.

In sum, when it comes to
our health, economic effi-
ciency is not the right watch-
word.

Fairness and health out-
comes are better guides. Enjoy
your socialism, everybody.
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