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Mandate and data base  

first world development, a think-tank for social change, commissioned the re-

search institute gfs.bern to conduct a study on the future of unconditional basic 

income based on a representative survey of voters. It is intended to provide an 

outside view in the immediate aftermath of closure of the polls on June 5, 

2016, on how voters believe the discussions on basic income will develop fur-

ther, how realistic they regard the concept in the future and whether efforts 

should be taken to make it a reality. Such an approach – a study that takes into 

consideration the resulting discussions from the perspective of voters – is new 

for Switzerland. Classic exit polls are no longer practicable because a majority 

of voters vote by mail. This approach makes sense in the case of the vote on 

the unconditional basic income since a considerably higher percentage of Yes 

votes was expected than seen in parliament. In the National Council, 157 to 19 

voted in favor of recommendation of rejection of the proposal; in the Council of 

States, the vote was 40 to 1. Altogether, less than 10% of members of parlia-

ment voted in favor of the proposal. This unfavorable pattern was also repeated 

among the parties: only the Green Party sided with the Yes camp, while all 

governing parties issued a No call. Thus, the party elites were clearly critical of 

the basic income, as reflected in the voting. 

The summary presented here focuses on the future issues and is intended to 

reflect the main findings in a timely manner. The backgrounds and profiles of 

the Yes and No voters will be analyzed in greater detail in a second evaluation. 

The results of the survey ‘Future of Unconditional Basic Income’ is based on a 

representative survey of 1,006 voters. The survey was conducted between 

May 24 and June 1, 2016 – thus, immediately before the referendum – by 

means of computer-assisted telephone interviews (CATI) in all three language 

regions. The technical parameters of the survey are shown in the following 

table:  

Table 1 

Technical summary Future of Unconditional Basic Income 
Client First world development 

Population Voters resident in Switzerland 

Surveyed by M.I.S Trend (member of VSMS) 

Origin of the addresses AZ Direct (updated monthly) 

Data collection By telephone, computer-assisted (CATI) 

Type of sampling procedure 

provided by 

Random sampling according to canton and municipality 

size 

Survey period May 24 – June 1, 2016 

Median survey day May 28, 2016 

Sample size Minimum 1,000, actual 1,006 

# DE-CH: 648, # FR-CH: 308, # IT-CH: 50 

Margin of error +/- 3.2% 

Quota characteristics Gender/age interlocked (per language region) 

Weighted for Language, party affinity, voted 

Survey length 

Intermediate  

Standard deviation 

 

9.6 minutes  

3.0 minutes 

Publication June 5, 2016, 12:00 pm 

© gfs.bern, Future of Unconditional Basic Income, May/June 2016 
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The discussion is already underway for most 

The initial results are in and point to a clear No to the initiative for an uncondi-

tional basic income, but with a strong percentage of Yes votes, which was not 

expected in light of the unequivocal No votes among all governing parties when 

the proposal was first unveiled.  

Three arguments from the No side were largely accepted by participants 
1
 in 

the vote: the high cost, the attractive effect on foreigners and the lack of incen-

tive to work. 

Graph 1 
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 Since voting was still possible after the survey, the study includes people who had already voted 
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© gfs.bern, future of unconditional basic income, may/june2016 (n = 901)

"I will now read to you some of the arguments that are often stated in connection with the initiative for an 

unconditional basic income. Please tell me in each case if you completely agree, rather agree, rather disagree 

or completely disagree with the argument."
Financially not feasible "A basic income for all Swiss residents is financially not feasible. "

Attracts foreigners to Switzerland "A basic income would attract many foreigners to Switzerland looking to profit from it."

No incentive to work "With a basic income, the incentive to work would disappear entirely."

in % voters who voted or definitely want to vote
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The Yes side was able to persuade a majority of voters with a principled argu-

ment on June 5: With digitization, new lifestyle models are needed. A relative 

majority also believes that a basic income values and encourages family and 

volunteer work. A sizeable minority also believes that it could replace the com-

plicated social welfare system. 

 

Graph 2 
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© gfs.bern, future of unconditional basic income, may/june2016 (n = 901)

"I will now read to you some of the arguments that are often stated in connection with the initiative for an 

unconditional basic income. Please tell me in each case if you completely agree, rather agree, rather disagree 

or completely disagree with the argument."
New lifestyle models "With digitalization, many traditional types of work will become redundant – we need new lifestyle models."

Gives value to household/volunteer work "A fixed basic income gives value to unpaid household and volunteer work and 

encourages such activities."

Replaces social welfare system "A basic income would replace the complicated social welfare system in Switzerland to a large 

extent."
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An analysis of the four decisive arguments in the voting decision is instructive. 

The loss of incentive to work and the lack of financial feasibility were central to 

the No vote, but the foreigner issue did not have a significant additional impact 

in pushing voters towards No. On the Yes side, the increased value of volun-

teer work was instrumental, but so too was replacement of the complicated 

social welfare system, which – even if the argument was not supported by the 

majority – was relevant in explaining the surprisingly high share of Yes votes. 

No additional relevance was attached to the popular argument of new lifestyle 

models imposed as a result of digitization. The high explicability of the yes and 

no votes refers to the substantive debate on the proposal in which broad seg-

ments of the population engaged with the arguments of both sides. 

Graph 3 

  

Explanation: The linear regression model used depicts the presence of the influence of independent variables – here, the pros and cons – in 

descending order on a dependent variable, namely the voting decision. It can be distinguished on the basis of the color whether an element led 

more to a Yes vote (blue) or to a No vote (orange). The R
2
 provides information on how clearly a model can be explained – the closer the value is to 

1, the greater the proportion of the variance in the dependent variable, which is explained by the independent variables. Arguments that do not 

appear in the graph have no influence. The black line in the middle of the figure indicates the median. If an argument is found precisely in the 

middle of the line, it means that 50% of the respondents agree with the argument, while the other 50% disagree with it (‘don’t know’ responses 

are excluded). The farther the box deviates to the left or right of the 50% line, the more one-sided that argument is deemed. The red dot serves as 

a reading aid by marking the center of the box. 
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© gfs.bern, future of unconditional basic income, may/june 2016 (n = 901), R2 = .542

Gives value to household/volunteer work

Financially not feasible

Replaces social welfare system

No incentive to work

Rejection of:



 

6 

The rejection was predictable, but does this mean that the discussion is off the 

table for good? No, in the opinion of a clear majority of all voters and even a 

majority of No voters! 85% of Yes voters and 53% of No voters believe that 

after rejection of the proposal, the discussion is now on the table and under-

way. Regardless of their own voting behavior, younger respondents (74%), 

respondents in cities and French-speaking respondents (71% each) believe 

particularly strongly that the discussion is now underway. Supporters of the 

FDP, SVP and CVP are more or less divided on this issue: they believe to a 

large extent that the discussion is now off the table. Supporters of the Greens 

and SP are clearly of the opinion that the discussion is underway, and even 

voters who do not identify with any party are also clear that this is the case. 

Graph 4 
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© gfs.bern, future of unconditional basic income, may/june2016 (N = 1006), sig.

"Projections show that the initiative for an unconditional basic income is likely to be rejected. With this No vote, 

is the discussion off the table for good or is this just the beginning?"

in % voters

Even No voters regard the 

discussion as now well 

underway 
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Swiss-wide introduction remains unrealistic 

despite further votes 

There was often utopian talk in the debates surrounding the unconditional basic 

income. But although actual implementation remains unrealistic, for the majori-

ty the discussion is already underway. Only 30% expect a concrete implemen-

tation of basic income in Switzerland in the next 30 years, while 63% do not 

expect it to be introduced. However, the majority of Yes voters believe it will 

be introduced in this time frame. This amounts to nearly a third of all voters. 

Regardless of how they voted, 41% of 18-29-year-olds believe that a basic in-

come will come. This is significantly more than all other age groups and is thus 

comparable with supporters of the left parties, the SP and Greens, both of 

which by a slim majority do not believe it will be introduced. 

Graph 5 
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© gfs.bern, future of unconditional basic income, may/june2016 (N = 1006), sig.

"Can you imagine that it will be introduced in the future? How likely do you think an unconditional basic income 

will be introduced in Switzerland in the next 30 years: definitely, rather likely, rather unlikely or definitely not?"

in % voters

Nearly two thirds do not 

believe it will be introduced 

in the next 30 years 

More than two thirds believe 

there will be further votes 
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Graph 6 
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"Regardless of whether you think it will be introduced: do you believe that voters will be called on again to vote 

on an unconditional basic income?"

in % voters



 

9 

Broad acceptance of the idea of local trials 

Far less categorical than the proposal’s rejection is the acceptance of trials. 

44% are in favor of trials, 49% are opposed. Even 33% of No voters are of the 

opinion that a trials with a basic income should take place in a town, canton or 

different country. While a relative majority rejects the idea, it is nonetheless 

broadly anchored. In particular, at 57% a majority of 18-39-year-olds would like 

to see such trials. 

Graph 7 
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"In your opinion, should an unconditional basic income be introduced on a trial basis in the near future in a 

town, canton or different country?"

in % voters
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Only 14% of those that support a trial with the basic income would like to see 

it take place in another country; 36% think Swiss towns would be most suita-

ble for this and 41% said Swiss cantons. This again underscores how the de-

bate around unconditional basic income is deeply anchored in the Swiss reality. 

Graph 8 
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Conclusions 

The discussion on the federal popular initiative ‘For an unconditional basic in-

come’ was relevant. Although it was conceded that the initiative did not have a 

realistic chance of success and would be soundly rejected, it fulfilled its role as 

a catalyst. It launched a debate that had not been taken seriously until now by 

the political establishment. 

Thesis 1  

The expected and strong No to an unconditional basic income resulted in an 

unexpectedly factual and exciting debate. The discussion is underway and 

should be continued and made concrete. 

Thesis 2 

In the foreseeable future, it is highly probable that the cost and lack of incentive 

to work will prevent introduction of the unconditional basic income across 

Switzerland. 

Thesis 3 

The opportunities of future discussions revolve primarily around the valuation of 

volunteer work, as well as new lifestyle models in the face of digitization and 

an entirely new approach to social services. 

Thesis 4 

As can be seen, in particular from the perspective of young people, local or 

cantonal trials in Switzerland are a perfectly acceptable way of making the issue 

more concrete, not only in content but also in practice.   

No utopia means: Continued 

discussion and specific trials 
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Appendix 

gfs.bern Team 

 

LUKAS GOLDER 

Senior project manager, member of the Executive Committee, political and 

media scientist, MAS FH in Communication Management 

Specialist areas: 

Integrated communication and campaign analysis, image and reputation analy-

sis, media analysis/media impact analysis, youth research/social change, voting 

and elections, modernization of the state, health policy reforms.  

Publications in anthologies, specialist journals, the daily press and on the inter-

net. 

  

 

CLOÉ JANS 

Junior project manager, political scientist 

Specialist areas: 

Voting and elections, social research, campaigns, analysis political subjects and 

issues, media content analysis, teaching 

  

 

STEPHAN TSCHÖPE 

Head of analysis and services, political scientist 

Specialist areas: 

Coordination of services, complex statistical data analysis, computer and ques-

tionnaire programming, projections, analysis of parties and structures with ag-

gregated data, integrated communications analysis, visualization. 

  

 

AARON VENETZ 

Data analyst, political scientist 

Specialist areas 

Data modelling, qualitative methods, research, data analysis, programming, 

media analysis, visualization 
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ALEXANDER FRIND 

Data analyst, political scientist 

Specialist areas: 

Data analysis and databases, programming, integrated communications analy-

sis, media analysis, research, visualization, projections 

  

 

NOAH HERZOG 

Secretary and administration, EFZ business 

Specialist areas: 

Desktop publishing, visualization, project administration, presentation admin-

istration 
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