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ABSTRACT
Questions of fair allocation arise regularly throughout our lives, ranging from the trivial to the significant, for governments,
private companies, associations, families, and friends. This article discusses the nature of allocative fairness, which is focused on
the fair distribution of divisible and indivisible goods. The recent literature on allocative fairness takes John Broome's discussion
of fairness as the proportional treatment of claims as its starting point. On this view, a claim is a reason why an individual ought
to receive a good. This article discusses the nature of allocative fairness, claims, and goods. The most prominent allocative
procedures in the literature are discussed, including equal allocation, equitable allocation, markets, lotteries, and queues.

1 | Introduction

Often, someone is in a position to decide how to allocate a
scarce good between a group of claimants that need or want the
good. Consider two allocative cases at two National Parks in the
United States (Hersch and Rowe 2024): First, to protect the
Colorado River from incurring severe environmental harm, only
503 (out of around 20,000 applications) non‐commercial white‐
water rafting trips on the stretch of the Colorado River that runs
through the Grand Canyon are allowed annually by the Na-
tional Park Service (NPS). The current approach to allocating
rafting permits is through a (weighted) lottery system. This can
be viewed as a fair allocative procedure on the basis that a
permit to raft the Colorado River through the Grand Canyon is a
scarce good. Second, to protect the Yosemite Valley, the NPS
requires reservations to enter the park. The current approach to
allocating entrance to the Yosemite Valley (for those with a
reservation) is on a queue‐based first come, first served basis
that often results in up to three hours of waiting time. This can
be viewed as a fair allocative procedure on the basis that
entrance to the valley is a bottleneck good, since not everyone

who wants to visit the valley can visit at the same time, but
eventually all will be able to.

From these cases to immigration visas, charter school vouchers,
kidney transplants, and COVID‐19 vaccines, we care whether
the good is allocated fairly and how to go about it. Do we give
goods directly to those with the strongest claims, auction them
to the highest bidder, use lotteries, allocate on a first‐come, first‐
serve basis, or simply withhold them from everyone so each
person gets an equal share? In this article, we explore and
discuss the nature of allocative fairness and recent approaches
to the aforementioned questions. We begin with a stylized
example:

Allocation: A and B both have a claim on a good. C, the
allocator, aims to allocate the good fairly.

This case possesses several important features: (a) allocator, (b)
claimants, (c) fairness, (d) claims, (e) goods, and (f) allocation
procedures. Regarding feature (a), for simplicity, we assume
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that the allocator is either the state or an agent with rightful
control of the good and with no reason to give special preference
to some claimants rather than others beyond the strength of
their claims. Regarding feature (b), there is usually some pre-
screening of the potential recipient group based on some criteria
(Elster 1989, 67).1 For our discussion, we take this as given.
Claimants can be individuals or groups, but for ease of exposi-
tion, our discussion will use examples of individual rather than
group claimants (Wintein and Heilmann 2024a, 632).2 In this
article we focus on features (c)–(f). Section 2 discusses the na-
ture of (c) fairness and (d) claims, Section 3 discusses the nature
of (e) goods, and Section 4 discusses different (f) allocation
procedures. Section 5 concludes.

2 | Fairness and Claims

2.1 | Procedural Versus Outcome Fairness

The term “fairness” is used in various ways, some with ethical
content and others without. For the former, fairness may appeal
to any form of wrong (Hausman 2023, 63). For the latter, a
shorter friend might say that it is unfair that she is so much
shorter than others (Hausman 2023, 63). In this article, we are
concerned with the particular ethical case of allocative fairness,
which has as its content the fair distribution of divisible and
indivisible goods.

There is an established distinction between procedural and
outcome fairness. Procedural fairness concerns the fairness of
the procedure used to allocate a good. It is commonly viewed as
requiring at least that rules are applied impartially and equally
to each agent (Angel and McCabe 2013; Heath 2010; Hook-
er 2005). Outcome fairness concerns fairness in the final allo-
cation of goods. For example, the use of a lottery for an
indivisible good might be procedurally fair but nonetheless lead
to outcome unfairness because one individual will get the good,
whereas the other goes without. Lazenby (2014), for example,
argues that there ought to be a lexical priority of outcome
fairness over procedural fairness. In this article, we are pri-
marily concerned with questions of procedural fairness. We will
not be concerned with adjacent literatures on procedural fair-
ness in debates regarding justice (Rawls 1999, 73–78;
Klosko 2004, 208–229; Saunders 2010, 42–43)3 or democracy
(Estlund 1997; Peter 2008, 2009). By procedural fairness, we do
not mean merely “formal fairness,” which is solely concerned
with the impartial application of rules (Hooker 2005, 329–330;
Hausman 2023, 62), because without further conditions, merely
consistently applying a rule is not sufficient for fairness. For
example, a racist rule for distributing resources is not fair.

What is the relationship between fairness and other parts of
morality? John Broome takes fairness to be a subset of morality
(Piller 2017, 215–6). Hooker (2005, 350) argues that fairness
occupies a specific realm of morality that is distinguishable from
all‐things‐considered moral rightness and the impartial appli-
cation of rules. Carr (2000, 124) argues that fairness ought to be
understood as a component of an associative moral theory.
Rescher (2002, x) argues that fairness is a value that belongs to
justice rather than the economic realm of efficient distribution.

For an extensive discussion on the axiomatic approach to fair-
ness in economics, see Thomson (2019). For a more interdisci-
plinary overview of the fairness literature, see Wintein and
Heilmann (2021).

2.2 | Claims

The notion of “claims” is central to debates on allocative
fairness. The dominant conception of claims comes from
Broome (1984, 1990). For Broome, a claim is a special type of
reason (or, a moral reason (Kirkpatrick and Eastwood 2015,
83)) why someone ought to receive a good. There might be
various reasons why someone ought to receive a good, such as
desert and need, but “[c]laims are distinguished by being owed
to the person herself” (Broome and Kamm 1998, 959). For
example, we may owe it to a person to save their life, and this
gives them a claim to a medicine. However, if the person
threatens to destroy a city if they do not get the medicine, that
is a reason to give them the medicine, but it is not a claim that
they have (ibid.). Claims are essentially nonaggregative; a
claim cannot be satisfied by simply adding it up together with
another claim. As such, the claims framework respects the
separateness of persons (Lazenby 2014). How to determine the
content of claims? Piller (2017) argues that this question is
independent of a theory of claims. A theory of fairness is
meant to tell us how to treat claims, and that is precisely what
Broome's account of fairness provides. For a recent detailed
overview and defense of Broome's theory of fairness, see
Piller (2017).

Broome's influential view can be summarized with the
following slogan:

Broomean Fairness: fairness is about the proportional
treatment of claims

(Broome 1984, 48; 1990, 95).4

To illustrate, in Allocation claims are treated proportionally
when each receives half of the good if the good is divisible. If the
good is indivisible, then claims can be treated proportionally by
destroying or withholding the good; both receive the same
thing, nothing. Broome argues that this option is often out-
weighed by a “satisfaction requirement” (1990, 97), which
supplements his theory of fairness and states that “[e]veryone's
claim to a good should, prima facie, be satisfied” (1990, 95).5 A
way to meet these twin demands is to hold a lottery where each
is given a 50% chance of receiving the good and thereby
achieving a “sort of surrogate satisfaction” (Broome 1990, 98) of
their claims.

Some have raised concerns about the possibility of precisely
measuring the strength of claims. If claims cannot be precisely
measured, then we risk unfairness in holding lotteries with
inaccurate chances (Kirkpatrick and Eastwood 2015). Tom-
lin (2012) highlights limitations with Broome's claims‐based
framework, including the inability to evaluate the distribution
of claims or to evaluate claims to be treated fairly. Hausman
(2023, 68) suggests that the assignment of claims themselves
may be fair or unfair.
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Claims feature more generally as a foundational element of some
nonconsequentialist ethical theories. Claims are central to con-
tractualism, in particular through the so‐called individualist re-
striction (Scanlon 1998, 241; Nagel 1979, 106–27). They are also
central to some relational accounts of obligation (Wallace 2019)
and the “claims‐across‐outcomes” account of fairness
(Adler 2011; Nagel 1979). The idea of claims also features heavily
in contractualist‐influenced theories of distributive ethics, for
example, “competing claims egalitarianism” (Voorhoeve and
Fleurbaey 2012). However, the sense of “claim” used in these
domains is different from the Broomean frameworkwe use as our
starting point. Claims also feature in the extensive literature of
“rescue cases” and debates over the aggregation of claims across
individuals influenced by Taurek's (1977) influential paper
(Kamm1998; Otsuka 2000, 2006; Voorhoeve 2014; Privitera 2018;
Scanlon 1998). Much of the discussion of fairness in rescue cases
is influenced by the Broomean framework (Broome and
Kamm 1998; Henning 2015; Hirose 2014; Vong 2020).

One of the drawbacks of Broome's account of fairness as the
proportionate treatment of claims is that it omits consideration
of absolute fairness. Absolute fairness is a matter of giving each
what is owed to them, regardless of what claims other agents
may have (Hooker 2005, 340; Saunders 2010, 45; Temkin 2011,
54–55; Wintein and Heilmann 2024a, 630–632). This contrasts
with comparative notions of fairness, which are about how
claims are treated compared to other claims.6 Broome (1984,
1990) is the most influential comparative account. A drawback
with a purely comparative account of fairness is that giving A
and B 100 each in Allocation is just as fair as giving each
0 because the claims of both are treated proportionally in each
case (Hooker 2005, 240). At the heart of an absolute conception
of fairness is the idea that claims can be absolute—whether A's
claim is satisfied does not depend on how B is treated (Wintein
and Heilmann 2024a, 631). For comparative accounts of fair-
ness, the extent to which A's claim is satisfied depends on how
A's claim is treated compared with B's. This latter idea Wintein
and Heilmann (2024a) call a notional claim, where a person's
claim is determined comparatively, which is contrasted with the
notion of an absolute claim, which is a claim to some amount of
a good regardless of what other agents have a claim to (2024a,
630–632).

Dissatisfaction with Broome's purely comparative notion of
fairness has led some to call for alternatives (Curtis 2014; Laz-
enby 2014; Wintein and Heilmann 2024a, 2024b). Wintein and
Heilmann (2024a, 2024b), for example, provide a hybrid account
of fairness that combines comparative and absolute fairness
components, with priority given to the satisfaction of absolute
claims. In so doing, they extend the Broomean framework and
highlight useful distinctions, including that between the
strength of a claim and a claim's amount (2018: 55–58; 2024a, 4),
where a claim’s strength is a comparative notion telling us how
much more it matters to satisfy that claim over another and the
amount is noncomparative, telling us how much of some good is
needed to satisfy a given claim. For example, A and B may both
have equally strong claims to a differing amount of a good. A
third axis of differentiation we might consider is claim urgency,
which introduces a temporal element to claims‐talk (Hersch and
Rowe 2024).

3 | The Nature of Goods

A better understanding of the complexities arising from the
object of concern for allocative fairness—goods—can be helpful,
because some disagreements with respect to fairness can arise
because we are either unclear or disagree on what constitutes a
good in a particular case. This article discusses goods (and bads)
as nouns. We understand a good to be a physical object, a ser-
vice, a position, or any other type of thing that people subjec-
tively value (a bad is a thing people disvalue).7 Whether
something is a good can be context dependent. A donut can be a
good when one is hungry in the morning, but a bad when that
person has already had ten.

Goods can be divisible or indivisible. Often, divisible and indi-
visible goods are distinguished by viewing the former as retaining
some value when divided into smaller parts, whereas the latter do
not (Rizoli, unpublished manuscript; Sharadin 2016; Haus-
man 2023, 78). A better distinction is to treat a divisible good as a
good that can be divided without loss of proportionate value,
whereas indivisible goods fail to retain proportionate value when
divided. The limitation is determined by the value the good has
for the user, not by any physical or metaphysical properties of the
good itself (Sharadin 2016, 348). Imagine three people vying for
some life‐saving medication, of which a person must consume
three separate pills in order for the drug to effectively save their
life. The medication is physically easily divisible into three,
making it easy to allocate to each individual a whole pill. How-
ever, a single pill will not save their life. Only a three‐pill dosage
will do this. Yet a single pill might still retain some value if, as
some medication does, it provides some pain relief as the indi-
vidual dies. Sometimes the individual pills have value, even if
their value is not proportionate to the value of the whole dose.

Homogeneous goods are uniform in value, with the different
parts indistinguishable from each other, for example, milk in a
bottle. Heterogeneous goods can have parts that are distin-
guishable and subsequently valued differently from one
another, for example, different slices of brownies (corner, edge,
or middle pieces). Whether the goods are homogeneous or
heterogeneous does not affect whether they are divisible or
indivisible (Rizoli, unpublished manuscript). Nevertheless,
heterogeneous goods introduce a complication because parts of
equal size are not necessarily valued equally. A literature has
developed on “fair division” in disciplines including economics
and political science to explore how to fairly divide heteroge-
neous divisible goods (Brams and Taylor 1996; Robertson and
Webb 1998). Philosophers have recently begun to engage with
these literatures (Wintein and Heilmann 2024b).

Lastly, many goods can be divided temporally as well as
spatially, leading to the possibility of dividing spatially indivis-
ible goods over time through a rotation (Elster 1989). Consider
that we usually view instances of a recurring chore, say
emptying the trash, as not independent of each other. Only one
person needs to empty the trash at a time, so the instance is
indivisible, but the recurring chore, which extends temporally, is
not. We can rotate who empties the trash, and who completed
the chore last time matters to who has a claim to avoid it this
time.
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4 | Allocative Procedures

There are a variety of allocative procedures we might consider
fair. In this section, we discuss the most prominent procedures
in the literature, including equal allocation, equitable allocation,
markets, lotteries, and queues.

4.1 | Equal Allocation

Perhaps the most intuitive allocation procedure is equal divi-
sion, according to which we divide the amount of goods to be
allocated equally to all the claimants (regardless of claim
strength). This procedure can work for divisible goods, though
not without complication (see cake‐cutting literature, e.g.,
Brams and Taylor 1996; Robertson and Webb 1998). However,
often the only way to generate equal division for indivisible
goods is to withhold the good and prevent any claimant from
receiving it (Elster 1989, 69). As discussed in Section 2.2, on a
Broomean comparative notion of fairness, withholding the good
in this way can be fair even if inefficient. Yet, on absolute
conceptions of fairness, withholding the good would be
considered unfair because the claimants will not have their
claims satisfied. Moreover, an equal allocation fails to take the
strength or size of claims into account when they differ, which
could lead us to refrain from using equal allocation when claims
are unequal.

4.2 | Equitable Allocation

When claims are unequal, an equitable allocation of the good
might be considered fair. In discussing equity, there is still an
obvious sense of equality; it is simply not focused on equality in
the size of the allocation. Instead, the equality is in terms of
claim strength.8 An equitable allocation treats equally strong
claims equally so that those with stronger claims are allocated
more of the good than those with weaker claims. The procedure
is often described as “direct allocation”—some ranking based on
strength of claims is created, and the goods are allocated based
on lexicographic priority, starting with those with the strongest
claims, until the good runs out (Fumagalli 2022; Lazenby 2014;
Stone 2007). This approach is only useful for cases in which
there are distinguishable claims of different strength. When
claims are equal, equitable allocation does not provide guidance
for allocating indivisible goods.

We offer at least three considerations that can be viewed as
grounds for claims, which are often taken to be morally relevant
for how a good ought to be allocated: need, desert, and merit.9

Need is a relevant consideration in many allocative contexts and
a potential ground for claims (Kilner 1981, 254–6). For example,
on Tomlin's (2012, 203) distinction between voluntary and non‐
voluntary claims, claims based on need are non‐voluntary
claims. Elster (1989) discusses the indeterminacy of the
concept of need. The colloquial concept of need is indetermi-
nate, for example, between whether this means whoever will
benefit the most or whoever has the lowest starting welfare. The
first deals with marginal need satisfaction, and the second deals

with level of need satisfaction. Need as a consideration also
raises a challenge for understanding what constitutes needs and
for our ability to make interpersonal welfare comparisons (de
Boer 2024; Hammond 1991; Reader and Brock 2004;
Wiggins 1987).

Another relevant consideration for equitable allocation and a
potential ground for claims has to do with who deserves the
good more than others (Temkin 2003, 2017). A useful way to
conceptualize desert (particularly as opposed to merit) is that it
is targeted at rewarding past contribution or achievement. This
backward‐looking consideration requires, as need does, further
clarification of the difference between absolute and marginal
contribution. A focus on desert entails taking into consideration
individuals' past actions, with desert acting as allocative
consideration that aims to reward good behavior or punish bad
behavior (Elster 1989, 76). As a punishment for bad behavior
(retributivism), desert does not correlate with welfare maximi-
zation because individuals might deserve welfare reduction as a
form of allocated punishment (Tonry 2011; White 2011).

If we view desert as backward‐looking, we can usefully distin-
guish merit from desert by viewing merit as future‐looking, even
if it is evaluated and determined based on past performance
(hence the potential confusion). Merit, a third ground for
claims, can be understood as dealing with how productive, from
a societal welfare perspective, it is to allocate the good to one
individual rather than another. An example of such a consid-
eration is when asking whether the fact that one person is a
renowned scientist who might cure cancer is grounds for allo-
cating them the life‐saving medicine rather than to some other
average Joe (see Mulligan (2018) for a discussion on merit).

A significant problem for any attempt to allocate a good equi-
tably has to do with decision cost—it can be extremely costly for
an allocator to determine the ordering of recipients based on the
strength of claims, which is necessary for an equitable allocation
of goods (Elster 1989). The question of decision cost arises for
any allocative procedure, for example, determining whom to
include in the lottery pool or at what time to start the queue.
Nevertheless, the information required to make equitable allo-
cation decisions directly often appears to be most demanding
when assessing different morally relevant differences rather
than simply ignoring them all (see Fumagalli 2022 for a con-
trasting view).

4.3 | Markets

A third way of allocating goods involves markets and the price
mechanism. The price mechanism solves the problem of allo-
cation by finding a price that clears the market and equalizes
supply and demand. When no one has a claim to the good,
markets might be considered unproblematic from the perspec-
tive of allocative fairness. Markets can be, and often are, a more
efficient allocative procedure than claim‐based procedures with
regard to overall social welfare understood in the economic
sense of maximizing utility as a representation of preference
ordering (Mas‐Colell et al. 1995), with a very low degree of
decision cost (Elster 1989).
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A problem with markets arises when individuals have claims to
the good. Market outcomes reflect neither need, desert, nor
merit (Hayek 1960). Instead, they simply reflect a willingness to
pay, which need not coincide with the strength of claims at all
(Sandel 2012; Satz 2012). Because claims, or the strength of
claims, do not matter in the market, markets are not an
appropriate procedure for cases in which individuals actually
have some claim to the good being allocated. The market
mechanism relies on considerations that are orthogonal to those
usually considered morally relevant to fairness.

Nevertheless, there is a balance to be struck between fairness
and efficiency, and often we can be torn between fairly
distributing welfare and maximizing overall welfare. Markets
can sometimes allow us to do the latter, at the expense of the
former. Thus, even if not a fair allocative procedure, markets
might be a just allocative procedure, all things considered.

Lastly, some might consider markets to be fair when used as a
tiebreaker among claims of equal strength. The next section
discusses lotteries and makes the case that tiebreaking proced-
ures like markets and simply picking one of the recipients on
subjective grounds or pure whim (Henning 2015, 170;
Anscombe 1967) are an unfair allocative procedure even in the
case of potential recipients with equally strong claims.

4.4 | Lotteries

A lottery is a randomization procedure that allocates chances of
receiving a good. Lotteries are a canonical procedure for allo-
cating indivisible goods when individuals have equal claims to a
good (Diamond 1967; Wasserman 1996; Henning 2015, 169–
170). We can ask at least two questions about lotteries. First,
when are they a just or appropriate mechanism to use?
(Elster 1989, 36–37; Kornhauser and Sager 1988, 492–510;
Stone 2007, 277–279). Second, when are they fair? There are
often overlaps in the answers to these questions, but our focus is
on the second question.

There are two necessary conditions for the applicability of lot-
teries (Kornhauser and Sager 1988, 503–505; Spie-
kermann 2022, 114):

1. Practical indivisibility: It is not possible to practically
divide the resource.

2. Scarcity: There are more claims to the good than units of
the good.

Without these conditions, the use of a lottery is otiose.10 If a
good is not scarce or is divisible, a lottery would be inappro-
priate. Those with a claim to the good ought to simply receive it.

There are two widely discussed sufficient conditions for a fair
lottery:

1. Proportionate chances: The chances allocated in a lottery
are proportionate to comparative claim strength.

2. Impartiality: An individual is not favored over others for
illegitimate reasons (Stone 2007, 284; Wang 2023, 1797–8).

Regarding the first condition, proportionate chances in a case of
equal claims will require equal chances. Many defenders of the
fairness of lotteries endorse proportionate chances, but only for
cases of equal claims.11 Broome's theory is an example of a
theory that attaches value to proportionate chances. The
attractiveness of a lottery is that the assignment of proportional
chances is a way of treating claims proportionally. It would be
unfair to hold an unequally weighted lottery if individuals have
equal claims. Endorsement of the first condition generally
grants the second condition because the assignment of propor-
tionate chances does not explicitly favor one candidate over
another for illegitimate reasons.

Talk of chances raises the question of how to conceptualize
probability. Objective probabilities are mind‐independent fea-
tures of the world, such as relative frequencies. Subjective or
epistemic probabilities are mind‐dependent; for example, an
agent's degree of belief or credence. Objective probabilities are
implied in Broome's account of fairness when he writes that a
potential recipient may complain if winning was “never on the
cards” (1990, 98). Some have challenged the view that objective
probabilities are necessary or sufficient for fairness (Kornhauser
and Sager 1988, 485–488). However, Hausman provides a
counterexample to accepting subjective chances as a basis for
fairness (2023, 82–3). In Hausman's example, a coin flip is used
to decide who between Brian and Betty will receive a good. All
believe that one side of the coin has “Brian” printed on it and
the other side “Betty”. Unbeknownst to all, “Brian” is printed on
both sides (2023, 82). Hausman says that we “need more” than
merely an expression of equal concern for each claimant, which
is something that would obtain if all believed that there was in
fact a chance that Betty or Brian could have won.

The second sufficient condition for the fairness of lotteries is
impartiality (Stone 2011). Lotteries are often claimed to “sani-
tize” the allocative procedure in the way they screen out morally
irrelevant, arbitrary, or harmful considerations (Stone 2011, 86;
2007, 2010). Sher defines the fairness of lotteries in virtue of the
absence of manipulation by the allocator (1980, 212). According
to Wang, lotteries screen out the reactive attitudes of resentment
that claimants would otherwise have toward the allocator
(2023). Wasserman writes about “prophylactic” accounts of the
fairness of lotteries, which “prevent bias or partiality in the
allocation of the indivisible good” (1996, 31). An advantage of
sanitizing arguments is that only epistemic probabilities are
required. If the allocator believes that each candidate is treated
equally (Spiekermann 2022, 115), then the allocator can do
without objective equal probabilities. Newey (2022) argues that
close personal relationships can provide grounds for fairness,
thereby providing a role for partiality in a theory of fairness.

Henning (2015, 190–194) argues that norms of transparency or
impartiality cannot ground the unique fairness of lotteries.
Kornhauser and Sager (1988, 490) demonstrate that the sani-
tizing effect of a lottery can be achieved without equiprobability.
Deciding to allocate the good to the person with a birthday
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closest to an arbitrary date (when the date is unknown to the
allocators) will achieve the function of sanitization, but it will
not be an instance of equiprobability.

We can now discuss the putative fairness of lotteries in cases of
unequal claims. Many have thought that it would be wrong to
use a lottery to allocate a good when some have greater claims to
that good than others (Hooker 2005, 349; Lazenby 2014;
Sher 1980, 213; Stone 2007, 278). On such reasoning, lotteries
are justified as a tiebreaker when claims are equal and there are
no relevant differences between claimants (Jølstad and Gus-
tavsson 2024; Kornhauser and Sager 1988, 496–501; Sher 1980,
203; Spiekermann 2022, 114).

Broome denies that his account of fairness holds that lotteries
are simply good tiebreakers (Broome 1990, 89). A tie can be
broken in all sorts of arbitrary ways, which need not be fair (see,
e.g., the role of markets at the end of Section 4.3). However, an
unequal chance lottery is not necessarily unfair. If the chances
are in proportion to the strength of claims, then a lottery may be
deemed fair even if it offers unequal chances. This is true, for
example, for weighted lotteries (Piller 2017, 230; Rowe and
Papineau 2022). A weighted lottery assigns nonequal chances to
potential outcomes of the lottery. An example of a weighted
lottery is a proportional lottery, where claimants each receive
chances in proportion to their comparative claim strength. If
one has a claim that is twice as large as another, then a pro-
portional lottery will assign the former twice as much chance of
receiving the good than the latter. The justification Elster finds
for a weighted lottery is that it offers a compromise between
efficiency and equity. A similar justification for weighted lot-
teries is provided by Jansen and Wall (2021). Weighted lotteries
may be more appropriate mechanisms when we are pluralists. A
pluralist takes into account different values, including fairness,
efficiency, desert, etc. (see, e.g., Section 4.2). A selection of
relevant values can be used to jointly determine claim strength
and thereby the weight of one's chance of receiving a good.
Vong (2020) defends a particular form of weighted lottery,
which he argues is the only adequate lottery for dealing with so‐
called “overlap cases,” where groups that can be benefitted
share only some of their members.

Finally, a note on the justification of lotteries. Accounts of lot-
teries can be divided into two categories: distributive and
expressive. On the distributive view, lotteries themselves
distribute something of value between claimants, such as the
chance of receiving a good, which provides “surrogate satisfac-
tion” (Broome 1990, 119; Saunders 2008, 367). This connects
with the first sufficient condition, above. On one interpretation,
lotteries satisfy a procedural claim—a claim to an objective
chance proportional to one's claim's strength (Hausman 2023,
83–84). The idea of surrogate satisfaction has been criticized
(Lazenby 2014; Henning 2015, 171–177). Henning, for example,
argues that chances are not the type of good that can provide
surrogate satisfaction. On the expressive view, lotteries signal to
potential recipients that they are being treated impartially and
with respect (Burgers 2016, 219–222; Spiekermann 2022, 118–
119; Wasserman 1996, 33–4). For example, Wasserman argues
that lotteries are an affirmation or expression of respect for
potential recipients (Wasserman 1996). On this view, only

subjective and not objective equiprobability is required in order
for a lottery (or any other allocation mechanism) to signal
impartial and respectful treatment. So, for example, the afore-
mentioned allocation by birthdate will count as an expressively
fair allocation procedure if the allocator has no reason to believe
that it favors one of the recipients (Wasserman 1996, 33). This
connects with the second sufficient condition. One can hold the
second condition in isolation because one can be impartial
without providing proportionate chances.

The distinction between distributive and expressive justifica-
tions might be challenged on the grounds that respectful treat-
ment itself might be a way of distributing something of value,
namely, the subjective value to claimants of being respected.
Although this may be true, the expressive view highlights “an
equal commitment to each claimant receiving the good” (Was-
serman 1996, 33), where this need not imply that the claimants
actually receive anything, unlike on the distributive view.

4.5 | Queues

A last allocative procedure that is ubiquitous in daily life, even
more so than lotteries, is queuing, sometimes also discussed as
“first come, first served”. There is a common belief that goods
should be allocated based on the order in which claimants join
the queue. At its root is a sense that this is entailed by a
commitment to impartiality as equal treatment of equals, in that
people who join the queue at similar times are treated similarly
(Hersch 2023). Perry and Zarsky (2014) present empirical evi-
dence that supports the claim that people view queuing as a fair
way of distributing a good and that people object to queue
cutting.12

Elster suggests that when queues are formed by natural pro-
cesses and do not impose significant costs in terms of wasted
time, they can be viewed as a kind of “natural lottery” (Kil-
ner 1981, 252) because although claims are addressed in the
order in which they arise, the order in which they arise is
random. Recently, John and Millum (2020) argue that using
queues to allocate goods is often a more efficient, more equi-
table, and fairer allocation mechanism than lotteries. Specif-
ically, John and Millum (2020, 198) argue that queues tend to be
fair for two reasons: first, a queue “does not privilege certain
people over others on the basis of morally irrelevant factors,”
and second, a queue expressively signals the equal moral
standing of individuals John and Millum (2020, 199). John and
Millum have begun what we believe is an important and
potentially fruitful discussion on queues as an allocative pro-
cedure and on considering a temporal dimension to allocation
more generally. Hersch and Rowe (2024) distinguish between
cases of scarcity and bottleneck cases and argue that lotteries are
a fair procedure in scarcity cases, whereas queues are a fair
procedure in bottleneck cases.

Queues, like lotteries, could be weighted, though it seems more
plausible that such weighting would be based on urgency of the
claims rather than the strength of claims. We already accept
some forms of weighted queues; supermarkets often have ex-
press lanes for those with smaller orders (e.g., 10 items or less),
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theme parks allow people to pay extra to jump the queue, and
airport security has special lines for those who have been pre-
vetted (TSA PreCheck or Global Entry in the United States).
Such weighted queues can be a way to indirectly consider
morally relevant considerations.

The field of queuing theory in operations research and
management science studies queues from a mathematical and
theoretical perspective (Shortle et al. 2018). The psychological
aspects of queuing are studied in services marketing and
consumer behavior in business schools (see Furnham
et al. 2020 for a literature review). These fields occasionally
touch on questions of fairness, but often in a very rudimen-
tary fashion.

First come, first served has been criticized for failing to treat
people equally in practice because it favors those who are more
informed, well‐off, and able to travel more quickly (Persad
et al. 2009). It is therefore thought that morally irrelevant
qualities are allowed to influence the allocation of the good.

5 | Conclusion

Questions of allocative fairness arise regularly throughout our
lives: from conflicts in early childhood over who gets to play
with the yellow truck, to adolescent arguments over who gets to
ride in the front seat or who gets admitted to a college, to de-
cisions in adulthood over who gets on the bus first, who gets a
green card, or who gets access to lifesaving medication. Getting
clear on how best to understand what fairness is and what
allocative procedure is fair can be enormously helpful in
determining how to go about allocating goods in the myriads of
real‐world contexts.

The article covered the following ground: In Section 2, we dis-
cussed how best to understand the concept of fairness in allo-
cation, distinguished between procedural and outcome fairness,
and discussed the literature on claims. In Section 3, we high-
lighted the importance of getting clearer on how to best un-
derstand the nature of goods. In Section 4, we discussed a range
of allocation procedures, beginning with equal allocation, to
equitable allocation based on claim strength, to relying on
markets, lotteries, and queues.

The lion's share of philosophical work dealing with allocative
fairness has revolved around discussions relating to one partic-
ular allocative procedure—lotteries. Yet, as discussed in this
article, alternative procedures commonly exist, and perhaps
novel ones can be proposed. Combinations of different proced-
ures, for example, a lottery for the order to join a queue or
markets with equally distributed tokens, are another way to
expand the realm of possible allocative procedures. One example
of such a hybrid mechanism involves tickets to the World Cup,
which incorporates both a market mechanism (tickets are priced
sufficiently high as to limit who wishes to purchase them) and a
lottery mechanism to determine who has the option to purchase
the tickets at the given price. Another example is Minnesota's
lottery allocation of monoclonal antibodies used against COVID‐
19, which includes an initial screening for eligibility, then a

lottery for allocating an appointment, with queues used to
schedule a particular appointment time.13 Given what can be at
stake, it is important to get clear on the fairness of the proced-
ures we use to allocate scarce resources.
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Endnotes
1 Facts about who the allocator and claimants are (features (a) and (b))
can plausibly affect other issues in this discussion. This is particularly
clear when the allocator stands in some special obligations that arise
from a relation to some claimants but not others, for example if the
allocator is the parent of one of the claimants.

2 Vong (2020) discusses potential issues when we consider cases in
which one or more claimants are in multiple outcome groups.

3 A further notion of fairness found in Rawls's account is the veil of
ignorance conception of fairness (Rawls 1999, 118–123). For Harsa-
nyi's version, see Harsanyi (1953, 1955) and Weymark (1991).

4 Thomson (2019, 9) raises alternatives to viewing proportionality as an
inherent requirement of fairness. This is something that is underex-
plored in the philosophical literature. For a development of the ideal
of proportionality in the wider economics literature on fairness, see
Wintein and Heilmann (2024b).

5 For a discussion of the relationship between Broome's theory of
fairness and the satisfaction requirement, see Piller (2017, 237, 228, fn.
32). Piller argues that because Broome offers a relational account of
fairness, the satisfaction requirement ought to be kept separate from
Broomean fairness. Hooker argues that the satisfaction requirement
ought to be a part of fairness (2005, 341).

6 Although we focus more on Broome's comparative account, Larry
Temkin (1993, 2000, 2017) also defends an account of “comparative
fairness” and examines the relationship between comparative fairness
and equality.

7 Some might disagree on whether the value of a good is subjective, and
the nature of goods is an issue worth more exploration in general. We
thank an anonymous reviewer for asking us to address this.

8 Differences in claim size and claim urgency (discussed at the end of
Section 2.2) introduce additional complications to equitable
allocation.

9 Broome also mentions contracts (Broome 1991, 197). As these ground
claims in special obligations an allocator has toward potential
claimants, we view such claims as slightly different in kind from those
we discuss in what follows.

10 For scarcity and its relation to lotteries, see Hersch and Rowe (2024).
11 For example, Diamond (1967), Elster (1989), Kornhauser and
Sager (1988), Sher (1980), and Wasserman (1996). Kamm (1998, 128–
34) endorses proportionate chances but with chances proportional to
group size (Broome and Kamm 1998, 959–61).

12 Perry and Zarsky (2014) cite Zhou and Soman (2008) regarding
empirical support.

13We thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this example.
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