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FIDGEN: (Music) Picture the scene. An internet cafe in Nairobi, on a crisp May morning 

last year. The place is packed, everyone’s on edge. Abdi Nur, a young refugee from 

Somalia, is there with a group of friends, hoping that - at the click of a mouse - one of them 

will win the chance of a lifetime.  

 

NUR: So it came to my turn. I was sitting there on the chair, looking on the screen. I couldn’t 

turn around. And I was like wow, I told myself what if you won? I put my confirmation number 

right there. I put my last name, the date of birth ... and submit. I couldn’t believe what I saw 

there. Oh my god! ‘You have been randomly selected for further processing.’ My friends could 

not wait because they just lifted me up, pushed me through to the sides, you know, in a mood of 

jubilation. And I couldn’t believe it myself, I couldn’t believe it. Oh my god, I was so happy!  

 

FIDGEN: And your friends were excited even though they had not won? 

 

NUR: Yeah, they were putting themselves in my big shoes. 

 

FIDGEN: Abdi was one of up to 55,000 people to win the Green Card lottery last year for 

the right to live and work in the United States. It has an average 10 million players around 

the world.  

 

NUR: This is a big hope here in Africa - and everyone dreams of it. This is the simplest way that 

most Africans dream of becoming American citizens.  

 

FIDGEN: The lottery has been going for about 20 years. Its supporters say it’s a fair and 

cost-effective way of deciding who should get the opportunity, when not everyone who 

wants it can have it. That’s a problem we face all the time, of course - there’s just not 

enough good stuff to go round. Could a lottery be the solution? Professor Barbara 

Goodwin - author of Justice by Lottery - thinks it could. 

 

GOODWIN: Where there is scarcity then goods have to be allocated. You can think of it as 

rationing them in some way. One way to ration things is the market, and that generally means 

that the best off people get the nicest goods - the best school places, the best houses and so on. 

Another is bureaucratic allocation on some sort of points system. That’s very time consuming 

and questionable. A third possibility is to have a lottery for the scarce but desired good. 

 

SEGUE:   

 

STONE: There is a network of people, a growing network of people around the world,  who are 

taking seriously the idea that, hey, lotteries have something to contribute; why don’t we look and 

see where they could improve our political process and our life more generally.   

 

FIDGEN: So is it time that we took the idea of using lotteries more seriously? 

 

STONE: I would definitely say yes. 

 

FIDGEN: That’s the challenge I’ll take up in this programme. My name’s Jo Fidgen. I’m 

skeptical about using lotteries to decide who gets the prize - be it a house or an education or 

an American green card - because I like to think that we live in a society that rewards 

merit, and attends to need. And pulling names out of a hat would seem an affront to that. 

But clearly the question of how to distribute things that are in short supply is far from 
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settled. Might it be fairer to leave some of those fraught decisions to chance? 

 

FULLER: This is the site we use. It’s a research randomiser and it gives you a list of random 

numbers. You put in the number range here. Let’s say we’d had 650  candidates to start off with. 

Randomise now. There we go. 

 

FIDGEN: And there we are - the list: 189, 162, 232, 203 … (fades under) 

 

FIDGEN: Meet Dr Jon Fuller. He used to be in charge of admitting graduate students to 

study medicine and dentistry at Queen Mary, University of London, and was faced with the 

problem of whittling down 650 qualified applicants for just 40 places. He found himself 

comparing apples and oranges.  

 

FULLER: The dilemma really was that we had an extremely wide range of people applying for 

the course. There would be quite mature people who had their PhDs, they’d been working in 

healthcare or in a laboratory. Or we might have a 23 year old who’d just finished a BSc in a  

science degree, was relatively inexperienced, but would equally make a good doctor. So that was 

our dilemma: large numbers and not really being sure how we could distinguish between all the 

different ones. So what we decided to do was to randomise them and pick the names out of a hat, 

so to speak, and use a lottery to choose the people that we would then interview.  

 

FIDGEN: Wait a minute… pick interviewees randomly? How can that be fair? 

 

FULLER: My view was that it was extremely fair. There was no privilege. We couldn’t say that 

anybody got in because they were privileged in any way. They were equally appropriate to come 

into medical school. So why not just pick people randomly? 

 

FIDGEN: Did it work? We’ll check in with Jon Fuller later. In the meantime, what would 

Barbara Goodwin - Emeritus Professor of Politics at the University of East Anglia - say to a 

prospective student who drew a losing ticket? 

 

GOODWIN: Not everyone was going to get into this medical school. Would you prefer that 

we’d picked out all the people with red hair and sent them away? Or would you prefer that we’d 

allocated the places in the medical school on the basis of good sports ability? And  I think the 

rejected candidate would on reflection see that the impartial, unbiased choice was better than 

anything else he could think of. In an ideal world, there’d be places for everyone. But there 

aren’t, so a rationing system is needed, and a random rationing system is very often the best that 

we can do in the circumstances. 

 

FIDGEN: Barbara Goodwin. A redhead, by the way. This is one of the big arguments - that 

when you can’t distinguish between people who are equally deserving, lotteries stop 

prejudice infecting the decision. Dr Peter Stone - a lecturer in political science at Trinity 

College, Dublin - has spent a number of years exploring this idea.  

 

STONE: What lotteries do a very good job of is making sure that decisions aren’t affected by 

reasons. There will come a time very often in decisions where we say the most important thing 

we can do is to keep the bad reasons out, and lotteries do this by making sure that the decision is 

made based on no reasons at all. And in that way, they sanitise the process. They sanitise by 

keeping out the bad reasons. 
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FIDGEN: I find it a bit uncomfortable what you’re saying about keeping reasons out of decision 

making. I mean we pride ourselves on being rational creatures, don’t we, and here you are saying 

actually we shouldn’t trust that? 

 

STONE: Well I wouldn’t say that we shouldn’t trust reasons. I’m a big fan of reason myself, but 

I’m also mindful of a saying from the famous philosopher, Immanuel Kant, when he said “the 

first task of reason is to recognise its own limitations”; to say okay, this is what reason can do. 

And that’s great and we should make sure reason does that, but we shouldn’t try to do more with 

it than we actually can get away with. If we try to do that, what we’re going to wind up is not 

going to be reason but sort of a kind of a silly caricature of reason. 

  

FIDGEN: Bit of a cop out, isn’t it - washing your hands of having to make a difficult decision? 

 

STONE: Well that would be the danger: to say, well alright, I don’t want to look at these cases 

at all; I’ll just resort to a lottery right off the bat. That would be a danger and it would be very 

undesirable. But, on the other hand, the other alternative is equally undesirable. That’s the person 

who says I am so good at deciding who’s the best candidate that I can make the most minute, 

fine-grained, infinitesimally small distinctions possible.  

 

FIDGEN: In other words, it can be rational to give up on reason - hand over the final say 

to an impartial mechanism that treats everyone equally. Who can say fairer than that? 

 

LEE: My name is Professor Stephen Lee. I’m Chief Executive of Centre Forum, the liberal think 

tank. One of the dilemmas with lotteries are that they sort of encapsulate a Willy Wonka 

approach to life.  

 

FIDGEN: And he doesn’t mean that as a compliment … You remember Willy Wonka and 

his golden tickets. He hides them in five chocolate bars - a kind of lottery to find an heir to 

take over his factory. 

 

LEE: For me the great learning from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory is the fact that for the 

person running the lottery, the lottery proved to be an incredibly inefficient mechanism. They 

were faced with unbelievable demand from children all round the world to come and participate 

in this wondrous chocolate factory. They wanted to find a way that was fair, that enabled 

everybody to have an equal opportunity. But for the organiser of the lottery, it turned into a 

disaster because only one of those participants was nice. Only one of those participants was 

worthy. Only one of those participants deserved to be there. Lotteries don’t help you with any of 

those judgements. 

 

FIDGEN: But of the five children chosen to visit the factory one was a worthy heir. He did get 

the result. 

  

LEE: Yeah, they did. So a one in five chance on a random chance. Not a very good proposition, 

I don’t think. 

 

FIDGEN: Somali refugee Abdi Nur had a one in maybe 200 chance of winning the Green 

Card lottery. He did have to meet some criteria to apply in the first place - you have to have 

a high school diploma or a couple of years’ work experience, for starters. He spoke to 

Analysis from Nairobi, although he’s hoping to move to the United States soon. For him, 

winning the lottery was, quite literally, a matter of life and death.  
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NUR: Oh yeah, that’s really true. Most of my friends have left Somalia and have seen this 

opportunity which is crossing this dangerous sea through to Europe from North Africa. I have 

lost three of them in the sea because their boat has just sunk and then they have drowned and 

died. Their bodies have never been recovered because I think sharks may have eaten them. 

  

FIDGEN: Why did you decide not to take that route and try to get to Europe by sea? 

 

NUR: Ah well, that was one of my plans. If I had not won this Green Card lottery, that was one 

of my options. 

  

FIDGEN: Do you feel you deserved this chance? 

 

NUR: Yeah, I deserve it, because since young everybody was calling me The American. And 

then one of my friends used to joke with me like “You are the lost American man. You are not 

supposed to be here in Somalia.” That’s what they used to say because I used to read a lot of 

books, watched a lot of Hollywood movies and then tried to pronounce the words like actors do, 

you know pump iron like Arnold Schwarzenegger did. You know I was doing all this stuff. 

Sometimes I think, sometimes I think this is even more than luck because I am the guy who was 

deciding you have to leave this country, go through the sea. And I was not afraid to do that - get 

into that boat.  

 

SEGUE: 

 

FIDGEN: We’ve been hearing in the programme from Abdi Nur who’s a Somali refugee who 

applied for a green card through the lottery system and who’s been selected. You know he is 

thrilled by the prospect of living the American dream. What would you say to him? Does he 

deserve that chance? 

 

LEE: Well he hasn’t been selected. He’s won a place by random chance. 

 

FIDGEN: Stephen Lee of the Centre Forum think tank. 

 

LEE: And I think I would much rather see a set of clear criteria. We might do that based on 

competence, on merit. We might do it based on particular ills in society. But I would much rather 

us be open and transparent about that and do it on that basis, so that we are selecting, we are 

making rational choices. 

   

FIDGEN: But he’s from Somalia. He had to leave the country because of the civil war. I mean 

what chance would he have of competing against somebody who came from a more stable 

country with greater opportunities for him to get a very good education and a decent job and to 

prove himself worthy of being an American citizen?   

 

LEE: It still seems to me that there might be somebody who has a greater need, a greater set of 

reasons. Doing it simply by chance, I don’t think is a good arbitrator.  

There is an issue here not just about fairness. There’s an issue about meritocracy and also an 

issue about competence. We could of course choose our airline pilots by lottery. Lots of people 

want to be airline pilots, there’s huge demand for people to become airline pilots, and we could 

simply do it by lottery. I for one would be against that, largely because I’m an airline traveller 

and I want my pilot to be incredibly competent - not least when things go wrong.  
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FIDGEN: It’s a good point. Okay, some decisions may have less resting on them than who 

gets to fly the plane, but - in principle - isn’t there something rather dispiriting about 

settling for the ‘good enough’ option? Surely we want the best - be it pilots, or immigrants, 

or doctors …?  

 

FULLER: Well, I would challenge them to tell me what the best doctor is because all sorts of 

different people would tell me all different qualities of best doctors.  

 

FIDGEN: Ten years ago when he was in charge of choosing graduate medical students to 

attend Queen Mary College, London, Jon Fuller faced the impossible task of selecting 40 

from more than 600 well qualified applicants. He thought the fairest thing would be to 

make the decision about who to interview - randomly. (to Fuller) How did the students and 

the potential students feel about it? 

 

FULLER: People hated it. We got lots and lots of negative comments about it.  Those who got 

in of course were delighted. They thought it was a fantastic system and what a wonderful way to 

do it. There was a fair proportion, quite a lot of people who were really very angry. I got letters 

from MPs and I know that people had written to the General Medical Council, that’s right, and to 

the Government. People got very, very angry.  

 

FIDGEN: Why were people angry? What sorts of things were they saying? 

 

FULLER: They said it wasn’t fair. That was it - it wasn’t fair. 

  

FIDGEN: But wait a minute. You say that this is fair and they say it’s not fair. Are you talking 

about the same thing? 

 

FULLER: No. And of course they were influenced by their disappointment. They had worked  

up to this and worked hard and suddenly they were knocked out of the race by a number. And I 

can see that that’s quite a difficult thing to take. So we dropped the lottery system.  

  

FIDGEN: You dropped it because people just hated it? 

 

FULLER: Yes we did. 

 

FIDGEN: The new system you have in place - is it as efficient, in your view, as a random 

system? 

 

FULLER: No it’s not, it’s harder work. Each candidate has to spend half a day with us. We have 

them in large groups and we get them to do a number of different tasks. Organisationally it’s a 

nightmare; we have to have lots of academics involved in this. So no it’s not more convenient, 

that’s for sure. 

 

FIDGEN: Do you get better results? I mean do you get better people into the college? 

 

FULLER: I can’t say that I think we do. No, I don’t think we get better people.  

 

FIDGEN: Well, that’ s seems like a poor return. But it is intriguing, isn’t it, the sheer 

strength of feeling against the lottery on the part of those who lost out - the frustration at 
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not having control over your destiny. What does lotteries advocate Barbara Goodwin say to 

that? 

 

GOODWIN: We might believe that our lives are chosen and that things are subject to our reason 

and reasoned choices, but in fact there’s an awful lot of what we might call luck in our lives. And 

that would include our family - the connections they have, the kind of IQ, the kind of intellectual 

ability we have, perhaps the physical ability. All these things are totally random. They might be 

inherited from your mother or father or grandparents, but it’s random that you happen to be the 

personality who has them. 

 

FIDGEN: The deck is stacked from the start. Which makes me feel a little queasy about my 

support for a meritocracy - doesn’t it just reward people for being dealt a good hand? 

Professor Goodwin thinks one of the advantages of a lottery is that it reshuffles the pack.  

 

GOODWIN: Which is why the lottery idea will appeal possibly to the people at the more 

disadvantaged end of society rather than those who start out with greater privileges. They’re 

going to be afraid of drawing a losing ticket; whereas the people at the bottom 50 per cent of the 

population can only hope that they might win a better ticket. 

 

FIDGEN: And that was precisely the reason that the government gave its backing in 2007 

to state schools who wanted to select some pupils by lot. Because we all know what happens 

when schools give priority to those who live closest.  

 

CRAIG: There is clear evidence, and I had clear evidence as Chief Adjudicator, that parents did 

manipulate the system. Parents in the past having put the grandparents’ address and had moved 

the child for a few months during the application process to the address of the grandparent. That 

has, and I’m sure still does, happen.  

 

FIDGEN: That’s Professor Ian Craig - a former Chief Schools Adjudicator for England. 

Some parents who can afford it will go even further and actually buy a house next to a 

good school. One academic report suggested that living near the best primary school in the 

area can add up to a third to the value of your property. So how do you stop the well-off 

from monopolizing the best schools? Try a lottery. A year or so after schools were given 

free rein to do so, the then  Secretary of State for Children, Schools and Families, Ed Balls, 

asked Ian Craig to report back.  

 

CRAIG: My first reaction - well random allocation must be a good thing in terms of social 

diversity, parents having the ability to access schools at a distance, possibly good schools 

whereas some of their local schools may not be as good in their perception. The more I looked  

into it, the more I had concerns about what random allocation possibly did to community 

cohesion. 

 

FIDGEN: Can you spell out what you mean by community cohesion? 

 

CRAIG: Well I’m convinced, well I know most of the countries in the world that are operating 

successful education systems really focus on local schools for local children. It just builds up the 

structure of the local community. 

 

FIDGEN: So for Professor Craig, community trumps everything else. Not surprising, then, 

that he has his doubts about a lottery with its potential to disrupt community - even if its 
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intention is to give the least privileged a chance. But what he told me next really pulled me 

up short.  

 

CRAIG: My view is it is the more mobile, the more knowledgeable, therefore probably the more 

middle class parents that will tend to opt in to the lottery system. If you believe the very limited 

reports that there are around - and they are limited - if you believe that, it would suggest that 

random allocation at best, random allocation is neutral; and at worst, it increases the social 

division within schools.   

 

FIDGEN: We looked into this. Professor Craig is referring to an Institute of Education 

report about the situation in Brighton and Hove, which has used a lottery in some of its 

schools. It’s not a pure lottery system, so it’s hard to judge all the relevant factors, but the 

restricted use of a lottery has done little to improve the social mix of pupils. From his 

experience, what explanation can Ian Craig offer as to why lotteries are not delivering on 

diversity? 

 

CRAIG: Random allocation does support, I would suggest, the more able, the more affluent, the 

more middle class parents who are able to transport their children to distant schools. So I think 

this gives the middle class parents more of a choice of schools.   

 

FIDGEN: Is the idea that that option is really available only to those parents who can afford to 

transport their children to the school that is further away?  

 

CRAIG: Or the parents who understand the system. Yes, yes both of those. 

  

FIDGEN: So whichever way we look at the system, it’s skewed towards the middle classes, 

isn’t it? 

 

CRAIG: Well of course it is. But aren’t all of our social services?  

 

FIDGEN: So lotteries don’t necessarily have the sanitizing effect that proponents claim for 

them. When the School Admissions Code for England was updated in 2012, the 

recommendation to use a lottery in oversubscribed schools was watered down. I think it’s 

true to say that few people are lamenting it.  

 

Fx: Parliamentary Atmos  

 

FIDGEN: But hang on. Lotteries are already part of our political system. They’re used to 

pick which private members bills get priority in the Commons. Some of them have led to 

changes in the law - from the legalisation of abortion in 1967, to a recent ban on children 

using commercial sunbeds.  

 

And there’s growing interest in using lotteries in a more radical way - to determine not 

only how political decisions are made, but who actually makes them. If you were listening 

to an earlier edition of Analysis, The Philosophy of Russell Brand, you’d have heard this: 

 

Extract: Analysis: The Philosophy of Brand 
GRAEBER: One of my favourite proposals from Occupy Athens is, they’ve argued, the actual 

number of people who vote keeps going down. The number of people who’ve registered is quite 

high. And they say well, you know, not voting is clearly a form of expression. So why don’t we 
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have a law saying that, let’s total up the number of registered voters who don’t vote, and take 

that percentage of the seats in parliament and appoint people by lottery. I mean in a way that’s 

what democracy used to mean. It’s what they did in Ancient Athens or even places like medieval 

Florence. You just had a lottery. Give them a literacy test, make sure they’re not crazy. After 

that, if they wanna do it, fine.  

 

FIDGEN: Professor David Graeber. But we’ve come a long way since Ancient Greece and 

the early experiments with democracy. Why would we want to select our policy makers 

randomly these days? Dr Peter Stone of Trinity College, Dublin.  

 

STONE: Well a lot of the same factors that worried people back in those days worry people 

now. Why did they use lotteries? Well they often used lotteries because they were worried about 

powerful people controlling access to these political offices and stacking the deck as it were - 

making sure that the offices were just filled with their own cronies and their own henchmen and, 

therefore, dominating the political process. Lotteries can keep that from happening. 

 

FIDGEN: Isn’t one of the disadvantages though that you might end up with a load of 

uninterested people making uninformed decisions? 

 

STONE: There is certainly that risk, just as there is that risk with the jury. All the evidence 

suggests that people take jury service very seriously. You’re right they would not have expertise, 

but while they would lack expertise they would also not have any axe to grind.  

 

FIDGEN: Ah the jury system, that pillar of British justice. Twelve good men and true - and 

women too - randomly selected, and trusted with making huge decisions about other 

people’s freedom. If we like the principle of using a lottery to get ordinary people involved 

in the judicial system, why not extend that to politics too? There have been many books 

written about the pros and cons of this. Let’s just pause for a moment to consider one 

argument for it - Peter Stone’s point that lotteries ‘sanitize’ a process by stopping us from 

acting on bad reasons. He’s trying to set up what he calls a ‘citizen’s jury’ in Northern 

Ireland - to discuss issues like education, housing, healthcare - which so often run into 

sectarian deadlock.  

 

STONE: One of the biggest benefits that you could expect is that you would take control of the 

decision out of the hands of the most militant and the loudest and the most obstreperous parts of 

the community. Because they’re so loud, they have a powerful role in the political process and 

they’re able to keep other people quiet and keep them from taking part. A lottery would prevent 

those people from controlling who gets on these kinds of decision making bodies. 

 

FIDGEN: Well it might stop the loud, obstreperous people being on the decision making bodies, 

but it’s surely not realistic to think that they wouldn’t try at least to get at the people who were 

on those committees? I mean the idea that in a situation like Northern Ireland people could be 

impartial in such a fraught situation just seems a bit naive. 

 

STONE: Well I think that the danger you describe is very real and it’s just like the danger when 

you have gangsters who are on trial before juries. You have the danger that well will the gangster 

try to get to the jury and either threaten or bribe them or that kind of thing. That’s why lotteries 

have to be combined with the right kinds of safeguards to make sure that you can preserve the 

impartiality that they bring to the process. 
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SEGUE:  

 

LEE: I think anything that would take the sting out of sectarian politics would be a good thing.  

 

FIDGEN: Stephen Lee of the think tank, Centre Forum.  

  

LEE: The sting is prejudice, the sting is elites retaining vested interest. These are the stings. I 

think you have to go to the root of those and seek to remove them. Trying to sort of go round the 

side door and reach the common person in the hope that the common person will have either the 

confidence, the competence, the ability or actually the inclination to do something about it is 

really, really stretching things. And from my perspective, I would much prefer to see us address 

these issues - hard though they are - head on, and in so doing not live our lives by lottery but live 

our lives much more by judgment and moral precept.  

 

FIDGEN: And there it is - the crux of this conflict between those who support lotteries and 

those who don’t. It’s an issue of whether you think we are always obliged to make a choice, 

and can trust ourselves to make it wisely.  

 

I started out thinking a meritocracy was the fairest system for making choices. I’m less 

sure of that now - not only because, as the university admissions case showed, merit can be 

difficult to judge. But also because it inevitably favours people who are born lucky, or who 

are better placed to game the system.    

 

There is something appealing about saying, in the absence of perfect knowledge, let’s give 

everyone a sporting chance. Some people will lose out - that’s always the case. But with the 

system we have, we too often know the winners in advance. With the lottery, the joy of it is, 

you can’t predict who the winners will be. Perhaps even a Somali refugee will find the 

golden ticket. (to Nur) Can I ask you, Abdi, what kind of future do you see for yourself? 

 

NUR: I see a brighter future. I really dream, I have a very nice future to look ahead. 

But I deserve it, I have all the merits. And getting a visa through the lottery will be a big 

opportunity for me to just boost my dreams in America. 

 

FIDGEN: You’re going to live the American dream? 

 

NUR: Yeah, I will maintain that dream forever. 


