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Introduction 

To understand the importance of universal basic income we must first understand 

what it is and how it came to the forefront of modern economic thinking. To do this, we must 

define what universal basic income is, how it was thought of, and what to keep in mind while 

researching and, most importantly, understanding this topic, which may seem simple at first, 

but digs deep into how human brains work and how welfare functions. 

The definition of Universal Basic Income(UBI) is “a periodic cash payment 

unconditionally delivered to all on an individual basis, without means-test or work 

requirement” (Basic Income.org). This means that any program or policy that can be 

considered universal basic income must meet these 5 requirements:  

1. Periodicity- It must be paid regularly, commonly at one-month intervals, not 

just as a one-time grant. 

2. Payment- It must be paid in an appropriate medium of exchange, such as cash. 

This allows those who receive said payments to decide what they spend it on. 

Therefore, it cannot be paid in kind (such as in food or services) or in vouchers 

dedicated to a specific use, such as food stamps. 

3. Individuality- It is paid to an individual, and not, for example, to households. 

4. Universal- It is paid to all, without means test. A means test is an examination 

into the financial state of a person in order to determine eligibility for public 

assistance.  

5. Unconditional- It is paid to the individual without a requirement to work or to 

demonstrate willingness-to-work. 

  



 Of course, this isn’t such a new idea. The first mention of a similar scheme came up 

during the beginning of the 16th Century, in Thomas Moore’s Utopia. In a discussion with an 

English Archbishop, the traveller Raphael Nonsenso, argues that a scheme of a minimum 

income guaranteed by the government to all the members of a particular community would be 

much more effective in fighting thievery than by hanging thieves. In Moore’s words: “No 

penalty on earth will stop people from stealing, if it is their only way of getting food. It would 

be far more to the point to provide everyone with some means of livelihood”. Moore’s fellow 

humanist and friend Johannes Ludovicus Vives who is credited with being the first to work 

out a scheme on how it could work [Shafarman].  

 Later on, in the 1960s, Milton Friedman, a man who would later on win the Nobel 

Prize for Economics and advise the famous Reagan-Thatcher duo, endorsed the idea of basic 

income because it would, in his expert opinion, it would be more efficient than the welfare 

bureaucracy at alleviating the problems of low-income households. We must take into 

consideration that the political figures Friedman and his colleagues advised seldom accepted 

said policies [Heimer]. 

 Still, this is not necessarily an idea that will, as some doubters say, never be 

implemented. In fact, a bill proposed by US President Richard Nixon in the 70s to implement 

a modest universal basic income passed the House of Representatives. It wasn’t until it got to 

the senate when more progressive senators said that they wanted a larger UBI and rejected it 

so they would later propose a larger bill that the Bill was defeated, and we never heard of it 

again [Bragman]. 

 It wasn’t until very recently, with the rise of the tech start-up culture and the advent of 

robot automation, that universal basic income has become a policy supported by the many 

people.  

 



Major Players 

UBI is, as a topic, much different than other topics because there isn’t such an easy 

way to categorize countries and their influence because it is at heart, a loose collective of 

nations and people that support the idea. Nonetheless, these are the most important nations: 

 

Finland 

Long perceived as being the cutting-edge of social innovation, Finland has taken a 

major role in experimenting with UBI. Thanks to its small population, of 5.5 million, and its 

socially progressive mindset, it was one of the first nations to recently conduct an experiment. 

It launched a scheme in which 2,000 unemployed people, between the ages of 25 and 58, 

receive 560€ (670 USD). This amount would replace their unemployment benefits but it 

would continue even if they find work. This, the government hopes, will encourage 

unemployed people to apply for part-time jobs or apprenticeships without worrying about 

losing their benefits (Sodha) and (Independent). 

Canada 

Ontario, Canada’s most populous and most industrial province, has plans to test UBI 

in 3 cities. One would be urban, another would be rural, and the last one would be an 

aboriginal community, or as they call it, a First Nations community. An adult will receive 

16,898 CAD, or 10,158 GBP. This would be almost double their maximum welfare pay-out. 

This program is part of the Liberal Party’s economic policy of replacing manufacturing jobs 

for “knowledge-based” jobs. Economists think UBI will help push that shift forward. While 

some critics argue that it is just a measure by the Ontario government to put off more 

important policies that address deep poverty, such as raising the minimum wage, supporters 

believe it might finally be the solution to the “poverty cliff” (Fortin) and (Baetjer). 



 

Possible solutions 

 Given the inconsistent desire, or incapability, of governments around the world to 

implement Universal Basic Income, it is of utmost importance instead to understand the 

consequences, whether positive or negative, of it. Whether it be by more pilot programmes, 

studies, or other forms of research into this topic, the more information is collected, the better 

decisions governments will be able to take regarding it. Nations should come together, not as 

enemies or as members of echo chambers, but to dialogue and interact all matters related to 

this issue. 
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