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Those who have recovered from the virus will donate more blood
if given the right incentives.  

By Scott Duke Kominers
May 11, 2020, 5:00 PM EDT

How to End the Plasma Shortage
for Coronavirus Patients
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One patient pays it forward for another. Photographer: ALEX EDELMAN/AFP

While we’re waiting to find a cure or vaccine for Covid-19, a
leading treatment is convalescent plasma therapy,  which
uses antibody-rich blood plasma from a recently recovered
patient to boost a sick person’s immune system. After
promising initial studies, the Food and Drug Administration
recently  expanded the therapy’s authorization for
emergency use while full clinical trials are underway. 

But convalescent plasma is in short supply: although it’s
hard to estimate precisely, some statistics suggest the U.S.
may need twice as much as we have on hand.

In a new paper, Parag A. Pathak, Tayfun Sonmez, M. Utku
Unver and I propose a market design strate�y that could
help close the gap.  Our approach makes use of two
special features of the way plasma donation works.

First, convalescent plasma is collected from recently
recovered patients, which means that today’s patients
become tomorrow’s prospective donors, assuming they
manage to beat the virus. That implies a kind of aggregate
market balance: when there are many patients battling
Covid-19, there are also many who recently recovered and
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can donate plasma. That suggests the shortage isn’t from
lack of potential supply.

Second, plasma donation is more
than one-for-one: the typical
donor can give enough plasma at
one time for multiple treatments,
and they can potentially donate
more than once. As a result,
assuming plasma therapy does
help patients recover, there is a
so-called flywheel effect: the
more we use the treatment, the
more plasma is available --
provided enough recovered
patients are willing to donate.

Many people would like to donate
plasma to help a loved one, but can’t for various reasons:
 Their blood types might be incompatible or they might live
far away and be unable to travel. To address these sorts of
obstacles, my collaborators and I suggest that each plasma
donor could receive a voucher that can be used to give a
family member or friend priority for plasma treatment.
Because donation is more than one-for-one, it’s possible to
honor vouchers while still increasing the pool of plasma
available to treat other patients.

Plus vouchers solve donation timing problems: one can only
donate plasma relatively soon after recovering, but a family
member might need treatment further down the line. A
voucher-based system makes it possible for recovered
patients to help take care of their family members even
after they themselves no longer have Covid-19 antibodies.
And the plasma they donate can be used to treat patients
immediately in the meantime, which keeps the flywheel
going.

A similar analysis suggests a role for a pay-it-forward
system, where we make a point of treating patients who
pledge to donate plasma, assuming they recover and are
medically able to do so. Because recovered patients can
typically donate more plasma than was needed for their
own treatment, this again can help increase the plasma
supply in the long run. As a result, my collaborators and I
show that, somewhat paradoxically, prioritizing patients
who pledge to donate can still end up expanding treatment
for the patients who are unable to pledge, or just choose not
to.

Enter your email

https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion?in_source=postr_index
https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2020-12-03/why-are-all-the-prominent-covid-vaccines-developed-by-women?in_source=postr_story_0
https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2020-12-06/which-covid-19-rules-are-useless-too-many-of-them?in_source=postr_story_1
https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2020-12-06/putin-has-weathered-covid-s-toll-in-russia-by-shifting-blame?in_source=postr_story_2
https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2020-12-06/biden-cabinet-picks-belong-to-him-not-to-the-senate?in_source=postr_story_3
https://www.bloomberg.com/notices/privacy/
https://www.bloomberg.com/notices/tos/?in_source=hp-nav
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41587-020-00011-1
https://www.jimcollins.com/article_topics/articles/the-flywheel-effect.html
https://www.transfusionguidelines.org/transfusion-handbook/2-basics-of-blood-groups-and-antibodies/2-4-the-abo-system
https://www.fda.gov/vaccines-blood-biologics/investigational-new-drug-ind-or-device-exemption-ide-process-cber/recommendations-investigational-covid-19-convalescent-plasma#Patient%20Eligibility
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/2765617#245880508


12/6/2020 Coronavirus: How to End the Plasma Donation Shortage for Patients - Bloomberg

https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2020-05-11/coronavirus-how-to-end-the-plasma-donation-shortage-for-patients 3/3

Have a confidential
tip for our reporters?

GET IN TOUCH

Before it's here, it's on
the Bloomberg
Terminal.

LEARN MORE

Both of these policies are similar to systems we’ve used to
expand kidney donation in the U.S.: Priority vouchers are
sometimes granted when a living donor gives a kidney to a
third-party before one of their family members needs a
transplant. And pay-it-forward incentives are used in kidney
exchange chains, where a patient with a medically
incompatible prospective donor receives a kidney from a
third-party donor, and then their donor later gives a kidney
to some other patient. (The longest single-hospital donation
sequence of this form had 100 transplants.) Plasma
donation is much less risky and medically taxing than
kidney donation, so if anything we might expect incentives
to work even better here.

In any event, recovered coronavirus patients who decide to
become plasma donors are some of the many heroes of this
crisis. But we don’t need to rely on their altruism alone.
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If you have recovered from Covid-19 and might want
to donate plasma, the FDA has posted information
about the process and donation sites. See also
uscovidplasma.org.
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The other three have also studied ways to allocate
scarce medical equipment such as ventilators; I
wrote about their work last month.
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