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W
henever changes to “economic pro-

duction and social reproduction”

hamper effectiveness of existing ways

to satisfying society’s needs, welfare states are

expected to respond (Zutavern & Kohli, 2010).

However, the welfare state in the United States has

been characterized as reluctant and exceptional

due to the extent that it leaves basic needs unmet.

Recently, even welfare states in other leading

global nations have shown signs of faltering; for in-

stance, Shahidi and colleagues (2019) found that

social welfare is associated with adverse health out-

comes and that social assistance recipients exhibit

worse health outcomes relative to similar nonreci-

pients in many countries. Like other systems,

welfare states and even their flagship programs

must evolve with macro socioeconomic changes.

In this column, I introduce an intervention strat-

egy gaining traction through a growing number of

pilot projects across the United States, universal

basic income (UBI). Then, I discuss early research

that is linking UBI to beneficial health outcomes.

Finally, I address the question, “How might social

work think about UBI?”

Although UBI is not a new idea, UBI programs,

also referred to as guaranteed income programs or

direct investment programs, have been receiving

increased public attention as an addition and

potentially an alternative to traditional financial

assistance programs and some in-kind services

(UBI will be used throughout this column).

Perhaps the most notable attention came during

the 2020 presidential campaign of Andrew Yang.

Yang promoted a UBI proposal that would pay a

$1,000 monthly Freedom Dividend to every

American. Closer to my home in Stockton,

California, then-mayor Michael Tubbs launched a

modest pilot in 2019 that began dispersing $500

monthly payments to 125 low-income neighbor-

hood residents for two years. Since then, numer-

ous UBI projects have been initiated across

California; more are also being tested throughout

the country (Hoynes & Rothstein, 2019; Lehto,

2018). For more information on organizations

that Michael Tubbs has subsequently founded see

Mayors for a Guaranteed Income (https://www

.mayorsforagi.org/) and End Poverty in California

(https://endpovertyinca.org).

Defined in the most general way, UBI refers to

recurring, regular, and unconditional cash pay-

ments provided to an individual within a targeted

population—ideally the widest population possi-

ble, hence the term “universal.” The home page of

the Stanford Basic Income Lab, a self-described

“academic home for the study of universe basic

income,” defines nuanced perimeters of UBI,

which take on distinct forms in different historical

and geographic contexts (https://basicincome.stan

ford.edu). The Lab reports that UBI programs and

pilots differ based on funding proposal, the level of

payment, the frequency of payment, and the poli-

cies proposed around each one. As of May 2022,

the Lab is tracking 108 active and completed UBI

experiment sites in the United States and Canada.

See https://basicincome.stanford.edu/experiments-

map/ to explore them further. Common reasons

cited for initiating UBI programs include (a) con-

cern that with automation the labor market of the

future will not deliver an adequate number of jobs,

nor adequate wage growth (Hasdell, 2020); (b)

UBI could make up for “perceived inadequacies—

ineffectiveness, inefficiencies, unfairness, contin-

gency, or insufficiency—of the current social

safety net” (Hoynes & Rothstein, 2019, p. 1); and

(c) UBI could reach all people instead of targeted

subpopulations; in particular, it could cover those

who under the current welfare system are in need
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but receive little or no benefits (Hoynes & Roth-

stein, 2019).

Philippe Van Parijs, a Belgian political philoso-

pher and economist, argues that broad application

of what he calls unconditional basic income would

amount to “not just a feasible structural improve-

ment in the functioning of the welfare state . . .

[but also] a profound moral reform that belongs in

the same league as the abolition of slavery or the in-

troduction of universal suffrage” (Van Parijs, 1995,

p. 21). Van Parijs justifies this claim by asserting

that a sustenance-level basic income would pro-

vide people with what he calls the “real freedom”

to choose how to spend their time. In philosophi-

cal terms, a UBI program constitutes not just a bu-

reaucratic or programmatic reform, but also a

profound moral reform insofar as it promises to

recommodify labor (Panitch, 2011; Van Parijs,

1992). There are also skeptics of UBI who do not

share Van Parijs’s vision for the potential moral

benefits of this intervention. In the words of Eliza-

beth Anderson (2000),

In granting a basic income that is not condi-

tioned on the willingness of the able to

work, the UBI promotes freedom without

responsibility, and thereby both offends and

undermines the ideal of social obligation

that undergirds the [liberal] welfare state. A

UBI would not only inspire a segment of

the able population—largely young, healthy,

unattached adults—to abjure work for a life

of idle fun. It would also depress the willing-

ness to produce and pay taxes of those who

resent having to support them. (p. 2)

Most current pilots and programs are far too lim-

ited to approach Van Parijs’s ideal. Few of them

provide payments universally to any large popula-

tion; most are narrowly targeted. Further, contem-

porary projects are relatively small scale, rarely

making payments to more than several hundred

people and never to a large percentage of a given

population. For instance, in Los Angeles County

(population 9.82 million), an upcoming pilot will

select only 1,000 recipients to receive $1,000

monthly for three years. Gibson et al. (2020) point

out that this poses challenges for projecting out-

comes to a full-scale program—the effects of a uni-

versal, permanent intervention might differ from

those observed in a small, short-term trial. More-

over, UBI implemented at scale may produce

different behavioral responses and have many

unforeseen spillover and indirect effects.

Evaluations of these less-than-full-scale UBI pro-

grams show some promising results on poverty, in-

come volatility (West et al., 2020), crime (Calnitsky &

Gonalons-Pons, 2021), and housing stability (Miller

et al., 2021). For fuller reviews of UBI outcomes

see Bastagli et al., 2016; Bidadanure et al., 2018;

Hasdell, 2020; and Marinescu, 2017. Proponents

have also made a case that UBI will have positive

effects on recipients’ health and psychological

well-being (Forget, 2013; Haushofer & Shapiro,

2016; SEWA Bharat, 2014). The mechanisms for

the impact are theorized to be direct through the

“material conditions necessary for biological survival”

and indirect through an “effect on social participa-

tion and opportunity to control life circumstances”

(Marmot, 2002, p. 31). Other pathways could be

through spillover effects that occur when the be-

havior or decisions of one member of society has

an impact on others (Forget, 2013). The Stockton

Economic Empowerment Demonstration (SEED)

drafted a preliminary report of their first year of in-

come distributions that is to be followed by a sub-

sequent randomized controlled trial of complete

evaluation findings. After the first year, SEED

reported, “Recipients of guaranteed income were

healthier, showing less depression and anxiety and

enhanced wellbeing” (West et al., 2020, p. 1).

All this likely sounds good to social workers,

although the benefit, feasibility, and desirability of

UBI have all been questioned. For instance, in a

review of research on public health effects of inter-

ventions like basic income, findings have been

described as “mixed,” “inconsistent,” or outright

refuted (Gibson et al., 2020). Researchers have

claimed that UBI is simply too expensive—

Hoynes and Rothstein (2019) estimated a cost of

$3 trillion for a UBI that pays $12,000 to each adult

resident. Other reports show small reductions to

workforce participation (Hum & Simpson, 1993).

There is also the ideological critique as voiced by

Oren Cass (2016) in the National Review:

[UBI] should be rejected on principle. A

UBI would redefine the relationship be-

tween individuals, families, communities,

and the state by giving government the role

of provider. It would make work optional

and render self-reliance moot. An under-
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class dependent on government handouts

would no longer be one of society’s greatest

challenges but instead would be recast as

one of its proudest achievements. (para. 3)

One of the often-cited advantages of instituting a

meaningful UBI is that it could do away with the

complex, stigmatized, and expensive processes of

the current welfare state. If all people were pro-

vided a sustenance-level income, many of the

departments and agencies of the state could be

eliminated. Administration costs of distributing

cash payments would likely be low. To illustrate,

the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) is imple-

mented through the tax code and paid directly to

recipients by the U.S. Treasury; EITC administra-

tive costs are very low, at less than 1 percent of the

benefits provided (Greenstein et al., 2019). The

IRS has stated, “This is quite different from other

non-tax benefits in which administrative costs re-

lated to determining eligibility can range as high as

20 percent of program expenditures” (Olson, 2014,

p. 31). Otto Lehto (2018) argues, “Replacing in-

kind benefits with unconditional (or minimally

conditional) cash transfers is likely to increase the

efficiency of the benefit system for all parties con-

cerned in rich and poor countries alike” (p. 37).

Addressing poverty through direct, uncondi-

tional investment in people may produce system

efficiencies and, as previously mentioned, individ-

ual behavioral and wellness benefits. However, as

Hasdell (2020) points out, “The question of what

happens in a community when some or all of its

members receive unconditional cash remains to be

answered” (p. 20). Hasdell follows this statement

with a call for future research to deploy experi-

mental designs that compare UBI recipients with

those receiving the existing supports.

Speaking of existing supports—this matter is ex-

tremely important to the profession of social work.

Currently, much of the work done and career

paths taken by professional social workers are di-

rectly within current public programs and agencies

of the U.S. welfare state, as well as within con-

tracted and affiliated private entities. The social

work education curriculum as accredited by the

Council on Social Work Education is largely

sculpted toward developing competencies to serve

in existing systems. Some who call for a UBI envi-

sion a world where there is far less, and even no

need for professionalized social services as we now

organize them. For example, Charles Murray

argues that all federal dollars currently spent on So-

cial Security, Medicare, Medicaid, welfare, social

services, and other programs should be converted

into payments of $13,000 per year to every Ameri-

can age 21 or older, which would be scaled back

for higher-earning individuals, such that someone

making $50,000 or more would receive a capped

amount of $6,500 per year (Murray, 2016). This

proposal has been rebuked with the argument that

a UBI would be enormously expensive and would

“cost nearly double current total spending on the

‘big three’ programs (Social Security, Medicare,

and Medicaid)” (Hoynes & Rothstein, 2019, p. 2).

For these reasons and more, social workers

may agree with Kearney and Mogstad (2019) of

the Aspen Institute Economic Strategy Group that

the U.S. government should provide tar-

geted benefits instead of universal benefits.

And, it should not just provide cash, but

rather invest in human capital and pursue

redistribution through targeted spending on

education, child care, health insurance,

food vouchers, and housing assistance pro-

grams. (p. 4)

Indeed, there remain many unanswered questions

about UBI, including the stance on UBI and the

role in UBI that social workers should take. Two

years ago Hamilton and Martin-West (2019) wrote

in “Universal Basic Income, Poverty, and Social

Justice: A Moral and Economic Imperative for So-

cial Workers” that there is very little relevant liter-

ature recording social work perspectives on UBI.

Their conclusion is astute, and I am in agreement

that “it is imperative for American social workers

to seriously consider UBI as an answer to growing

inequality and the unique expertise that social

workers offer as allies of marginalized populations”

(Hamilton & Martin-West, 2019, p. 321). HSW
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