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A Basic Right to... Ineffective Drugs?

by Julian Sanchez

This Ezra Klein post is making my brain hurt. In response to a New York Times piece which
discusses how pharma is able to charge astronomical prices for cancer drugs of dubious benefit,
he writes:

In other words, we can't say "no." Even a drug that probably won't work is worth
mortgaging the house. Your spouse's life, after all, is priceless. But this ends with us in
a fairly troubling place: The ranks of pricey new drugs that might work — particularly
if "might" doesn't have to refer to a high probability — is advancing a whole lot faster
than GDP, or wages.

This might not matter if we didn't believe that every American had some basic right to
these treatments, at least after they turn 65. But we do. And for those who think we
should just dismantle Medicare, keep in mind that a lot of this innovation is
predicated on people being able to buy these drugs with government subsidies. Take
away those subsidies, and those customers, and you lose a lot of this innovation,
arguably. My stopgap, second-best answer is to pump a lot of money into research that
ascertains both effectiveness and cost-effectiveness, and to allow the government to
bargain down the best deals and act as a countervailing force against the
pharmaceutical industry's realization that people will pay any price for these drugs
because they feel like they have no choice.

Do we believe that? That every American has basic right to extremely expensive drugs that
provide very little benefit? It's one thing to say there's a shared obligation not to let people
suffer or die when we know how they could live many years longer, or in much less pain. I find it
a whole lot less compelling to suggest that people are entitled to public provision of, say, Tacerva
—which the Times article says was approved to treat pancreatic cancers because it improves
survival time by a whopping 12 days at a monthly cost of $3,500. Another is good for an
additional month and a half on average, at a per-patient cost of $50,000. Is it only people who
favor dismantling Medicare who might think that this goes beyond what people must have as a
matter of basic justice?

The "innovation" argument also rings oddly. On the one hand, it's apparently very important
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that we continue signaling to pharmaceutical companies that this is a good way to allocate their
R&D budgets. But the government also needs to bargain down drug prices... which also has the
effect of reducing these innovation-fueling subsidies. I'm not sure how those fit together, but as
an oncologist quoted in the Times piece notes, there's a risk of displacing more useful potential
innovation:

As long as the marketplace does not distinguish between modestly effective drugs and
dramatically effective drugs, there won’t be an incentive to shift resources to a greater
emphasis on a larger benefit.

In any event, it doesn't sound like the primary problem here is that we need a lot more research
on cost effectiveness, but that we don't eschew the treatments we know aren't very effective.
One thing that's not really clear from the article is how much the market failure here is a
function of third-party payments, and how much it's a psychological phenomenon that would
persist under alternative arrangements. But judging by the panic over "death panels," my
suspicion is that we shouldn't expect too much political will for saying "no" to expensive
longshots.

Permalink :: Trackback (0) :: Sphere It! :: Share This

TRACKBACK URL FOR THIS ENTRY:
http://www.typepad.com/services/trackback/6a00d83451¢45669e20120a598dco00970c

Listed below are links to weblogs that reference 'A Basic Right to... Ineffective Drugs?'

http://andrewsullivan.theatlantic.comvthe daily dish/2009/09/a-basic-righ...

Courtesy of Max Boot.

Chris Wallace, A Teenage Girl Interviewing
The Jonas Brothers
His interview with Cheney was that bad.

The Washington Post's Support For Torture

They publish "torment," but not the actual t-word.

¢ TO SEE WHAT IS IN FRONT OF ONE'S
NOSE NEEDS A CONSTANT STRUGGLE *

—George Orwell

ANDREW SULLIVAN the2008
Andrew's Bio | E-Mail Andrew l eblog
DISH PREP wm“f‘?bst
Patrick Appel

Chris Bodenner

An Award Glossary
The View From Your Window
Book A Speaking Engagement

Add this RSS Feed EZH Site Meter =

THE CONSERVATIVE SOUL:
HOW WE LOST IT, HOW TO
GET IT BACK
BUY THE BOOK (AMAZON)

BUY THE BOOK (BARNES AND
NOBLE)

THE CSPAN BRIAN LAMB
INTERVIEW

VIRTUALLY NORMAL
BUY THE BOOK (AMAZON)

LOVE UNDETECTABLE
BUY THE BOOK (AMAZON)

SAME-SEX MARRIAGE:
PRO AND CON

BUY THE BOOK (AMAZON)

INTIMATIONS PURSUED:
THE VOICE OF PRACTICE
IN THE CONVERSATION OF
MICHAEL OAKESHOTT

BUY THE BOOK (AMAZON)

| SEARCHTHEDISH

9/4/2009 12:07 PM




The Daily Dish | By Andrew Sullivan

3 of 4

http://andrewsullivan.theatlantic.comvthe daily dish/2009/09/a-basic-righ...

Drudge Report

New York Times

Instapundit
The Plank
Slate

The Times

Daily Kos

The Weekly Standard
The Volokh Conspiracy
Hugh Hewitt

Juan Cole

Matt Yglesias

YouTube

Balkinization

Dan Drezner

Belgravia Dispatch

2Blowhards

The American Scene

Bryan Appleyard

Ryan Avent

Stephen Bainbridge
Thomas P.M. Barnett
Becker And Posner Blog
Bookforum

Bookslut

Box Turtle Bulletin

Christopher Buckley
Calculated Risk
Steve Coll
Contentions
Crooked Timber
Clive Davis

The Daily What

Rod Dreher

Economix

Everything Is Terrible

Free Exchange
FiveThirtyEight
Global Voices

Hendrik Hertzberg

Rob Horning

More Intelligent Life
Ezra Klein

David Kuo

Damon Linker
Majikthise

Irshad Maniji
Marginal Revolution
Mind Hacks

Abu Mugawama

New Majority
« Nige

Opinion Journal
Outside The Beltway
Political Machine
Pollster.com

James Poulos

Thomas Ricks

Felix Salmon

Dan Savaae

Washington Post

The Onion

The Corner

Talking Points Memo
The Daily Telegraph

The Guardian

The Washington Monthly
Hit & Run

Michelle Malkin

Glenn Greenwald

The Huffington Post

The Spine

Washington Independent
Memeorandum

The Daily Beast

Independent Gay Forum

3 Quarks Daily

Ann Althouse
Attackerman
Baghdad Bureau
Balloon Juice

The Baseline Scenario
The Big Picture
Books Inq
Booksquare

Ed Brayton
Buzzfeed

Nicholas Carr
Commonweal
Chris Crain

The Cunning Realist
Danger Room
Democracy Arsenal
Kevin Drum
Eschaton

Justin Fox

The Field

The Frontal Cortex
Gristmill

Scott Horton
Human Nature
Kenyon Review
Kottke

Daniel Larison
Marc Lynch
Michael Mandel
Greg Mankiw

Alex Massie

The Moderate Voice
Nerdcore

The Next Right
Obsidian Wings
Ordinary Gentleman
George Packer
Political Wire
Virginia Postrel
The Reality-Based

Community

Nouriel Roubini

Greg Sargent

9/4/2009 12:07 PM




The Daily Dish | By Andrew Sullivan

4 of 4

Bruce Schneier Secular Right

World Politics Review

Why | Blog Complete Archive

* Shadow Government « Ben Smith

e The Stash e Matt Steinglass

e James Surowiecki ¢ Text Patterns

e Think Progress e TreeHugger

e Michael J. Totten ¢ Videogum

e The Vine e Whispers in the Loggia
* Will Wilkinson ¢ Wonkette

ESSAYS ARCHIVE

Why Not Seeing is Believing Aug 31 - Sep 05 (121)
Green Conservatism Aug 24 - Aug 29 (244)
The End of Gay Culture Aug 17 - Aug 22 (213)
Debate with Sam Harris Aug 10 - Aug 15 (236)
Goodbye to All That Aug 03 - Aug 08 (285)

My Big Fat Straight Wedding Jul 27 - Aug 01 (309)

http://andrewsullivan.theatlantic.comvthe daily dish/2009/09/a-basic-righ...

HOME | ATLANTIC FAQ | MASTHEAD | SITE GUIDE | SUBSCRIBE | SUBSCRIBER HELP
ATLANTIC STORE | EDUCATIONAL PROGRAM | JOBS/INTERNSHIPS | PRIVACY POLICY | TERMS AND CONDITIONS | FEEDBACK | ADVERTISE

Copyright © 2009 Andrew Sullivan. All rights reserved. Reproduction in whole or in part without permission is prohibited. TheAtlantic.com

9/4/2009 12:07 PM



