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Abstract
‘Extra-welfarism’ has received some attention in health economics, yet there is little consensus on what distinguishes it from
more conventional ‘welfarist economics’. In this paper, we seek to identify the characteristics of each in order to make a systematic
comparison of the ways in which they evaluate alternative social states. The focus, though this is not intended to be exclusive, is on
health. Specifically, we highlight four areas in which the two schools differ: (i) the outcomes considered relevant in an evaluation;
(ii) the sources of valuation of the relevant outcomes; (iii) the basis of weighting of relevant outcomes and (iv) interpersonal
comparisons. We conclude that these differences are substantive.
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1. Introduction
Drawing lines around related ideas that neatly and completely separate them is never entirely possible. There is
fuzz and haze at the edges. Despite this truth, it seems worthwhile at least to attempt to make clearer what may be
significant differences of approach that have arisen in the normative analysis of health and health care. The approaches
are those that have become labelled ‘welfarism’ and ‘extra-welfarism’. Extra-welfarism has received some attention
in health economics (see for example Culyer, 1990; Hurley, 1998, 2000; Brouwer and Koopmanschap, 2000; Birch
and Donaldson, 2003) but there appears to be no consensus on its definition; nor is there any consensus on a general
term to describe a deviation, such as extra-welfarism appears to be, from standard welfare economics. Even the label
attached to it is disputed. In addition to ‘extra-welfarism’, ‘non-welfarism’ is sometimes encountered (e.g. Kaplow and
Shavell, 2001; Dolan and Olsen, 2002) so proponents of traditional welfare economics can criticise what we shall still
call ‘extra-welfarism’ as not only lacking an identity but, since the ‘non’ of non-welfarism seems to put it altogether
beyond the bounds of welfare theory, as lacking any sort of foundation in economic theory at all (Birch and Donaldson,
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2003).1 One might indeed ask further: how is it possible to add anything ‘extra’ to welfarism? If welfare is an ultimate
goal and it is comprised of individual utilities, and if anything important for individual welfare can be assigned a utility
number, then to add anything ‘extra’ is at best to risk double-counting. So, for example, let it be asserted that ‘process’
is important for social welfare as well as ‘outcome’, then let standard welfarists ‘simply’ assign utilities to processes (of
course we know that doing so may by no means be simple) and carry on as usual. Plainly extra-welfarism is an attempt
to escape, at least in part, from standard welfarist theory. But from what and to what? To be of interest, extra-welfarism
must offer something that welfarism does not permit, despite the all-encompassing appearance of welfarism.
In order to understand what might be ‘extra’ about extra-welfarism, we shall first explore what welfarism entails;
any ‘extra’ in extra-welfarism will then lie beyond the limits of welfarism and we shall at least be clearer about
what we are adding to (or subtracting from) welfarism. Unfortunately, a consensus on the content even of welfarism
does not emerge self-evidently from the literature; it seems clear that different conceptions of both extra-welfarism
and welfarism prevail. Some confine welfarism to a limited set of properties (e.g. Culyer, 1991), while others follow
Bergson in setting no limits on what may count in a social welfare function—processes, institutions, equity, quality of
relationships, social norms and so on ad inﬁnitum, as long as these items can be captured in terms of individual utility.
Not surprisingly, the content of extra-welfarism is even less obvious from a perusal of the literature. Hurley (1998)
for example claims that extra-welfarism replaces ‘utility’ with ‘health’ even though an explicit extra-welfarist like
one of us (Culyer, 1990) cautions against discarding any outcomes, whether utility or health, and against discarding
the relevance of a functional relationship between health and utility. Others may see extra-welfarism as a method of
analysis in which explicit (and, in general, non-unitary) equity weights are attached to entities like individuals’ utility
or health (e.g. Dolan, 1999a). It can be seen archetypically in cost-utility analysis where, instead of using effective
demand and willingness to pay (as in cost-benefit analysis), something like ‘need’ is used (e.g. Culyer, 1995b, 2007a,b).
The latter concept is unrelated to the consumer’s ability to pay, which thus insulates welfare judgments not only from
the prevailing income distribution but also from the Pareto principle as used within the traditional welfare economic
school (Brouwer and Koopmanschap, 2000).
This lack of clarity plainly hinders understanding of the differences between the two schools of thought. In this
paper, we try to provide a clear dogmatic statement of what welfarism entails and, hence, an indication of wherein the
‘extra’ in extra-welfarism lies. We focus on theory rather than on applied work and highlight two interrelated topics
that we conjecture to lie at the root of the distinction between welfarism and extra-welfarism:
(i) The source and nature of valuation. In welfarism, individual utility (or ‘welfare’) characterizes all outcomes and
‘social welfare’ is normally understood to be a function only of individual utilities. It is this restriction that has
been labelled ‘welfarism’ (e.g. Sen, 1977; Boadway and Bruce, 1984). Normative frameworks that do not make
this restriction may therefore be labelled as “extra-welfarist”. Within such frameworks, individual utilities might
be replaced by something else (for example, by Sen’s ‘capabilities’).
(ii) The Pareto principle and the initial distribution of wealth and income. The Pareto principle2 states that social
welfare unambiguously increases only if the welfare of any member of society increases and that of no one falls.
In applications of welfarism the initial distribution of income and wealth is normally taken as a given and changes
in either cannot be evaluated beyond requiring that any such changes themselves satisfy the Pareto criterion (as
they may, for example, in a society containing some altruists). The potential Pareto criterion, requiring the gains
related to some change to outweigh the losses caused by it, is a less restrictive criterion. Yet this criterion may
be viewed as normally representing a serious compromising of the Pareto principle, making explicit interpersonal
comparisons of uncompensated gains or losses by assigning an equal unitary shadow weight to each (dollar) gain
or loss, independently of identity while ignoring all other types of uncompensated change or initial differences
between individuals. In extra-welfarism, however, uncompensated changes – even those that would not satisfy the
potential Pareto criterion – may be judged to be social improvements (or deteriorations) by invoking additional
ethical criteria, and deliberate attempts are often made to compensate for the undesired consequences of the
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Although the term has also been used to simply indicate ‘not welfarist’ (e.g. Tsuchiya and Williams, 2001).
Strictly speaking, the Pareto criterion can be viewed as merely an aggregation and decision rule—which could indeed be applied to non-utility
characteristics, like health, as has been suggested (Culyer, 1995a; Hurley, 2000). However, we will refer to Paretian economics as a species of
welfare economics in which individual utilities are the central outcome but are interpersonally incomparable.
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