
way that’s very beautiful, actually. It’s like a
pennant flapping in the breeze.” But as
sperm approach the egg, they undergo a
process called hyperactivation. The CatSper
channel conducts calcium, sending sperm
“into a sort of hyperdrive. Their tails make
an asymmetric motion that’s best described
as like cracking a whip,” Clapham says. This
gives sperm up to 20 times the force of nor-
mal swimming, enabling them to penetrate
the cumulus, a protective coating of cells
around the egg. Without CatSper to spark
this extra force, the sperm and egg can’t join. 

A new contraceptive based on these
findings makes sense, Clapham says. Ion
channels are common drug targets be-
cause they’re located on the easy-to-ac-
cess surface of cells. Researchers could
develop a molecule to bind to the channel,
preventing calcium from entering the
sperm tail. A man might take the drug be-
fore intercourse, but Clapham adds that it
could work in women, too, because fertil-
ization occurs in the female reproductive
tract: “If what we’ve seen in mice is true
in humans—and we think that’s the
case—it would block fertility.”

Yet such a contraceptive may be a long
time coming. One pharmaceutical firm ex-
pressed interest, but company executives
subsequently halted all work on new con-
traceptives. Clapham says other major
pharmaceutical companies have done the
same. They have several reasons. To begin
with, existing contraceptives work, so
there’s little motivation to develop new
ones. Furthermore, the enormous expense
of drug trials, which can cost hundreds of
millions of dollars, means pharmaceutical
companies feel pressure to develop wildly
popular drugs with large markets to cover
their costs, and they’re also leery of poten-
tial litigation. “Drug companies want low
risk,” Clapham says. “A drug with severe
side e≠ects is accepted by society for seri-
ous, life-threatening diseases, like cancer.
When the alternative is death, one is will-
ing to accept problems.” Contraceptives,
on the other hand, are generally used by
young, healthy people, so society is less
tolerant of side e≠ects. Clapham also
notes that anticontraception attitudes
now run strong in the United States.
“Few public companies,” he says, “want
political liability in any form.”

�erin o’donnell
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From Anecdote 
to Equation
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Resources should be targeted to programs 
that benefit society the most, argues political 
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T
he idea seems simple enough:
Get detailed information about
the participants in a given social
program—public-housing resi-

dents, say, or applicants for organ trans-
plants. Then, given that we live in a world
of limited resources, use that information
to remove individuals on whom the pro-
gram’s resources aren’t well spent, either
because the program is unlikely to help
them or because they behave in ways that
hurt other participants.

E≠orts to put that idea into practice in
the United States, however, have been far
from perfect. Numerous factors—many
now ingrained in the programs’ own insti-
tutional culture—interfere with the goal
of precisely targeting government spend-
ing, for example, toward those individuals
who stand to gain from it the most. In Tar-
geting in Social Programs: Avoiding Bad Bets, Re-
moving Bad Apples (Brookings Institution
Press, 2006), Ramsey professor of political
economy Richard Zeckhauser and coau-

thor Peter Schuck, J.D. ’65, A.M. ’72, a law
professor at Yale, propose some remedies.

Consider the U.S. system of allocating
kidneys for transplant. Organs that be-
come available go to those who have been
on the waiting list the longest—and are
consequently the sickest (and therefore
the least likely to recover). Although fair-
ness seems to dictate this chronological
approach, Zeckhauser and Schuck es-
pouse giving at least some of the kidneys
to people further down the list.

Instead of policymaking by anecdote—
spending large sums on the most heart-
rending cases—the authors argue for poli-
cymaking by equation. They advance a
rational framework for analyzing the
benefit to society of a given policy, using
quality-adjusted life years (QALYs: a unit
of measurement first posited in a 1976
paper cowritten by Zeckhauser). In terms
of QALYs, the transplant recipient who
lives for decades—working, raising chil-
dren, paying taxes, but perhaps even more

C h a r t  b y  S t e p h e n  A n d e r s o n



important, living in good health and hap-
pily—is a better investment than the per-
son for whom a kidney transplant may
mean only a few additional years of poor
health. Cruel as it may seem, the authors
call the people at the top of the kidney
waiting list “bad bets”—cases in which
the money spent is “wasted” in the sense
that it could bestow greater benefit on so-
ciety if spent elsewhere.

The authors analyze problems in nu-
meric terms, assigning dollar values to
lives and plotting people as points on
graphs: anyone to the left of a given line is
a bad bet, anyone to the right a good bet.
The approach may seem cold and imper-
sonal, but the authors argue that it will
actually lead to the kindest and most hu-
mane outcomes, given that every dollar
spent on medical treatment, education, or
another social program for one person de-
nies that same dollar to someone else.

Zeckhauser and Schuck also discuss
“bad apples” who commit abuse or fraud,
or simply behave badly and so detract
from a social program’s goal. One example:
those who run drug-dealing operations
out of their homes in public-housing de-
velopments, but aren’t kicked out—either
because of apathetic law enforcement or
because the eviction process has so many
built-in safeguards for tenants that using
it becomes a long and expensive task.
Meanwhile, the criminal activity dimin-
ishes the other tenants’ quality of life and
gives the entire community a bad name,
making the general public less likely to
support future expenditures for public
housing. The authors advise low tolerance
for such bad behavior, but also emphasize
the importance of an accessible appeals
process to protect “good apples” who’ve
been excluded in error.

Will policymakers heed this call to ac-
tion? It wouldn’t be the first time Zeck-
hauser has been out in front of major pol-
icy change. Another Zeckhauser-Schuck
collaboration—the 1970 article “An Al-
ternative to the Nixon Income Mainte-
nance Plan”—put forth ideas that, ac-
cording to Zeckhauser, bear an uncanny
resemblance to the Earned Income Tax
Credit enacted by the federal govern-
ment five years later. More recently, The
Early Admissions Game: Joining the Elite,
which Zeckhauser wrote with Christo-
pher Avery and Andrew Fairbanks,
turned a critical eye on colleges’ early-ad-
missions practices (see “Entering the
Elite,” May-June 2003, page 15). Three
years later, Harvard, Princeton, and other
institutions announced plans to elimi-
nate the programs.

The new book’s main premise may not
be palatable to those who believe that
maligning any beneficiaries of a social
program calls the virtue of the entire pro-
gram into question. For their part, the au-
thors avow repeatedly that they are not
questioning such programs’ fundamental
value, but instead o≠ering a way to make
them a≠ordable—and therefore sustain-
able—in the face of daunting projections:
if current conditions continue, funding
for Medicare will be exhausted before
2020, and for Social Security around 2040.
“We don’t think of the purpose of this
book as just saving resources,” Zeck-
hauser says. “We think of it as putting re-
sources to their best use. Unless we prior-
itize correctly, we will lop o≠ some
programs that should be preserved.”

�elizabeth gudrais
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richard_zeckhauser@harvard.edu
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Foundations of Faith?

P
ublic debates about evolution
frequently pit science against reli-
gion. But work by professor of
mathematics and of biology Martin

Nowak adds a surprising twist to that
age-old argument. Evolution, he says,
might actually lead to religious beliefs.

Nowak, the director of Harvard’s pro-

gram for evolutionary dynamics and au-
thor of a recent, prizewinning book on the
subject, has worked for the last decade on
questions of cooperation in biology. Al-
though evolution is commonly under-
stood as competition played out in muta-
tion and natural selection, “You don’t
really get very far in biology without co-
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