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Answers 

Designing a market for human 
transplant organs 
Jon Guest 

This resource provides answers to the questions posed in the Fiscal Policy column, in the 
April 2020 issue of ECONOMIC REVIEW. 

Question 1 
What are the arguments against having a traditional market for human transplant organs? 

• Commodification/repugnance. This is an argument based on ethical considerations. Some 
argue that if we attach prices to body parts for sale then it creates an economic relationship 
and turns individuals into commodities. This dehumanises people and deprives them of their 
dignity. 

• If wealthy transplant patients bid up the price, then poor people will die at younger ages as 
they cannot afford the organs. 

• The poorest and most vulnerable members of society will be the most likely to sell their 
organs. If they suffer from present bias, it may not be in their self-interest to do so. 

• Creating a market might actually reduce the supply of organs. This is the idea that extrinsic 
rewards (i.e. receiving money) can sometimes crowd out intrinsic motivation. Those people 
who would have donated organs for altruistic reasons no longer do so when there is a price 
attached. (In Figure 1 below, this causes the supply curve for organs to shift to the left.)  

• In extreme cases, some people may do less to look after their relatives than they might 
otherwise have done. 

Question 2 
Explain the difference between matching markets and more traditional markets. 
In a traditional market, if buyers can afford to purchase a good and it is available, then transactions 

take place. For example, if somebody is willing to pay £1 for a bottle of cola and they are on sale for 

80p in a shop, then the market exchange occurs. In a matching market, not only must the good be 

available at a price below the willingness to pay of the buyer but the buyer also needs to be chosen by 

the seller. For example, in the labour market, businesses are buyers of labour services. A firm may 
want to employ an individual for a wage of £10/hour but the individual also has to choose to work for 

the firm rather than a different employer. The same argument applies to places at universities.   
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Question 3 
Using a demand and supply diagram, explain why a black market for organs exists. 

See Figure 1 below.  

On the horizontal axis, 0–QSA represents the number of organs people are willing to donate when the 
price is zero, i.e. these organ donations are by people with altruistic preferences. 

At a price of zero, the quantity of organs demanded is far greater than the quantity supplied i.e. QD–
QSA. Therefore, a number of frustrated buyers who are willing to pay for organs are unable to get hold 
of any.   

If perfect sorting is assumed at a zero price (i.e. those willing to pay the highest price are the people 
who receive the organs) then the frustrated buyers can be represented by points b to e along the 
demand curve. 

The supply curve from point f to point c represents those people willing to supply organs at prices 
below the level that some frustrated buyers are willing to pay (point b to c along the demand curve). 
Therefore, the potential for mutually beneficial trade exists in the illegal/black market.   

The maximum size of the potential black market is illustrated by area b, c, f. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 The market demand and supply for organs 
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