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The Many Faces of Universal Basic Income
JURGEN DE WISPELAERE AND LINDSAY STIRTON
During the past decades the debate on
the desirability and feasibility of universal basic income has reached maturity.
Associated with a growing number of
scholars, social activists, public advocacy
groups and political parties, basic income
is no longer perceived as yet another
crackpot idea of the radical left. Indeed,
it is increasingly accepted that basic income advocates have something valuable
to contribute to the debate on welfare
reform and employment regulation. But
with maturity comes the need to rethink
the ideal of a universal basic income. As
the debate expands, the standard de®nition of basic income as an income granted
by right to each individual, without
means test or work requirement, may no
longer capture the diversity of policies
advanced within the basic income community and beyond.
This article contributes a ®rst step to
this enterprise by charting the many faces
of universal basic income. Our starting
point is the belief that successfully implementing a universal basic income crucially depends on our being able to match
the design features of a particular scheme
with the surrounding policy context or
administrative environment, which differs extensively from one country to another. This, in turn, requires a better
appreciation of the wealth of proposals
falling under the rubric of universal basic
income, and the potential diversity of
arrangements that exist at the level of
concrete design and implementation. It
is towards this latter task that this article
is speci®cally directed.
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The devil in the detail
For many scholars and practitioners,
basic income constitutes a distinctive
social paradigm within contemporary
welfare theory, leading to vigorous normative arguments and ideological disputes between its proponents and
adversaries. This is not to say that there
is no substantial disagreement pertaining
to form or content of the normative principles underlying universalism amongst
its principle advocates. Neither does it
imply that we must buy into ideological
cleavages to ®nd arguments for or against
basic income. In fact, one of the intriguing
aspects of basic income is precisely its
capacity to secure support across the ideological spectrum.1
Moving from social philosophy to
policy it becomes apparent that the paradigm of universalism does not constitute
a single identi®able policy, but represents
a myriad of social support schemes that
dier substantially along a range of policy dimensions. Basic income supporters
readily acknowledge that there exists
ample choice of which policy to pursue
within a broadly universalist approach.
Consequently, the debate has now moved
from defending universalism writ large
to a dispute within the basic income
community itself over the preferred
form of basic income. The result is substantial disagreement at the level of idealtype policies: some scholars favour a
negative income tax scheme, others advocate an unconditional basic income or a
participation income, and still others believe stakeholder or basic capital grants
are superior, and so on.2
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Dimensions of basic income

welfare regimes appear to ®t this mixedbag category. In addition, a strict divide
between universal and selective measures is easily blurred in practice. Circumstances typically introduce selective
eects in an otherwise universal policy;
conversely, selective measures may well
combine to mimic the eects of a universal policy.
Basic income advocates often favour an
incremental approach to instituting a full
basic income. One way in which this
could be done is to have basic income
type policies in a speci®c domainÐchild
bene®t, basic pension or sabbatical accountsÐwhich are then gradually expanded or `universalised' over time.3
Here too we must be wary about attaching too much importance to the label and
ignoring what happens on the ground. In
what follows we review various ways in
which universal basic income schemes
can be more or less universal, as well as
other salient dimensions in which concrete proposals can be dierentiated.

Universality Universality refers to the
extent of the population that is covered
by a given policy. Typically, universal
policies are open to all, while more selective measures single out a subset of the
population as bene®ciaries. One category
of subjects often excluded from even the
most universal schemes is non-citizens
(however de®ned), while more selective
measures discriminate even further to
select eligible individuals or groups
from the broader population. Selectiveness immediately invokes debate regarding the principles and mechanisms
employed to decide on eligibility. In practice this implies building in some level of
conditionality, discussed further below.
The distinction between universal and
selective measures, however, is often
overstated on ideological grounds. To
begin with, the label `universalist' is misleading in cases where policies are universal in some respects but selective in
others. Most policies in contemporary

Individuality Individuality refers to the
standard unit at which a policy is directed. Welfare policy schemes basically face
a choice of administering their services
either directly to individuals or indirectly
through a household unit. Basic income is
routinely advocated as a form of income
support that caters to individuals. However, some advocates, mainly for reasons
of goodness-of-®t with traditional approaches in welfare policy, have been
willing to compromise on this and recommend instituting a basic income targeted
to households. The dimension of individuality therefore does not lose its relevance for policy purposes.
In the case of households many questions arise with respect to the appropriate
de®nition of a household and its internal
composition. Tony Atkinson distinguishes four types of household units,
each with its own delineation and composition problems: `households' based on
common residence; `spending units'

Furthermore, at the level of ®negrained design and implementation, apparently similar proposals are even
further dierentiated along dimensions
that are characteristically not captured
in ideal-type analysis. An additional concern is that universal schemes that are
substantially similar in design may still
end up producing widely divergent outcomes because of dierent interaction
eects with policies already in place. It is
a mistake to assume that a universal basic
income would operate in something resembling an institutional vacuum. To the
extent that ®ne-tuned distinctions also
produce distinctive outcomes, both normative and empirically driven research
ought to take dierential design features
seriously. In the next section we discern
seven principal dimensions along which
concrete basic income proposals can be
dierentiated.

# The Political Quarterly Publishing Co. Ltd. 2004

T h e Ma n y Fa c e s o f U n i v e r s a l B a s i c I n c o m e

267

d:/1polq/75 -3/dewispelaere.3d ^ 28/6/4 ^ 9:57 ^ bp/sh

based on common spending patterns;
`family units' de®ned by blood ties or
marriage; and ®nally the `inner family'
de®ned in terms of a sustained dependence relationship. Switching from one
household base to another in policy design has been shown to imply up to a
quarter of reductions in the measurement
of people on low income.4 Measuring the
actual eects of welfare policies is clearly
sensitive to choice of household type.
Similar observations can be made
regarding the administrative challenges
associated with targeting policies to
households. These reasons often lead
policy-makers to favour a more individualised approach.
From a normative point of view, the
chief sources of concern are the often
arbitrary discrimination of life-style
choices associated with household-based
policies; unacceptable inequalities between single-income and double-income
households and between single persons
and double-income households (sometimes leading to perverse redistributive
eects from the poor to the well-o); and
the fact that non-individualised rights
often generate employment traps or trap
partners into a dependency relation.5
While conservative political factions are
often keen to use welfare policies to
strengthen the traditional nuclear family
unit, the increasing variation of living
arrangements within and across generations suggests this argument may have
outlived its usefulness. Although much
attention has recently been devoted to the
eects of individualising bene®ts on intra-householder power relations, the research remains surprisingly ambivalent
about its implications for basic income.6
Conditionality Conditionality
implies
the extent of conditions built into a policy
that may restrict a person's eligibility for
a service. Most welfare policies come
with dierent types of conditions attached that recipients need to satisfy to
gain or maintain eligibility. Basic income

is of course distinctive precisely in that it
is purportedly unconditional or, failing
that, at the very least only employs conditions that do not violate the programme's inclusiveness. An example of
a conditionality requirement that ostensibly does not aect inclusiveness is Tony
Atkinson's well-known proposal for a
participation income.7
To understand better the dimension of
conditionality a number of distinctions
need to be kept in mind. Conditionality
refers in the ®rst instance to formal
criteria of eligibility that either imply a
set of characteristics necessary to acquire
eligibility status or, alternatively, impose
certain behavioural constraints to retain
eligibility (ex ante and ex post conditionality, respectively). In addition to these
two main types we can discern hidden or
implied forms of conditionality: a universal basic income can become more conditional because of the interplay with
external contingencies, which may result
in the policy eectively treating recipients dierently within a formally uniform framework. Suppose we institute a
fully unconditional basic income at a
variable level related to a macroeconomic
performance indicator such as GDP or
employment rates. The level of the grant
decreases when more people opt out of
formal employment or if productivity
decreases below a certain threshold indicator, which serves as a `soft incentive' to
pushing people back into work. While
such a scheme does not have any formal
conditions attached to it, it nevertheless
institutes a set of incentives to contribute
towards maintaining a certain level of
production or employment.
Next, conditions can be strict or weak
depending on whether they are `set in
stone' or there is a signi®cant measure
of bureaucratic discretion in assessing
when a claimant has satis®ed a requirement. Bureaucratic discretion invites a
measure of arbitrariness, and may induce
welfare administrators to engage in
behaviour that violates professional
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standards. Interestingly, welfare workers
often oppose discretion and prefer a system that rigorously outlines their duties
precisely because they want to minimise
the risk of unprofessional conduct.8 In
addition, bureaucratic discretion may
boost administrative error, particularly
when rules change rapidly and become
increasingly more complex.9 At the same
time, basic income research should be
aware of the literature in public administration and administrative law that points
to the limits of administration `by rule
and rote' and of the appropriate uses of
discretion.
Finally, conditions can also be narrow
or broad depending on whether they result in more or less exclusive policiesÐ
that is, policies that capture a larger subset of the population. The Earned Income
Tax Credit, for instance, only applies to
those in work, whereas a participation
income is meant to encompass a broader
range of activities, and hence a broader
range of target bene®ciaries. This of
course raises the precarious problem of
who ends up making the decision to
value certain social activities by including
them in the participation requirement.
This is not a moot point: conditions are
often introduced within a universal basic
income for political reasons, because decision makers believe there will not be
sucient political support for unconditional measuresÐalthough occasionally
economic grounds are also put forward
as arguments in favour of some conditionality. On the other hand, increased
target eciency associated with improved take-up rates is often cited as the
strength of unconditional measures. In
practice, the choice of a basic income
scheme and its level of conditionality
will depend in large part on which constraint we believe to be the stronger.
Uniformity Uniformity is the extent to
which all those who are eligible receive
a similar level of bene®t. Universal basic
income schemes can deviate from this
# The Political Quarterly Publishing Co. Ltd. 2004

strict interpretation in at least two ways.
First, we may decide to allocate dierent
levels of transfer to dierent types of
recipients, thus imposing a form of ex
ante conditionality within the scheme. A
familiar example is the use of age to
dierentiate the allocation of grants to
children, adults of working age and pensioners. By making good strategic use of a
distinction that is already embedded in
existing welfare systems, basic income
proponents make a better chance of
bringing basic income in via the back
door. Even noted opponents of unconditional basic income, such as Gùsta
Esping-Andersen, favour universal child
bene®ts and basic pensions, eectively
endorsing a basic income ideal for a
subset of the population. Dierentiating
uniformity provides a handy tool for
policy design and advocacy.
Contingencies also aect the uniformity of basic income. Imagine, for
instance, a universal scheme that is formally uniform but with the value to its
recipients ¯uctuating in line with a set of
external circumstances, such as the
regional variation in cost of living. It is a
matter of some discussion whether a
basic income should remain uniform, as
argued by Philippe Van Parijs, or instead
regional price dierences should provide
a legitimate departure from the uniformity rule.10 Of course, policy-makers may
well decide to use the dierential value of
the grant to actively in¯uence certain
behavioural traits: like taxes, grants may
end up serving multiple purposes that
need to be balanced. In principle, then,
both uniformity and dierentiation are
consistent with most forms of basic income. Of course, one should keep in mind
that at the margin a heavily dierentiated
scheme may no longer satisfy the key
requirement of universality, blurring the
line between `dierentiation' and `selectivity'.
Frequency/Duration Until recently, the
dimensions of frequency and duration
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were somewhat neglected within universal basic income schemes. But at the end
of the 1990s, a real cleavage emerged
between universal basic income proposals that provide a regular income
stream, as in unconditional basic income
or participation income, and schemes
where bene®ciaries receive a one-o payment, constituting a capital stock as in
stakeholder or capital grant proposals.11
With respect to income streams, a further
relevant distinction should be made with
respect to the timing of regular instalments. It does make a dierence whether
a recipient receives the grant on a weekly,
monthly or even yearly basis. Shorter
intervals often draw support from those
who emphasise basic security, whereas
advocates of equal opportunity, suspicious of any form of paternalism, typically favour longer intervals. Of course,
timing may simply be determined by the
surrounding administrative time frame:
until recently, wages were commonly
paid in weekly instalments in the UK or
Ireland as compared to the majority of
European countries that employed a
monthly pay system. Having basic income `piggy-back' on whatever system
is in operation at any given time often
makes good administrative sense.
While the distinction between streams
and stocks informs much of the current
debate, the distinction is prone to overstatement. Under the right circumstances
income streams can be converted into
stocks and vice versa, though it remains
unclear whether such conditions are currently present in even the most advanced
welfare regimes. In addition, many of the
basic capital approaches seem to have
some in-built mechanisms of ensuring
that the entire grant is not wasted on socalled `stakeblowing' activities. Once we
take this expansion into account, the distinction between income and capital
grant schemes diminishes.12
A ®nal consideration concerns the
duration aspect of basic income. Putting
a time-limit upon receipt of assistance is a

measure common to most selective income support policies, but could conceivably be used to render universal basic
income socially and politically acceptable. A recent proposal by Stuart White
argues in favour of introducing a temporary basic income scheme to combat exploitation and free-riding.13 Limiting the
receipt of basic income to, say, a total of
®ve years may de¯ect free-riding by
recipients who would otherwise take
advantage of the scheme, or at the very
least render its overall eect less socially
damaging. In addition to these normative
considerations, a time-limited basic income policy may also re¯ect practical
considerations, such as ®tting neatly
with other policies that make up the
institutional background of that particular welfare regime (such as child bene®t
or universal pension provisions).
Modality Modality refers to the particular shape that a universal transfer takes.
When debating basic income we commonly think about cash transfers, but
certain forms of in-kind transfers (for example, food coupons, education or travel
vouchers, housing bene®ts) should not be
dismissed out of hand. The de®ning feature of a universal basic income scheme is
not the distinction between cash or inkind transfers as such, but rather whether
social assistance takes the form of public
or private goods. Universally distributed
private in-kind measures such as education vouchers may be considered part of a
universal basic income, as opposed to
strict public goods such as road infrastructure. Having said this, there are
many good reasons why most universal
basic income schemes will rely on cash
transfers, but in principle at least part of a
basic income or capital grant could be
transferred in kind.
Few researchers seem to fully appreciate how many distinctive forms cash
transfers can take. Consider, for instance,
the dierence between schemes that
deliver the grant by postal cheque, in
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the form of a debit card with automatic
top-up, or as a refundable tax credit. Each
of these forms has bene®ts and drawbacks that need to be carefully considered
at the level of design and implementation. One important administrative factor
is the level of integration, the ease with
which a given scheme operates within the
existing administrative environment.
Highly integrated grants make use of
existing tax-and-transfer mechanisms
only, whereas weakly integrated versions
may require additional, often costly, administrative measures. The latter must of
course be oset by the corresponding
advantages: for example, higher levels
of take-up of schemes that operate independently of other, more selective, welfare bene®ts.
Adequacy A ®nal dimension of universal
basic income schemes relates to the capacity to satisfy recipients' basic needs.
Strictly speaking, a universal basic income need not be ®xed at subsistence
level: it can conceivably both exceed as
well as fall short of what is commonly
considered adequate in a given society.14
Some scholars have made the case for a
partial as opposed to a full basic income,
and most cognate universal schemes can
be varied along this dimension. The key
distinction here is between partial proposals that allow for basic income to be
complemented by other types of cash or
in-kind assistance, and proposals where
the partial basic income becomes the sole
means of social assistance. Not surprisingly, ideological positions dier considerably as to which form is most desirable.
Neo-conservatives like James Buchanan,
Milton Friedman or Charles Murray have
all at times endorsed a welfare state that
adopts a single universal scheme for social assistance, provided we simultaneously cut all other types of state
intervention. Socialists and social democrats, on the other hand, oppose such
proposals and insist that a partial basic
income always be complemented by
# The Political Quarterly Publishing Co. Ltd. 2004

other forms of social assistance. With respect to one-o grants, things are slightly
dierent: in this case the goal is not
primarily income security but rather improving one's stock of personal assets.
Typical examples of how to use a basic
capital include investing in education or
using the grant as start-up capital for a
small business.15
Focusing for the moment on income
stream versions of universal basic income, the adequacy dimension raises a
number of problems. There is ®rst the
familiar problem of de®ning and measuring the level of subsistence at any given
time or place. There exists an immense
literature on various ways of delineating
basic needs in contemporary welfare societies. While most of this literature accepts that there is something arbitrary
about determining a uniform level of
subsistence across society, we should
nevertheless appreciate that even arbitrary benchmarks often serve a useful
purpose in social policy. This is not
merely a matter of debating the proper
criteria but also of ®nding ways to properly assess how dierential contingencies
aect people's lives. A related concern is
whether the level of a universal grant
needs to be ®xed at all. Perhaps we
should take a dynamic approach by making the level of the grant periodically
revisable, which could be done in two
ways. First, the level of the grant can be
periodically revised by Parliament or an
independent commission, taking into account re¯ections of economic performance, political will and so on. A second
possibility is to link the level of the grant
automatically to some macro-economic
indicators, as is already the case in some
European countries. This indexation approach has the clear advantage of minimising direct political interference, but it
remains a question whether this is in all
cases a good thing. Two further advantages of the dynamic approach, whichever form it takes, are that the resulting
level of grant re¯ects the overall state of
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the economy as well as being able to
respond much quicker to dynamic
changes in behaviour that will inevitably
occur with the introduction of a basic
income. A potential downside of such a
dynamic approach, however, is perhaps
that it does not instil the same degree of
basic security as a ®xed level grant
achieves, which in turn may have adverse
eects at the personal as well as the social
level.

From `adversarial' to `fuzzy'
policy design
The history of basic income is replete
with deep-seated divisions between advocates and adversaries. Today, both
camps still regard basic income broadly
as a radical departure from welfare policy
rooted in the Bismarckian or Beveridgean
traditions. However, as mentioned before, this adversarial approach to policy
design is increasingly inadequate because
welfare policy de®es simple normative
and ideological opposition. The point
applies to almost any kind of policy, but
universal basic income is a case in point.
Basic income may end up serving a
number of goals, not all of which are
compatible or even desirable. More signi®cantly, what Brian Barry has labelled
the principled argument for basic income
can only justify its broad contours, leaving detailed features, such as those discussed, undecided.16 This raises a serious
political problem for basic income advocates, who remain unsure which political
forces to court. Each political faction on
the ideological spectrum seems divided
as to whether they should fully endorse
basic income and, even in cases where
they do, which particular variant to sponsor. And even if all of this could be
resolved, as we argued, practicalities associated with the implementation of basic
income repeatedly interfere with neatly
drawn theoretical categories, rendering a
principled, adversarial approach fruit-

less. Taking a less antagonistic approach,
we propose that the mature stage of basic
income debate would be more suited to
the sort of `fuzzy' policy design that
features prominently in recent policy discourse.17
This has a number of potential advantages. First, it takes seriously the idea that
policies do not simply follow from a
prescriptive statement of desirable goals.
It is often suggested that policy design
has to contend with second-best solutions
because of economic, political or administrative feasibility constraints. But this
assumes that a preferred policy can be
determined independent from these
background constraints, which in our
view does not make much sense. Because
policy must necessarily ®t a number of
contingencies, it is inherently pragmatic
and compromising in nature (even if one
agrees that any policy must start from a
normative argument about desirable social goals). Fuzzy design clearly welcomes the idea of basic income as a
family of concrete proposals, which can
be better ®tted to the background circumstances at hand.
Following from this, we recommend
that basic income design take a bottomup approach where circumstances dictate
both constraints and opportunities, and
good policy requires that policy-makers
experiment with dierent ways of solving practical problems and achieving
certain goals. The idea of basic income
having many faces sits well with the
rejection of `one size ®ts all' approaches
in public policy analysis. From a fuzzy
perspective it is perfectly congruent to
advocate basic income in principle, while
recognising that the detailed outlook of
any actual proposal will be largely determined by the speci®c constellation of
goals, constraints and opportunities.
One interesting implication in the context
of an emerging social Europe is that
dierent states or welfare regimes do
not need to endorse precisely the same
policy in order to deliver universal
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welfare. Recent years have witnessed a
massive literature on the diculties of
obtaining positive coordination on social
measures across EU member states.18 The
variety within the basic income ideal
should be appreciated as one of its key
advantages, allowing it to match a wide
range of political limitations.
Relinquishing antagonism to `fuzzy
congruence', then, has important implications for the comparative analysis of universal welfare policies. Acknowledging
the many faces of basic income allows
for a speci®c comparative approach to
basic income research that need not focus
on programme speci®cs, but instead allows
for evaluating policy outcomes. To policymakers it matters less whether a basic
income is fully unconditional or incorporates a weak participation requirement,
as long as both score roughly equally well
on desirable goals such as combating
poverty, increasing equal access to employment, supporting a variety of lifestyles, etc. And even where programmes
score unevenly, a comparative approach
might provide good indications why this
is either not desirableÐmaybe dierent
countries rate competing social goals differentlyÐor perhaps not feasible. After
all, dierent economic, political or administrative background conditions entail dierent possibilities for policy
implementation.

Summary
The main lesson of this article can be
summarized as follows: there is no such
thing as a preferred basic income scheme
independent of the overall institutional
and policy context. The debate concerning the best possible basic income design
can only generate productive results
when carried out within the rich institutional environment of case studies. It is
part of the policy-making balancing act
that what works here may not work over
there, and what seems a good idea now
might become counterproductive or ob# The Political Quarterly Publishing Co. Ltd. 2004

solete at a later time. This insight should
not lead to despair; instead, the crafty
policy designer should wholeheartedly
embrace it. `Fuzzy' policy design paints
a world in which policy reform explicitly
acknowledges the many faces of basic
income, and uses this feature as its main
strength to further the case of social justice across Europe and beyond.
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