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Using Lotteries to allocate resources

Using lotteries in Australia to increase fairness 
and assess policy impacts when allocating 
scarce resources 

- 1 day workshop in May @ ANU
- Organised by Adrian Barnett (QUT) + Philip 

Clarke (Oxford)
- ~30 attendees from range of disciplines

- ARC representatives
- Researchers
- Politicians
- STA
- Policy makers



• Medical school places in Sweden
• Stats society of Australia – small 

funding grants

• Research funding at NZ Health 
Research Council

• Research grants at British 
Academy

• Working or holiday visas
• Election ballots

• Military drafts

Examples of lotteries

https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2025/apr/11/blindfolds-and-
wooden-balls-australia-fires-up-its-extremely-analog-election-machinery



Slides from Adrian Barnett’s presentation



How people think peer review works…
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How it really works…
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How it really works…
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Pros                                      Cons

• Fairer - reduces bias
• Prevents use of trivial 

differences within margin of 
error when determining 
outcomes

• Increase in applicants who 
otherwise might not have 
applied

• Reward more “left-field” ideas
• Less work in peer review?

• Risk of deserving 
applicants/proposals not 
getting time

• Potential for “prestige” 
associated with winning to be 
reduced

• Public perception - need to get 
the community on board

• Increase in applications(?)



• Only enter the lottery once certain 
conditions are met
• Allows you to control/monitor eligibility

• Gives freedom to award/deny applications 
outright

• Needs to be designed very carefully to suit 
the specific purpose
• E.g. set high and low thresholds and have 

lottery for everything in the middle?

• Only set minimum threshold?

Conditional lotteries
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Lottery alterations

• “Golden ticket” – definitely award small fraction 
of applications

• Weighted lottery – some ppl get more tickets

• Stratified lottery – multiple lotteries to control 
for certain groups (e.g. ensure 50% women 
successful)

• Lottery first – enter a ballot for right to apply (not 
super popular!)

Wolper/Warner Bros/Kobal/Shutterstock

Based on slides from Adrian Barnett’s presentation



Example: BA funding grants
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Example: BA funding grants
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Possible problems with lotteries

Slides from Adrian Barnett’s presentation



• Too many applications -> need for a feedback loop

• Cultural sensitivities

• Legislation – specifically for terms of National Facility, but more 
widely (e.g. does gaming legislation apply?)

• Is the term ‘lottery’ part of the problem? 
• Other suggestions? Ballot, Lucky-dip, sortition, equal-access pathway etc. 

Possible problems with lotteries



• Do you think ATNF should move to a lottery-system for allocating telescope time?

• Would you be more or less likely to apply for time?

• Would it impact how you felt about receiving time? Or not receiving time?

• Do you think a lottery would be better/worse/the same as the current peer-
review system?

• What outcomes should we track to assess if this is fairer than peer-review?

Questions for you
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