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1

1. Introduction to the journey of the 
Finnish basic income experiment
Olli Kangas, Signe Jauhiainen, Miska 
Simanainen and Minna Ylikännö

This book provides a broad picture of the Finnish basic income experiment – 
from the planning, through the implementation, and ending with an evaluation 
of the experiment – in a versatile collection of studies. The editors, together 
with the rest of the research group, have had the most interesting couple of 
years evaluating the Finnish basic income experiment. In fact, some of us have 
spent even more time with the experiment, by being involved in the planning 
phase. This has been quite a journey.                                       

It is not every day that a researcher gets a chance to dive into such an adven-
turous journey, peep into the hidden chambers of political decision-making 
with its tensions, intrigues and compromises, and see how ideas are transferred 
into legislation and how legislation is implemented. The journey has provided 
the opportunity not only to work in a talented and dedicated research group but 
also to have the most fruitful discussions with fellow academics, passionate 
reformers of welfare states, and journalists from every corner of the world.

Interest in the Finnish experiment has been huge since the beginning of the 
experiment and it continues. Throughout the experiment and its evaluation, 
national and international media have reported the twists and turns of the 
journey, and followed the lives of some of the participants of the experiment, 
who eventually became famous, especially outside Finland. You can read 
more about the role of the media during and after the experiment in Chapter 
13, by Katja Mäkkylä.

Some may ask, why all this fuss in a country that has already established 
comprehensive social security for all its residents? Is Finland not represent-
ative of a Social Democratic welfare state with universal transfer benefits 
guaranteeing decent income for all and free and good quality services from the 
cradle to the grave? Is Finland not a country that takes the top spots when it 
comes to poverty reduction, well-being, trust, happiness and life satisfaction, 
quality of life, democratic political freedoms, or economic competitiveness? 

Well, it is not only happiness and prosperity for us in Finland. We also 
have people queuing for food aid, people without shelter, and people living in 
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Experimenting with unconditional basic income2

prolonged poverty. Moreover, we have a jungle or a labyrinth of benefits and 
services when people try to find someone to help them with their problems. 
Already exhausted from often multiple social and health problems, those 
desperately in need for help may not have the capabilities to find their way 
forward in this jungle, or out of it. There are both economic and bureaucratic 
disincentives and, due to them being built in the social security system, people 
may give up and continue to live on social security instead of seeking ways out 
of the social security net.

One main reason for experimenting with basic income was to determine 
whether it could diminish the bureaucracy and dissolve the monetary disin-
centives involved in today’s social security system. The task of the experiment 
was to evaluate whether basic income would be a device for simplifying the 
system and making it more transparent. The main question was whether basic 
income could reduce various work disincentives and consequently increase 
the employment rate. Even a well-developed welfare state may have problems 
providing help to its clients, and it may submerge them in myriad social policy 
programmes that are not always interacting in a rational way.    

Chapter 2 presents the current social security system and its rather complex 
structure, and introduces the reader to the reasons why the centre-right govern-
ment of Prime Minister Juha Sipilä (nominated in 2015 and resigned in 2019) 
decided to write the creative words, ‘We shall have a basic income experi-
ment’, into its governmental programme. For many in Finland, this came as 
a surprise. The Sipilä government consisted of three parties: the Centre Party, 
the National Coalition Party, and the Finns Party. While the first had shown 
some lukewarm support for basic income, the two other parties had been 
openly critical of basic income. The two parties that most eagerly advocated 
basic income in Finland, the Green League and the Left Alliance, were in 
opposition at that time. 

Surprisingly, basic income was visibly and firmly on the political agenda, 
and the next question was who should be responsible for planning such a novel 
experiment. The Prime Minister’s Office announced a competition for this, 
which was won by the research group led by the Research Department in the 
Social Insurance Institution of Finland (Kela). This was the start of a long and 
challenging journey for the research group. Numerous microsimulations were 
run, and models evaluated, and endless legal, practical, and political problems 
were more or less successfully solved during the planning of the experiment. 
The planning phase was full of inspiration, perspiration, and frustration. 
Chapter 3 by Olli Kangas contains a narrative about the making of the exper-
iment, and Chapter 4 by Anna-Kaisa Tuovinen sheds light on what kind of 
constitutional and other legal aspects had to be considered when planning such 
a social experiment as the Finnish one.  
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Introduction to the journey of the Finnish basic income experiment 3

Against all odds, the basic income experiment began as planned on 1 
January 2017, and the inspired planners of the experiment could take a moment 
to breathe. But not for long. The evaluation of the experiment had already 
started, a new crew was gathered around this evaluation, and a new phase of 
the journey begun. 

The scientific evaluation of the experiment includes four sub-studies and 
involves several researchers from different universities and research institutes 
in Finland. The research is multidisciplinary, utilising both quantitative and 
qualitative data. In the evaluation, the interest has been mainly in the employ-
ment effects of the experiment, but also in other aspects of well-being and in 
the experiences and opinions of those selected for the experiment to receive 
unconditional basic income for two years. In Chapter 5, the editors describe 
how the evaluation of the experiment was conducted. The extraordinary 
Finnish registers and their various combinations give endless possibilities for 
further, more extensive, more detailed, and better studies. 

Register-based results regarding the employment effects of the experiment 
have been reported in earlier publications.1 In this book, we utilise the survey 
data gathered at the end of the experiment from the receivers of basic income 
and their control group (see Chapter 5). In Chapter 6, Minna Ylikännö and 
Olli Kangas focus on employment questions with a special interest in the 
survey respondents’ subjective assessment of work ability and self-rated con-
fidence in finding new employment. The findings in this chapter support the 
previously reported results from the register analysis, but they also open new 
perspectives to the debate on the link between basic income, employment, and 
ability to work. 

When discussing basic income in general, and in the context of modern 
societies with developed social security systems, in particular, questions about 
the trade-off between comprehensive social security and labour supply always 
pop up. In these discussions, one should keep in mind that participation in paid 
labour always requires the ability to work. One must have the skills needed, 
be healthy enough, both physically and mentally, to search and find a job. The 
target group of the Finnish experiment consisted of unemployed job seekers, of 
whom the majority had been unemployed for a long period. Almost 80 percent 
of them had been unemployed for more than one year. It is not that rare for 
a person without work to have multiple barriers to employment, including 
health problems. That is why interest in the evaluation was also in multifaceted 
connections between basic income, health, and well-being, and not only on 
employment effects. 

In Chapter 7, Miska Simanainen and Annamari Tuulio-Henriksson analyse 
associations between basic income, subjective health, and cognitive abilities; 
that is, those essential prerequisites for participating in paid labour. Stress, 
induced by poverty and scarce financial resources, is in turn of interest in 
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Experimenting with unconditional basic income4

Chapter 8 by Maarit Lassander and Signe Jauhiainen. Prolonged stress can 
trigger various physical and mental health problems, and from this perspective, 
the possible effects of basic income to mitigate financial stress are also of great 
interest. For two years, the experiment guaranteed a participant a net income 
of €560 per month, which was unconditionally paid on the second banking day 
of each month to the participant’s bank account.  

As mentioned above, one aim of the experiment was to diminish the 
bureaucracy involved in the transitions from social security to work. In these 
transitions, there may be many hurdles. It may be that the work does not pay 
enough (as discussed in Chapter 2) or there may be bureaucratic hindrances, 
making the unemployed cautious of accepting possible job offers. Bureaucracy 
is the focus of Miska Simanainen’s analyses in Chapter 9. He asks whether 
basic income made it easier for social benefit recipients to cope with the com-
plicated social security system. The recipients of basic income did not have to 
regularly report themselves to the public employment services, and they were 
not subject to any sanctions as stipulated by the current unemployment benefit 
system. They could trust they would receive the basic income every month, 
and no paperwork or screening of any kind was needed to prove the right for 
the benefit. 

In a way, basic income is ‘money of trust’. In the basic income system, the 
residents are trusted and expected to make rational decisions for themselves 
and, in the end, decisions that benefit societies at large. The proponents of 
basic income argue that universal and unconditional income transfer as basic 
income would eventually free people from bad quality jobs and enable them 
to do voluntary work or in other ways contribute to the well-being of others. 
Hence, by enhancing social capital bridging in society, they would also build 
a more trusting environment. When being trusted by the society, we tend to 
mutually create trust. Trust is built through reciprocity. In Chapter 10, Olli 
Kangas, Minna Ylikännö, and Mikko Niemelä analyse multifaceted associa-
tions between basic income and self-confidence. Furthermore, in the spirit of 
John Rawls, Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum, they also use survey data to 
determine whether basic income possibly enhances the capabilities required to 
be able to fully participate in society. Chapter 10 also concludes with some of 
the results from the earlier chapters by including health and financial stress in 
the multivariate models utilised in the analysis. It is also a conclusive chapter 
in a more philosophical sense in that, fundamentally, basic income is about 
trust more than anything else. The central question for functional societies is, 
to what extent should we or can we trust other people and societal institutions? 

This central question partly defines how we think about basic income. 
If public opinion is against basic income, it is not feasible to implement it. 
Depending on the votes of the potential voters, politicians would not risk their 
political career in proposing something that had a lot of resistance among the 
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Introduction to the journey of the Finnish basic income experiment 5

public. However, if the majority of public opinion is for basic income, it may 
emerge in the political agenda and even end up being implemented. In Chapter 
11, Miska Simanainen and Olli Kangas report results from opinion surveys 
collected just before and after the experiment. In addition to discussing the 
level of popular support for basic income in Finland, this chapter analyses how 
much citizens’ financial insecurity, on the one hand, and political attitudes and 
perceptions of deservingness, on the other, explain popular opinion.

The evaluation of the experiment was not limited to registers or surveys; 
a vast number of face-to-face interviews were conducted among the recipients 
of basic income. For the qualitative analyses presented in Chapter 12, Helena 
Blomberg, Christian Kroll and Laura Tarkiainen have gone through hundreds 
of pages of transcribed text from almost a hundred interviews. Although the 
stories told are as many as there were interviewees, following the famous 
sociologist Hannah Arendt the researchers have been able to condense their 
analyses into three modalities: work, employment and labour.

The discussion on the role of public opinion regarding implementing basic 
income continues in the final chapter of the book (Chapter 14), where Olli 
Kangas analyses the feasibility of basic income in Finland, and whether the 
experiment increased the probability of implementation. If you decide to do 
what so many book readers do, and read the last lines of the book first, you 
will already know whether basic income is a feasible option for a new social 
policy model in Finland.

Every chapter in this volume looks at the basic income and the Finnish 
experiment from a different angle, and they have different stories to tell. The 
research group represents different scientific fields, which is a significant 
advantage on one hand, but, on the other hand, is reflected in how the individ-
ual articles are constructed and the story told. Keeping this in mind, the editors 
of the book, together with Edward Elgar Publishing, wish you a pleasant 
reading experience and hope you enjoy the journey as much as we did.

NOTE

1. Hämäläinen, K., Kanninen, O., Simanainen, M. and Verho, J. (2020), 
Perustulokokeilun arvioinnin loppuraportti: Rekisterianalyysi työmarkkinavai-
kutuksista [The Final Evaluation Report on the Basic Income Experiment: 
Register-Based Analysis on Labour Market Effects], Helsinki: VATT Institute for 
Economic Research, VATT Muistiot, 59.
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2. The Finnish social security system: 
Background to the Finnish basic 
income experiment
Olli Kangas and Miska Simanainen

INTRODUCTION

All basic income experiments so far have been planned and implemented in 
national or local contexts. Thus, the questions posed in the experiments and the 
answers achieved are bound to time and place. To understand the motivations 
behind the experiments and the results achieved, we need familiarity with the 
institutional frameworks in which they occur. This also applies to the Finnish 
basic income experiment. In this chapter, we shed light on the context in which 
the experiment was planned, implemented, and carried out. The Finnish social 
protection system is comprehensive, and because of its comprehensiveness, it 
is complicated and difficult to describe in a simple way. We shall try anyway.

In its simplest form, the Finnish social security comprises three parts. The 
first part guarantees minimum income security for all Finnish residents (rather 
than citizens, as explained below). It includes ‘basic level’ social benefits 
paid either at a flat-rate or after means-testing based on personal or household 
income. The second part consists of income-related social insurance for those 
in employment. The third part of the system includes municipal social and 
health care services covering all residents from cradle to grave. (Kela, 2019).

In large part due to this comprehensiveness, the Finnish welfare state ranks 
top in the world in many aspects of economic and non-economic well-being. 
In Finland, shares of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion are among 
the lowest in the EU, for the total population and among all age groups. The 
income transfer system effectively lifts low-income people above the poverty 
line and equalises income differences (for example, Olafsson et al., 2019; 
Eurostat, 2020). Free or affordable public services just as effectively promote 
social inclusion through good quality education, health and social services, and 
public employment services, among many others. 
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Needless to say, comprehensive social protection has its costs. Finland’s 
gross social spending is near 30 percent of its gross domestic product (data 
for 2019), second only to France among OECD countries. Two thirds of total 
social spending goes to cash benefits and the remainder to providing social and 
health services (OECD, 2020b). 

High spending demands high tax rates. Total tax revenues correspond to 
42 percent of the GDP compared with the OECD average of 20 percent (as 
of 2018). The main sources of revenue are taxes on income and profits (15 
percent of GDP), taxes on goods and services (14 percent), and social security 
contributions (12 percent) (OECD, 2020c). In Finland, both the central govern-
ment and local municipalities collect taxes to finance their duties. 

In its comprehensiveness, the Finnish social security system is also com-
plicated. For mainly bureaucratic reasons, people can become trapped in it 
and there may be several disincentives to try to find employment or accept 
job offers. There have been multiple attempts to simplify the system, but 
results have been poor. Not surprisingly, barriers to employment (for example 
because of high effective marginal and participation tax rates) and measures 
aimed at increasing labour force participation have been the main areas of 
interest. In a sense, the Finnish basic income experiment was just one episode 
in a never-ending quest for getting the unemployed to work. 

In the interest of simplicity and concision, this chapter focuses on those 
social policy schemes that produce the income and bureaucracy traps and 
disincentives, touched upon above. That is, the focus is on the interplay 
between the various income-tested benefits, such as housing allowances, and 
social assistance combined with progressive taxation. Furthermore, some 
cash-for-care schemes create their own disincentives, particularly for women. 
Since basic income – at least in the Finnish context and policy discourse – is 
not to alter social, education, or health care services, we discuss provision of 
public services only cursorily. 

The structure or this chapter is as follows: first we provide a brief and sim-
plified description of the functional logic of the Finnish social security system, 
followed by a section describing benefits that target children and families. 
Some of these benefits are universal, such as child allowance, and do not 
contribute to income traps. However, some family benefits are income tested 
or are compensations for at home care work, such as the cash-for-care child 
home care allowance. These have ramifications, including negative impacts 
on the labour market behaviour of individuals. Since unemployed persons 
were the target group of the Finnish basic income experiment, the third section 
focuses on the structure of unemployment benefits and on last resort social 
assistance. Oftentimes, those who receive basic unemployment benefits also 
receive housing allowances and social assistance, which is problematic from 
the perspective of work incentives, as will be shown. The penultimate section 
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Figure 2.1 The division of labour between residence-based and 
employment-based income transfer schemes in Finland 
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describes the income and bureaucratic traps in the current income transfer 
system, and the final section concludes the central lessons from the previous 
sections. 

THE DUAL STRUCTURE OF THE FINNISH INCOME 
TRANSFER SYSTEM

The Finnish system deviates from many other welfare states in two important 
ways. First, the minimum benefits are intended to guarantee basic security 
and a decent livelihood for every Finnish resident regardless of employment 
history. These flat-rate or income-tested benefits are mainly paid by the Social 
Insurance Institution of Finland (Kela), which also pays out basic social assis-
tance benefits. Municipalities are responsible for supplementary and preven-
tive social assistance and some cash-for-care schemes (Figure 2.1).

As briefly noted above, entitlement to benefits is based on residency, rather 
than citizenship. The Constitution of Finland (731/1999) states: 

Those who cannot obtain the means necessary for a life of dignity have the right to 
receive indispensable subsistence and care. Everyone shall be guaranteed by the Act 
the right to basic subsistence in the event of unemployment, illness, and disability, 
and during old age as well as at the birth of a child or the loss of a provider. The 
public authorities shall guarantee for everyone, as provided in more detail by the 
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The Finnish social security system 9

Act, adequate social, health, and medical services and promote the health of the 
population. 

In that sense, some elements of basic income already exist in Finland. 
Second, earnings-related benefits aim to guarantee the achieved consump-

tion level if a claimant’s income from employment ceases because of social 
risks such as illness, unemployment, disability, old age, and the like. The 
peculiarity of Finnish income transfer schemes is that there are no ceilings on 
benefits. Benefit amounts are wholly based on previous earnings. Furthermore, 
except for sickness insurance, all major forms of earnings-related social insur-
ance are administered by either private insurance companies – as in the case 
of work accident insurance – or semi-private insurance institutions – as in the 
case of earnings-related pensions or voluntary unemployment funds providing 
earnings-related unemployment allowance. In the degree of corporatism in the 
administration of the social insurance system, Finland deviates from its Nordic 
neighbours. 

Third, social security benefits and taxes and social security contributions 
are individual income based in Finland, as in the other Nordic countries (see 
Kautto, 2008; Kangas and Kvist, 2019), rather than household income based. 
Only in a very few schemes, such as housing allowance and social assistance 
transfers, is household income used as the basis for income-testing. 

BENEFITS FOR CHILDREN AND FAMILIES WITH 
CHILDREN 

Parents are entitled to the maternity or paternity allowance and the parental 
allowance for approximately four, two, and six months, respectively. The 
gross replacement rate is approximately 70 percent of income at the average 
income level. There is a minimum daily allowance (€724 per month as in 
2020) available for parents with no or very low income. 

The main child-related cash transfer is the child allowance, which is paid 
universally for every child below 16 years of age. The benefit amount is based 
on the number of children, and single parents receive higher benefits for each 
child. 

Finland’s dual system of early childhood care includes both day care service 
and a home care allowance in the form of a cash-for-care payment. Day care is 
a subjective right and is guaranteed for every child until they begin preschool 
at the age of six. The fees for public day care depend on the number of chil-
dren in the family, the household’s income, and the hours of care needed. The 
service is heavily subsidised and the fee ranges from €0 to €300 per month, per 
child (2020 data). 
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Kela pays out the widely used cash-for-care home care allowance for 
children under three years old who are not enrolled in municipal day care. 
The basic amount (€340 per month) is available for all regardless of family 
income. Low-income families can receive Kela’s care supplement (about 
€180 per month). Some municipalities, mainly bigger towns, pay additional 
supplements. For example, the capital Helsinki paid about €250 extra per 
month for child home care in 2020. Thus, in Helsinki the home care subsidy in 
low-income families totalled to €770 per month. 

Home care allowances and additional benefits paid by municipalities are 
incentives for mothers to stay at home and utilise the possibilities to stay 
at home given by the home care allowance (Kosonen and Huttunen, 2018). 
Almost all parents use the home care allowance, although use is gender biased 
and approximately 80 percent of the benefit periods are used by the mother. 
While the use of the care allowance is not linked to users’ socio-economic 
characteristics, the duration of use is linked to parents’ educational and family 
status. Mothers with higher educational attainment tend to collect the care 
allowance for shorter time periods than mothers with lower educational attain-
ment. Furthermore, single mothers use it for longer periods than mothers with 
spouses (Haataja and Juutilainen, 2014; Räsänen et al., 2019). 

In addition to family benefits, roughly 15 percent of Finnish households, 
receive a Kela-administered general housing allowance, another important 
income transfer for low-income families with or without children (Kela, 
2020a). The allowance aims to decrease housing costs and secure adequate 
housing for low-income households. 70 percent of all the costs of housing 
allowance goes to single-person households, two-parent families with children 
and childless couples receive about 7 percent each, and single parents 16 
percent of all the costs (Findikaattori, 2020). 

Housing allowances compensate families for 80 percent of their qualifying 
housing costs, as determined by the number of household members and their 
municipality of residence. The gross income of the household members affects 
the amount of the housing allowance. Income exceeding the amount of the 
basic unemployment benefit tapers the amount of the housing allowance, and 
an earnings deduction of €300 made from every household member’s salary or 
self-employment income brings the tapering rate to 33.6 percent, i.e., earnings 
of €100 decreases the allowance by around €34. 

THE STRUCTURE OF THE FINNISH UNEMPLOYMENT 
PROTECTION SYSTEM

The duality of Finnish social security is also reflected in the unemployment 
protection system, which includes both ‘basic’ and income-related benefits, as 
shown in Figure 2.2.
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Source: Kela, 2019: 385.

Figure 2.2 The structure of the Finnish unemployment benefit system 

The Finnish social security system 11

There are two forms of basic unemployment income transfers, the basic 
allowance and the labour market subsidy, both of which are administered by 
Kela. They deliver the same gross monthly benefit amount (€734 in 2020) 
but differ in their eligibility criteria. Whereas the labour market subsidy is 
a means-tested benefit for those with little or no employment history, the 
basic allowance targets applicants who have employment records but are not 
members in voluntary unemployment funds (a requirement for receiving the 
income-related unemployment allowance). The gross income-loss compen-
sation level in the earnings-related scheme is about 60 percent at the average 
income level of €3300 per month.

In principle, all three forms of unemployment benefits are conditional. 
Recipients must be registered as unemployed jobseekers in the Employment 
and Economic Development Office, must permanently reside in Finland, be 
17 to 64 years old, be fit to work, and be available for full-time work (Kela, 
2020b). The basic unemployment allowance and the income-related benefit 
are payable for from 300 to 500 weekdays depending on the age and work 
history of the claimant (for a more detailed description, see Kela, 2020b). 

All three benefits are paid after a five-day waiting period. There are specific 
regulations for those younger than 25 who have not completed their voca-
tional education, including a five-month qualifying period prior to eligibility 
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for labour market subsidy, and a requirement to seek education. During the 
five-month period, they are entitled to social assistance. 

As shown in Figure 2.2, if unemployment continues longer than the 
maximum periods for the basic allowance or income-related benefits, the 
unemployed person qualifies for the labour market subsidy that has an unlim-
ited duration. The labour market subsidy is an income-tested benefit. One’s 
own income may reduce the amount of the subsidy (but not the spouse’s 
income). If the unemployed person lives with his or her parents, the parent’s 
income may also reduce the amount of the subsidy. Social benefits such 
as child and housing allowances and income support are exempted from 
income-testing, and income-testing is not applied when the unemployed 
person participates in employment promotion measures (Kela, 2019).

There is an adjustment system for income from part-time or incidental work. 
With ‘adjusted unemployment benefits’ [soviteltu päiväraha] work income 
up to €300 per month (the ‘exempt amount’) does not reduce benefits, but 
income greater than the exempt amount reduces the benefit by certain tapering 
percentages, usually 50 percent. 

SOCIAL ASSISTANCE

Social assistance in Finland is classified as last-resort financial assistance. It 
comprises three parts: basic social assistance, supplementary social assistance, 
and preventive social assistance. Basic social assistance is paid by Kela to 
clients who fulfil the formal low-income criteria (Figure 2.1). Supplementary 
social assistance is administered by municipalities and, after stricter needs-testing, 
is paid to compensate for additional and unanticipated costs, such as broken 
washing-machines or expensive medication. Preventive assistance, also adminis-
tered by the municipalities, is paid after more careful means and needs-testing to 
help the claimants cope with difficult life situations. Preventive assistance is case 
sensitive and depends on municipal decisions. Neither of the three forms of social 
assistance are time-limited. They are paid as long as eligibility conditions are met.

In principle, social assistance is means-tested and conditional. Recipients 
must be available for work and willing to accept job offers. If the claimant does 
not comply with the requirements, benefits can be cut by up to 40 percent for 
a maximum of two months. The sanctions applied in Finland are the most lenient 
among European countries (Eleveld, 2016; Penttilä and Hiilamo, 2017).

The problem with the Finnish basic benefits (for example the basic unemploy-
ment allowance or the labour market subsidy) is that their level is so low that 
in most cases persons living on these benefits are entitled to social assistance. 
If a household has low income and problems paying its housing costs, social 
assistance may cover the shortfall. In fact, social assistance is an important part 
of supporting housing among low-income households. About half of all the costs 
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The Finnish social security system 13

of basic social assistance go toward compensations for housing costs (Jauhiainen, 
2019; Jauhiainen and Korpela, 2019). Hence, social assistance is supplementary 
and simultaneous to a number of other basic security transfers and is paid on top of 
the other benefits. When the decision on the Finnish basic income experiment was 
made, more than 90 percent of households receiving social assistance also received 
some other Kela-administered basic benefits (Kela, 2015).

Income- and means-tested programmes tend to create work disincentives. For 
example, the tapering rate in social assistance is 100 percent. The most severe 
disincentive problems are in cases where the income basket consists of multiple 
income-tested transfers. Then, effective participation tax rates will be high, cre-
ating disincentives for the unemployed to accept job offers. These problems are 
more fully described below.

INCOME TRAPS AND BUREAUCRATIC PROBLEMS 

The combination of the home care allowance, the housing allowance, and social 
assistance is problematic for labour force participation rates. It generates high 
effective marginal tax rates, creating severe income traps for recipients in general 
and for single parents in particular. Compared with other Nordic countries, 
labour force participation rates of mothers with small children are low in Finland. 
Whereas the employment rate of mothers whose youngest child is 0 to 2 years 
of age is approximately 50 percent in Finland, it is approximately 80 percent in 
neighbouring Sweden. In contrast to the comparatively low employment rates 
among mothers with small children, the employment rate of mothers with older 
children (6 to 14 years of age) is approximately 90 percent, among the highest in 
the OECD (OECD, 2020a).

Progressive income tax, in turn, contributes to high participation tax rates, 
that is, the fraction of additional gross earnings lost to higher taxes or lowered 
benefits upon employment. According to the OECD’s tax-benefit (OECD, 2020d) 
calculations, participation tax rates for unemployed people in Finland vary from 
68 percent for single unemployed people without children to 79 percent for single 
parents with two children. 

Figure 2.3 describes income formation in two typical cases of unemployment. 
The upper panel illustrates what happens to a single person when employment 
and income from work increases from zero to €2000 per month. In the lower 
panel, a corresponding situation is depicted for a single parent with one child. The 
horizontal axis represents wages obtained from employment, and the vertical axis 
shows changes in social benefits and the development of disposable income after 
taxes. 

As the upper graph indicates, if a single person is unemployed (wage = 0 in the 
horizontal axis), his or her disposable income is about €1100 per month. Due to 
the adjusted labour market subsidy exempting work income up to €300 per month, 
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Note: The unemployed gets adjusted labour market subsidy, rent is €600 per month and lives in 
municipal category 3. Most of Finnish municipalities belong to that category. The rents housing 
allowance compensates depend on the municipality.

Figure 2.3 Composition of income formation of an unemployed person 
living alone and an unemployed single parent1 
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work income up to that limit increases disposable income; thereafter, work 
income up to €500 per month does not increase disposable income at all, i.e., 
in this group the effective marginal tax rate is 100 percent. In the wage-income 
bracket of €600 to €2000, disposable income increases but only modestly. 
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The lower part of the figure depicts the corresponding situation for a single 
parent. In this case, the disposable income while unemployed is about €1500 
per month. If work income increases from €0 to €1000 per month, disposable 
income increases by €500, whereas a wage increase from €1000 to €2000 adds 
about €200 to the disposable income. Increases in the disposable income are 
smaller when possible child day care fees are included in the simulations. 

High tax rates and net income that increases too slowly after receiving 
employment are one aspect of the incentive problem. If work does not pay or 
does not pay enough, unemployed people may choose to stay at home instead 
of obtaining employment. Additionally, eliminating the various bureaucratic 
traps that make unemployed people cautious about accepting short-term work 
offers has yet to be achieved. Owing to complicated eligibility criteria, and 
waiting periods during benefit handling processes, recipients may be averse to 
accepting job offers in general and offers for temporary and part-time jobs in 
particular.

CONCLUSIONS: THE (IM)POSSIBILITY OF 
ABOLISHING INCENTIVE TRAPS 

The most common question we have answered since starting to plan the 
Finnish basic income experiment is, why did Finland implement a basic 
income experiment? Questioners to some extent familiar with the Finnish 
social security system have wondered, why not simply take the final step and 
implement universal basic income when there already seem to be elements of 
basic income in the Finnish income transfer system?

Indeed, in a sense Finland is already a basic income country. We have a uni-
versal income transfer scheme for all children younger than 17 years of age 
combined with free school meals and free school health care. All students have 
free study grants and free education, and basic pensions are paid to all elderly 
people who have not accrued an earnings-related pension or their pension is 
too low. Furthermore, labour market subsidies and social assistance have some 
resemblance to partial basic income. Benefits can be received indefinitely, and 
although benefits are conditional the sanctions (if they are applied) are among 
the most lenient in the European hemisphere. Thus, why not implement basic 
income? Why was an experiment needed?

As described above, the combination of taxes and means-tested benefits that 
are paid on top of each other too often lead to situations where income from 
employment increases disposable income very little or, in some cases, not at 
all. Sometimes, the net result can be even negative. During the three decades, 
consecutive governments of varying political compositions have attempted to 
solve these incentive problems, but without greater success. 
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The policy dilemma seems to be a mission impossible. In 2015, the 
Centre-Right government of Prime Minister Juha Sipilä wrote in its 
Governmental programme, quite out of the blue, that the government wanted 
to study whether basic income would solve the wicked (and for politicians also 
embarrassing) problem of persistently high unemployment and whether basic 
income would be an effective policy device to combat monetary and bureau-
cratic disincentives in the current Finnish income transfer system. Subsequent 
chapters in this volume give answers to that question. 

NOTE

1. The unemployed has one child, gets adjusted labour market subsidy, the rent is 
€600 per month, and lives in municipal category 3. Day care fees are not included 
in the calculations. Source: SISU microsimulation model, Statistics Finland, the 
tax-benefit rules and parameters pertain to the year 2020. 
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3. Making of the Finnish basic income 
experiment
Olli Kangas 

INTRODUCTION

The basic income experiment in Finland has received significant attention, 
generating considerable scientific, political and journalistic debate. For under-
standable reasons, attention has mainly focused on the possible outcomes of 
the experiment, but there has also been an abundance of speculations as to why 
the experiment was carried out in the first place, why the research setting was 
such as it was, and why the target population only consisted of unemployed 
people receiving a basic unemployment allowance or a labour market subsidy 
(see Chapter 2) from the Social Insurance Institution of Finland (Kela). The 
aim of this background chapter is to provide a narrative on how the planning 
process started and proceeded, and how the experiment was finally imple-
mented within the complex Finnish social policy system. 

De Wispelaere et al. (2019: 403) succinctly summarise what is necessary 
in designing basic income experiments: ‘The experimental design of basic 
income trials will always require mastering the art of compromise’. It was 
indeed the case that planning of the Finnish experiment required various com-
promises. In contrast to all other basic income experiments, participation in 
the Finnish experiment was obligatory. Therefore, it had to be based on legis-
lation, which made planning more complicated than would have been required 
if the experiment has been voluntary, as in many other previous experiments 
with basic income or negative income tax. Legal aspects of the experiment and 
the constitutional constraints are discussed in more detail in Chapter 4. 

Many previous experiments have been driven by grassroots activism and 
other bottom-up initiatives, whereas in the Finnish case, the experiment 
was a top-down initiative of the Finnish government (however, see Danson, 
2019). In subsequent sections of this chapter, we chronologically describe the 
planning process from when it began in the latter half of the year 2015 to the 
beginning of the experiment in 2017. The historical narrative begins with the 
government’s decision to conduct the experiment and a description of what the 

Olli Kangas, Signe Jauhiainen, Miska Simanainen, and Minna Ylikanno - 9781839104855
Downloaded from PubFactory at 09/12/2022 10:19:24AM

via free access



Making of the Finnish basic income experiment 19

government expected from the planning group. The first report was delivered 
to the government on 30 March 2016. The report evaluated the feasibility of 
full or partial basic income, participation income or negative income tax. We 
end the historical narrative at the point where a specific model was selected for 
use in the 2017–18 experiment. In the final section of this chapter, we highlight 
possibilities and obstacles in relation to conducting basic income experiments 
that are politically relevant. 

THE GOVERNMENT’S ASSIGNMENT

The governmental programme of Prime Minister Sipilä’s coalition cabinet 
(in force from 29 May 2015 to 6 June 2019) included a decision to have the 
basic income experiment. Whereas, in the Finnish version of a governmental 
programme, the government states briefly and boldly ‘Toteutetaan perustu-
lokokeilu’ [a basic income experiment will be carried out], the English version 
says that the experiment would be a pilot study: ‘A basic income pilot study 
will be performed’ (Prime Minister’s Office, 2015: 22). 

In its budget proposal, the government reserved €20 million for the exper-
iment covering two years, that is, from 2017 to 2018. The Prime Minister’s 
Office launched a tender for designing the experiment (VNK/1413/48/2015), 
with a specific budget of €150 000 set aside. The planning budget was adminis-
trated by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, with the Minister of Social 
Affairs having the ultimate responsibility for the planning and implementa-
tion process of the experiment. Two other ministries were involved, namely 
the Ministry of Local Government and Public Reforms and the Ministry of 
Finance, to determine the appropriate tax model in the experiment. 

The bid put forward by a multidisciplinary research consortium led by the 
Research Department at Kela won the tender. In addition to social scientists, 
statisticians, economists, and lawyers from Kela, economists from the VATT 
Institute for Economic Research, the Labour Institute for Economic Research, 
the University of Tampere, and the think tank Tänk were included in the plan-
ning that began in mid-October 2015.

The government’s assignment comprised two parts. The first part required 
a feasibility report to provide the government with a general assessment of 
different basic income experimental models, including advantages and disad-
vantages, costs, and their distributional impacts if they were implemented at 
the national level. The second part required the preparation of a final model 
for the experiment. 

The feasibility report sought to compile existing information, perform pre-
liminary impact analyses, and outline a preliminary experimental design to be 
developed in the second part of the planning process. Based on the feasibility 
report, the government could decide how to proceed in terms of which one 
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of the evaluated models should be selected for further elaboration. To enable 
this decision, the planning consortium had to specify the level of basic income 
(euros per month), make suggestions on how to integrate earnings-related 
benefits and different types of basic social security benefits (paid by Kela) 
into basic income, determine the taxation of the different models, consider 
constitutional aspects and European Union (EU) law, and evaluate outcomes 
in terms of poverty and income inequality. Determining the final model for 
experimentation was the task of the second planning report (final report). The 
planning group had to submit the preliminary report to the Ministry of Social 
Affairs and Health by 30 March 2016 and the final report by 15 November 
2016. The experiment was planned to start on 1 January 2017. 

The preliminary report (Kangas and Pulkka, 2016) was completed according 
to the timetable. In addition to the report, an appendix containing the results 
of extensive microsimulations made on different models was also submitted to 
the Minister (see Honkanen and Simanainen, 2016). The simulations investi-
gated the incentive and income distribution effects of different typical family 
cases, as well as the economic costs for the national economy. Simulated 
calculations were used to determine how different levels of basic income could 
be financed, considering the savings resulting from the partial replacement of 
existing social security transfers and changes in the income tax system. In most 
calculations, current progressive income taxation was replaced by a simple 
flat-rate tax collected on income coming on top of basic income. 

Simple flat-rate tax calculations were intended to provide a somewhat more 
realistic picture of the magnitude of tax rates that would be needed to finance 
the new system that would consist of basic income and transfers not replaced 
by basic income. We also simulated numerous combinations of flat tax rates 
and the current tax system, in which we also modified the existing tax system, 
applied a simple progressive tax scale, and simulated a scheme in which basic 
income was provided in the form of a negative income tax. 

EVALUATION OF THE ALTERNATIVES FOR THE 
EXPERIMENT1

In response to the governmental assignment, we evaluated four different 
models: (1) full basic or pure basic income, in which everyone is paid the 
same amount of money, regardless of their situation or income, and where 
the amount of money is sufficiently high to replace most of the other income 
transfers; (2) partial basic income that would replace some basic security 
benefits, with most income-related social transfers remaining untouched to 
‘float’ on top of basic income; (3) negative income tax, which is an income 
transfer scheme in which taxpayers pay income tax when their income exceeds 
a certain level, defined as the minimum level of income everyone in society 

Olli Kangas, Signe Jauhiainen, Miska Simanainen, and Minna Ylikanno - 9781839104855
Downloaded from PubFactory at 09/12/2022 10:19:24AM

via free access



Making of the Finnish basic income experiment 21

should have, whereas, for those individuals whose incomes remain below that 
limit, the state pays financial support, that is, a negative income tax is provided 
to fill the gap between their actual income and the defined minimum income 
level; and (4) other possible models for experimentation, including participa-
tion income, which is conditional. In order to get it, the person should show 
some kind of activity, such as voluntary work in the third sector, care within 
a family, studies, or other forms of socially acceptable activities.

When evaluating the suitability of these four alternatives for experimenta-
tion, various aspects were considered, such as whether it was administratively 
possible to apply the model in question in the experiment, what kind of 
legislative changes the model would imply, and how it could be possible to 
integrate the model within current national or EU-level legislation, as well as 
the national economic and distributional costs involved if the model was fully 
implemented at the national level. 

The main tools used to evaluate economic and distributional costs were 
microsimulations and typical case example calculations to determine how the 
total disposable income (consisting of social transfers, earnings, and taxes) 
of individuals or households would change when earned income increased. 
We sought to evaluate how different levels of basic income contributed to 
or eliminated monetary work disincentives. In the simulations, income from 
employment was gradually increased to see how income-tested social transfers 
diminished and how taxation increased, and to examine the (dis)incentive 
effect of such interaction in different models. We will start our narrative by 
discussing first the suitability of participation income and negative income 
tax for experimentation and then move on to discuss the suitability of full and 
partial basic income.

Participation Income and Negative Income Tax 

In addition to unconditional models, several models have been proposed that 
resemble basic income, but which involve conditionality and obligations. The 
main principle in these proposals is that individuals can gain the right to basic 
income through being active. According to Anthony Atkinson (1996, 2014), 
the best-known developer of participation income, people in employment, 
job seekers, disabled people, and individuals involved in care work and in 
non-governmental organisations would be eligible for participation income. 

The central and most challenging issue in relation to participation income 
is determining which types of activity can be interpreted as representative of 
proper participation, and which would be ‘socially acceptable’. Any introduc-
tion of participation income would require a political debate about the condi-
tions of participation. Furthermore, it could be difficult to define how much 
socially acceptable and important work individuals should do in return for 
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monetary compensation. The identification and monitoring of beneficiaries if 
they comply with the agreed conditions might be problematic (for a discussion, 
see De Wispelaere and Stirton, 2007). We finally ruled out the participation 
income model because we considered it would be too difficult and bureaucratic 
to administratively screen the participants in the experiment effectively. 

A negative income tax was advocated for in the US by Milton Friedman 
(for example, Friedman, 1962; see also Standing, 2017: 16) and, after gaining 
more widespread support, several experiments with negative income tax have 
been initiated (for example, Widerquist, 2018). Negative income tax is a social 
security and tax scheme based on income compensation by means of taxation 
when an individual’s income remains below an agreed minimum level. The 
underlying philosophy of basic income and negative tax is different as well 
as the way of paying out the benefit, but the two models have rather similar 
distributional outcomes. Both models aim to guarantee minimum income 
and provide more incentives for work (Honkanen, 2014; van Parijs and 
Vanderborght, 2017: 32–40; Widerquist, 2018: 15–18). Thus, an experiment 
with partial basic income would also provide some information about the 
incentive effects of negative income tax (Honkanen, 2014). 

An effective experiment involving a negative income tax would require 
an income register in relation to monthly income. Without such a register, it 
would be necessary to rely on people’s self-reported income and there would 
be temptations to declare lower levels of earned income to maximise the level 
of negative income tax received. When planning the experiment and when it 
was running from 2017 to 2018, there was no such a register at our disposal. 
Such an income register become available in 2019. Given the unavailability 
of the required register at the time of the experiment, we opted not to proceed 
with a negative tax model. 

Full Basic Income 

Full basic income can be understood as a model in which a large proportion of 
other tax-financed and social insurance-based benefits is replaced. In practice, 
this would mean that the level of basic income would be higher than the current 
basic social security income (see Chapter 2). However, full basic income does 
not supersede all other social transfer benefits; for example, social assistance 
addressed to help people with special needs or in sudden unanticipated need 
situations is left intact (Standing, 2017: 83). The same applies to all social and 
health services. 

We examined (dis)incentive effects of different models by simulating 
participation tax rates in situations where a previously unemployed individual 
becomes employed or starts working longer hours. For the sake of simplicity, 
we only present calculations for single individuals (Table 3.1). The partici-
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Table 3.1 Participation tax rates of an unemployed individual living 
alone in relation to the current model and basic income of 
€1000 and €1500 per month

Change in wages Model 1. Current 
legislation

Model 2. Basic income 
€1000/month

Model 3. Basic income 
€1500/month

€0 → €500 36.9% 73.4% 91.1%

€0 → €1000 51.7% 82.9% 85.1% 

€0 → €2000 66.3% 71.4% 82.0%

€1000 → €2000 80.9% 60.0% 79.0%

Source: Kangas et al. (2016: 22)

Making of the Finnish basic income experiment 23

pation tax rates listed in the table show to what extent taxes would increase, 
and current transfers would diminish, as work income rose. For example, if 
work income were to increase from €0 to €500 per month, the participation 
tax rate under the current social security and tax model would be 36.9 percent 
(Model 1). As the table shows, the participation tax rate would be substantially 
higher in both full basic income models (Models 2 and 3), apart from income 
increases of €1000 to €2000 per month.

High levels of basic income would naturally have significant effects on 
income distribution, and consequently, income inequality would substantially 
decrease. The Gini coefficient would fall from 26.4 to 21.7 at a basic income 
level of €1000 and to 17.9 at a basic income level of €1500, with the proportion 
of low-income households (at a poverty threshold of 60 percent of the national 
median income) falling from 14.1 percent to 9.5 percent or to 4.8 percent, 
respectively, and poverty among children falling from 13.2 percent to 9.4 
percent or to 3.4 percent, respectively. Hence, our simulations corroborate the 
claim that relatively high full basic income would enhance more equal income 
distribution and substantially reduce poverty (for example, Mays, 2019; 
Standing, 2020). 

The primary problem with such high levels of basic income is cost. At 
a basic income of €1000 per month, income transfers would be three times 
higher than in the current system; and at a basic income of €1500 per month, 
income transfers would be four times higher. Thus, such schemes would be 
difficult to implement economically and in terms of political feasibility. 

Partial Basic Income 

When evaluating economic and distributional outcomes of partial basic 
income, two different levels of benefit were used for benefit calculations, that 
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Table 3.2 Participation tax rates of a single wage earner living alone 
and a single parent with two children in relation to the 
current model and basic income of €550 and €750 per month2

Change in wages Model 1. 
Existing 

legislation

Basic income of €550 and tax 
model on exceeding income

Basic income of €750 and tax 
model on exceeding income

Model 2. 
Flat-rate tax 

43.0% 

Model 3. 
Existing tax 

system

Model 4. 
Flat-rate tax  

50.5%

Model 5. 
Existing tax 

system

Single person

€0 → €500 36.9% 50.2% 47.5%   63.9% 38.5%

€0 → €1000 51.7% 63.6% 57.2%   74.0% 50.3%

€0 → €2000 66.3% 60.8% 51.1%   66.2% 44.2%

€1000 → €2000 80.9% 58.0% 44.9%   58.3% 38.2%

Single parent 

€0 → €500 29.3% 54.5% 28.8%   60.4% 27.7%

€0 → €1000 42.0% 64.7% 43.7%   72.8% 36.6%

€0 → €2000 70.3% 81.2% 64.6%   87.8% 59.9%

€1000 → €2000 98.7% 97.8% 85.6% 102.9% 83.1%

Source: Kangas et al. (2016: 30 and 32)

Experimenting with unconditional basic income24

is, €550 and €750 per month, which were net payments, as tax was planned 
to be collected only on income coming on top of basic income. According 
to microsimulations at these two levels, the flat-rate tax collected on income 
exceeding basic income would be 43.0 percent and 50.5 percent, respectively, 
to cover all the extra costs caused by the implementation of basic income. In 
addition to those ‘realistic’ tax rates, we simulated the effects of ‘unrealistic’ 
tax rates, in other words, we used the current tax system on income from 
employment. Under the current tax system, a tax-free basic income of €550 
would generate a budget deficit of approximately €11 billion, which corre-
sponds to one-fifth of the state budget. 

Regarding distributional outcomes, a basic income of €550 or €750 would not 
have any significant effect on income inequality, as the Gini coefficient would 
decline from 26.4 to 26.1 or to 24.2, respectively. 

The work incentive structures concerning the two different levels of partial 
basic income and the two taxation systems are depicted in Table 3.2 in rela-
tion to two typical cases, namely, that of a single person living alone and 
a single parent. With this table, it is possible to compare the outcomes of the 
basic income schemes and the alternative tax models to current participation 
tax rates. It is also possible to see how the tax treatment (whether through 
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a cost-neutral flat-rate tax or through the ‘unrealistic’ current tax system) of 
income exceeding basic income affects comparisons. The ‘unrealistic’ tax 
model could to some extent be made more realistic if a basic income scheme 
was not only financed through income tax but also through revenue derived 
from other sources such as a capital gains tax, and through narrowing the 
gap between more lenient taxation of capital and more progressive taxation 
on earned income, as well as through other alternative funding methods as 
proposed by advocates of basic income (for example, Standing, 2017: 129–54; 
Andrade et al., 2019; van Parijs and Vanderborght, 2017: 147–8).

With regard to single persons whose wages would increase from zero to 
€1000, they would be better off in the existing tax-benefit system (Model 1) 
compared with basic income schemes (Models 2 and 4), which would lead to 
higher participation tax rates than in the existing tax-benefit model. Only for 
higher income increases would basic income schemes perform better regard-
less of whether they were linked to the existing taxation system or to a flat-rate 
tax system. In the case of the single parent, basic income schemes (Models 2 
and 4) with flat-rate taxes tended to produce higher tax disincentives than the 
existing system. 

Basic Income and EU Legislation

One task specified in the governmental assignment was to study how basic 
income would fit within the context of EU-level legislation. This issue was 
discussed and analysed with social policy and legal experts. In principle, in the 
name of subsidiarity, social policies fall within the national domain and EU 
legislation could be considered as unlikely to affect the experiment, but since 
the government wanted to know what effects there might be in relation to fully 
implementing basic income in Finland we had to hypothetically consider all 
the possible EU consequences. EU-level considerations revolved around the 
questions of whether and how much basic income might entail engagement 
with EU legislation. 

A simple schematic presentation provides clarification concerning these 
matters and how different levels of basic income are likely to involve the 
EU legislation (Figure 3.1 as modified from Kalliomaa-Puha et al., 2016). 
The horizontal axis depicts the form of financing (taxes versus social secu-
rity contributions), and the vertical axis depicts the relevant EU legislation 
involved. The vertical axis roughly indicates the level of benefits. If the level 
of basic income is low enough, such that it would replace only tax-financed 
and income-tested or means-tested minimum benefits, it would likely remain 
a part of national decision-making without EU involvement. In contrast, at 
a basic income level ranging from €1000 to €1500 per month, basic income 
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Figure 3.1 The level and financing of benefits and the degree of the EU 
involvement in legislation 

Experimenting with unconditional basic income26

would automatically supersede a part of many social insurance schemes, and 
therefore, it would fall within the domain of the EU legislation.3 

In principle, social security issues fall within national competence, but the 
EU regulation affects who is entitled to benefits as an employee, as a family 
member, etc. As shown in the lowest dark grey box in Figure 3.1, some 
schemes do not include such entitlement possibilities. The benefits from such 
schemes mostly comprise tax-financed programmes that do not involve strong 
claim rights and that are income- or means-tested, such as social assistance, 
housing allowance, and guarantee pension. As depicted in Figure 3.1, above 
these clearly national benefit schemes there are other transfer programmes 
whose position is not completely clear if they are exportable benefits or 
not, and finally, the highest, light-grey box includes those schemes that are 
definitely under the EU regulations and whose benefits are exportable from 
Finland to another countries. 

Given these reservations, the planning group concluded that such high basic 
income levels were neither economically, institutionally or politically feasible 
(see Chapter 14). Furthermore, the higher the benefits, the more likely the ben-
efits would be exportable to other countries, as social insurance-based benefits 
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typically are. Therefore, rather than focusing on full basic income, planning 
concentrated on partial basic income. However, EU legislation still needed to 
be considered since, although the levels of the basic unemployment benefit 
and labour market subsidy are low and precisely the same, the former is an 
exportable benefit, whereas the latter is not (see for example, Tuovinen, 2020). 

The aforementioned legislative issues raise questions concerning whether it 
is possible to implement basic income in a single EU member state, and of the 
role of national legislation vis-à-vis EU-level legislation. Fritz Scharpf (2000) 
is sceptical of the political feasibility of basic income in a single EU member 
state. According to him, fear of welfare migration decreases the viability of 
a universal scheme. In his response to Scharpf (2020), Philippe van Parijs 
(2000) discusses the possibilities of a Euro-Dividend in mitigating challenges 
to implementing basic income and, in his later publications (for example, van 
Parijs and Vanderborght, 2017: 235–41), he presents a more detailed propo-
sition for further discussion about the level (€200 per individual per month) 
and financing (possibly through an EU-wide corporate tax or a ‘Europeanised’ 
Value Added Tax) for such a Euro-Dividend.

THE IDEAL EXPERIMENTAL SETTING AND STEPS 
TOWARDS THE EXPERIMENTATION MODEL 

Following the ideas in the previous negative income experiments in the US, 
the feasibility report recommended that different levels of basic income 
(€550, €600, and €700 per month, tax free) and different tax levels (40, 45, 
and 50 percent, respectively) linked to those benefit levels should be applied. 
Furthermore, the American examples showed that a purely local experiment 
may be problematic. If different kinds of internal or external economic shocks 
were to hit the municipality where the experiment was running, the experiment 
would be significantly compromised, and it would be impossible to determine 
to what extent any changes were caused by the intervention (basic income) or 
by those shocks. Therefore, the planning group recommended that the starting 
point of the Finnish experiment should consist of representative nationwide 
random sampling and saturated local experiments with more intensive take-up 
rates to capture various interactions and community effects. Special groups, 
such as the self-employed, low-income earners and other forms of bogus 
employees would have their own weighted samples. Each of these experimen-
tal groups would have their own control groups identical to the experimental 
groups.

The experiment was to be obligatory to avoid selection bias. Because the 
government’s assignment entailed studying the employment effects, younger 
people (expected to be mainly studying and who have their own ‘basic income’ 
in the form of a free study grant) and older people (who already have their own 
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‘basic income’ in the form of pensions) were to be left out of the sampling 
frame. The €20 million set aside for the experiment was calculated to be suffi-
cient for a sample of 1500 persons. To increase the sample size, it was initially 
planned that the payment of several basic security benefits administrated by 
Kela would be changed to resemble the unconditional payment of basic income 
so that the number of participants could be increased to 10 000. However, due 
to bureaucratic obstacles, this plan could not be followed. Moreover, efforts 
to obtain an additional €10 million from the Finnish Innovation Fund Sitra 
also failed. Thus, the experiment had to be based on a budget of €20 million, 
which reduced the ambitions of the original plans and narrowed possibilities in 
relation to determining the final model.

Steps Towards the Experimentation Model

According to the governmental plan, the final model for experimentation had 
to be ready by 15 November 2016 and the experiment was expected to start 
at the beginning of 2017. This timetable was completely unrealistic. Within 
a timeframe of one and half months, it would have been impossible to pass the 
relevant legislation on the experiment, plan the sample, develop the platform 
to pay out the benefits, inform the participants, and educate the social security 
administration on how to answer the multiple possible questions and requests 
for further clarifications arising from those people included in the experiment. 
Passing relevant legislation, in terms of initial preparation through to the pres-
entation of a governmental bill via public hearing, parliamentary committee 
debates, and parliamentary votes until its final promulgation by the President, 
takes time, usually considerably more than half a year, which was all that 
finally was available for the planning consortium. Therefore, we had to start 
all practical preparations immediately in the spring of 2016 before any political 
approval of the experimental model had been obtained. There were many open 
questions and very few answers.

The situation was further complicated in that coordination at the state level 
did not work very well. Tensions within and between administrative sectors 
made planning challenging. The lack of a coordinated view concerning 
which kinds of major administrative or social policy reforms were planned 
for the period 2017–18 caused additional problems for the practical design of 
the experiment. Two such reforms were of importance. First, in early 2017, 
basic social assistance was transferred from municipalities and centralised 
to Kela. Kela’s information and communication technologies (ICT) service 
became primarily engaged in implementing that massive reform, which raised 
a question as to whether resources would be available for use in planning 
an ICT platform for the basic income experiment. Second, the Finnish Tax 
Administration was planning to reform its register system at the beginning of 
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2018. Whereas the first reform did not ultimately harm the planning or imple-
mentation of the experiment, the second reform had more serious implications. 
The Tax Administration withdrew from the planning of the tax model for the 
experiment due to a lack of resources, and the Ministry of Finance refused to 
give extra resources for planning. Because the government insisted that the 
experiment must begin in 2017, the experiment had to be based on the existing 
taxation. 

The planning group confronted a limited experimental budget and an 
unrealistic time frame. It soon became clear that the experiment the planning 
group proposed in the feasibility report could not commence by 1 January 
2017. Therefore, in May 2016, the Minister of Social Affairs suggested that 
the experiment could start as a pilot (as said in the English version of the 
government’s programme), with the unemployed getting their ‘basic’ flat-rate 
benefits from Kela as a target group. Several practical considerations made this 
option appealing and feasible. Updated data on unemployed persons and their 
bank accounts were already centrally located and easily available in Kela’s 
registers, whereas income-related benefits were paid by voluntary unemploy-
ment funds (Chapter 2) and inclusion of those unemployed would have been 
administratively difficult and time consuming to handle. Furthermore, in the 
Kela-based experiment, it was possible to increase the number of persons 
included in the experiment. As long as the unemployed were unemployed 
and getting their unemployment benefits from Kela, benefits could be uncon-
ditionally paid from Kela’s budget as if they were basic income and, until 
the claimants found employment, their basic income could be paid from the 
experimental budget of €20 million. 

The research group recommended that the experiment should be based on 
random nationwide sampling and that participation should be obligatory. The 
motivation for the first decision was to avoid issues arising from internal or 
external economic or other shocks that might have varying local effects (as 
discussed above). This decision meant that it was not possible to study various 
community effects, which has been a major criticism against randomised 
nationwide experiments (for example, Standing, 2017, 2020; Widerquist, 
2018).

Intensive planning regarding the relevant legislation and all the practical 
issues began in Kela in late May 2016. The pre-existing Kela ICT platform 
used to pay out ordinary unemployment benefits was modified and tailored 
to accommodate basic income payments. The major challenge involved 
determining the appropriate legislation for the experiment, and it was not 
always easy to adapt the scientific conceptualisations of the planning group 
with the social policy reality as regulated by complex legal regulations (see 
for example, Torry, 2020: 253–72). In this process, ‘mastering the art of com-
promising’ became essential. It soon became clear that it would be impossible 
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within the given time frame to integrate the research groups’ ideas on different 
levels of taxes and different levels of basic income and devise appropriate 
legislation. Because legislation strongly conditioned the practical design and 
content of the experiment, a close analysis of the relevant legislative con-
straints is required, which is undertaken in Chapter 4 by Anna-Kaisa Tuovinen. 

Parliamentary Discussion on the Basic Income Experiment Bill Reveals 
Party Positions 

The government submitted its bill (HE 215/2016) on a basic income experi-
ment to parliament on 20 October 2016. The parliamentary debates were vig-
orous and revealed differences in opinion between the political parties (PTK 
106/2016 vp). The experiment and its design received criticism from the Social 
Democrats and the Conservatives, both traditionally opposed to basic income 
in Finland (Andersson and Kangas, 2005; Koistinen and Perkiö, 2014). The 
Social Democrats criticised the design of the experiment, which was claimed 
to be poorly prepared. The Social Democratic MPs further demanded that the 
experiment should be postponed until the updated income register on monthly 
income was working effectively, which would enable a better and more effec-
tive experiment to be undertaken. 

In a similar way, the Conservatives, although part of the coalition govern-
ment that initiated the experiment, claimed that there was no point in experi-
menting with basic income as it was not a viable policy option in promoting 
employment and that it would become too expensive as a policy programme. 
Instead, Finland should learn from the British Universal Credit Model and 
develop the country’s social policy in that direction. A Conservative MP 
compared basic income with Linus’s Great Pumpkin in the Peanuts cartoon, 
noting sarcastically that: ‘The Great Pumpkin comes and solves all problems’. 
Additionally, the Conservatives criticised the experimental design for the same 
reasons as the Social Democrats. 

Criticism also came from the ranks of the Green Party and the Left Alliance, 
both of which were normally vehement supporters of basic income. They 
found fault with the decision to focus solely on the unemployed, that the basic 
income would be exempt from tax, and with the high cost of the system. The 
Greens agreed that the experiment was a good step but claimed that it concen-
trated too much on employment effects and neglected other important aspects 
of basic income. 

A representative of the Left Alliance rhetorically summarised her opinion as 
follows: ‘This is a partial basic income experiment in the same sense as a fork 
is a partial meal. This does not mean that this would be a bad experiment. It 
is only wrongly named’. According to her, the experiment concerned employ-
ment rather than basic income. This criticism echoed that of many basic 
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income advocates outside Finland. The most positive views in the parliamen-
tary debates were expressed by members of the Prime Minister’s Centre Party 
and the Finns Party, the third party in the Sipilä coalition government. Both 
these parties agreed that there were problems with the experiment but they 
emphasised that the experiment needed to be seen as a pilot for better experi-
ments, as a precedent for large-scale field experiments, and as a start in creating 
a culture more willing to undertake experiments and produce evidence-based 
policymaking, which were the objectives of the Sipilä centre-right government 
(see, Experimental Finland, 2020).

Despite the criticisms expressed, all the members of parliament voted for 
the experiment in the final parliamentary session on 20 December 2016, 
apart from the five members of the Christian Democratic Party (CD) who 
voted against the experiment. The CD is a vehement supporter of the British 
Universal Credit Model. Once passed in Parliament, the president promulgated 
the Act on Basic Income Experiment (1528/2016) on 29 December 2016, just 
three days before the basic income experiment was due to start. 

The Basic Income Experiment Act Defines the Research Design

According to the Basic Income Experiment Act, the purpose of the experiment 
was to obtain information on the effects of basic income on the labour market 
behaviour of those persons participating in the experiment, as well as to deter-
mine other possible effects of basic income. The Ministry of Social Affairs 
and Health was to lead and direct the implementation of the basic income 
experiment, and Kela became responsible for the practical implementation of 
the Act. 

The target population of the experiment comprised those who, in November 
2016, were receiving basic unemployment benefits or labour market subsidies 
(see Chapter 2) from Kela and who were aged between 25 and 58 years. Out of 
that target population, Kela had to randomly select a sample of 2000 persons 
to be included in a treatment group receiving basic income. Random sampling 
was performed in such a way that everyone in the target group had an equal 
opportunity to be selected into the treatment group. Kela had to publish the 
programme used for sampling before the start of the experiment. Those in the 
target population not included in the treatment formed a control group, which 
meant that, at the beginning of the experiment, there were two identical groups, 
namely, the treatment group and the control group. 

Kela had to inform those who were selected for the treatment group of their 
obligatory participation in the experiment. Furthermore, Kela had to provide 
their names and social security numbers to the Tax Administration and to 
municipalities concerned, to enable the experiment to proceed. 
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The amount of tax-free basic income was set at €560. Basic income was 
paid without any testing or conditions attached on the second banking day of 
each month directly to the recipient’s account. The amount of basic income 
remained the same throughout the experiment, and it was not reduced in rela-
tion to any other income the participant may have had. Participants who found 
work during the experiment continued to obtain basic income. Basic income 
was exempt from taxes, which meant there were no further consequences 
for the participants’ taxation. The existing tax model was applied to income 
coming on top of basic income, which created a monetary incentive to find 
employment. In the case of a single person, the participation tax rate (i.e., when 
moving from unemployment to employment) with monthly wages of €1000 
or €2000 would decrease by 18 percentage points and 28 percentage points, 
respectively. In the case of an unemployed person with dependent children, the 
decreases were smaller (approximately 13 and 25 percentage points, respec-
tively) (Hämäläinen et al., 2020).

Basic income replaced other income transfers (for example, unemployment, 
sickness, and rehabilitation benefits) lower than €560. If a recipient’s existing 
bundle of income transfer was higher than €560, Kela had to pay the difference 
between the actual level of the benefit and the basic income. For example, if 
a claimant’s previous benefits (consisting of unemployment benefit, housing 
allowance, and social assistance) totalled €960, Kela paid the basic income 
plus the difference of €400. If the participants had unemployment benefits that 
exceeded the amount of basic income, they had to apply them separately, and 
then they had to comply with the conditions that were defined for those extra 
benefits. Approximately 40 percent of the treatment group had such conditions 
(Hämäläinen et al., 2020). Therefore, for those individuals, the experiment was 
not fully unconditional. However, the basic income of €560 per month was 
paid unconditionally. 

The Act also regulated the collection of information. Data on the persons 
involved in the experiment and on those in the control group were stored 
in a basic income experiment register kept by Kela. The information in the 
register can be combined with other Kela-based registers as well as registers 
administered by other authorities. This possibility to combine different regis-
ters gives extraordinary possibilities for further analyses.

CONCLUSION 

The making of the basic income experiment in Finland involved a process that 
operated within a severely limited time frame and which confronted numerous 
other constraints. Throughout the process, there were moments of inspiration, 
‘perspiration’ and desperation. Compared with the inspiratory expectations 
of the experiment and given the optimal experimental design outlined in the 
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preliminary feasibility report, the proposed bill and final act were a great disap-
pointment for many, in a similar fashion to the services of the mouse who was 
a tailor to the cat in the old fairy tale. 

There were limitations given that the sample only consisted of unemployed 
people who were receiving basic unemployment benefits. Some of these indi-
viduals were long-term unemployed people whose rights to income-related 
benefits had expired, some of them were suffering from illness, and some 
of them were young people without previous work experience. Thus, when 
evaluating the results, it is important to bear in mind that the target group 
of the experiment consisted of specific kinds of unemployed. Because the 
experiment was implemented at the national level, we could not study possible 
community and interaction effects and, because there was only one model 
applied, we could not distinguish between possible effects due to uncondition-
ality versus those effects due to the economic incentives (see Simanainen and 
Kangas, 2018). 

Despite these limitations, the Finnish basic income experiment was unique 
in several respects. Since the motivation behind the governmental directive 
initiating the experiment was to study whether basic income was effective in 
promoting employment and in eliminating work disincentives, it was appro-
priate to concentrate on unemployed people and seek to determine the extent 
to which they react to monetary incentives. The experiment was a large-scale, 
national, randomised experiment. Participation in the experiment was obliga-
tory to avoid selection bias. The treatment and control groups were identical 
at the beginning of the experiment. This research setting and good registers 
allowed us to draw causal conclusions concerning the possible effects of basic 
income on employment. 

Both in national and international discussions, there has often been criticism 
that the experiment could not show any significant or stronger employment 
effects. As shown in Chapter 6, employment is strongly conditional on an 
individual’s health, age and education. As such, basic income does not make 
people younger or increase their level of education, but basic income may 
make them feel better (Chapters 7, 8 and 10). Finnish registers offer com-
prehensive data on various aspects of human life and facilitate longitudinal 
analyses. Therefore, it is possible to carry out more detailed register-based 
cross-sectional and longitudinal analyses and corroborate or falsify the results 
presented in this volume. 

We substantially agree with Karl Widerquist’s (2018: 64) summary of the 
Finnish experiment:

…although the study is not designed to examine how a large [universal basic 
income] UBI would affect a large cross section of the public, it is well designed to 
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examine how a small UBI would affect people currently on unemployment benefits. 
And that kind of study can reveal a great deal of useful information. 

In subsequent chapters, there is indeed a great deal of information presented, 
which, it is hoped, the reader will find useful. 

NOTES

1. This section is based on the English version of the feasibility report ‘From 
idea to experiment – Report on universal basic income experiment in Finland’. 
Helsinki: Kela Working papers 106 | 2016. The feasibility report was prepared 
by a research and planning consortium consisting of Olli Kangas, Ville-Veikko 
Pulkka, Miska Simanainen, Pertti Honkanen, Markus Kanerva, Tapio Räsänen, 
Anna-Kaisa Tuovinen, Kari Hämäläinen, Jouko Verho, Ohto Kanninen and 
Jani-Petri Laamanen (Kangas et al., 2016).

2.  The effects of housing allowance, social assistance, and adjusted unemployment 
benefit and childcare fees are taken into consideration in the calculations. 

3.  In this context, the most important pieces of EU legislation are Regulations 
883/2004 and 987/2009 on the coordination of social security systems and imple-
mentation of that coordination, Regulation 492/2011 on the freedom of movement 
for workers, and Directive 2004/38/EC on the right of citizens of the Union and 
their family members to move and reside freely within the territory of the Member 
States (Kalliomaa-Puha et al., 2016).
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4. Constitutional preconditions for the 
Finnish basic income experiment
Anna-Kaisa Tuovinen

LEGISLATION ENABLING THE EXPERIMENT

The Finnish basic income experiment was planned and conducted as a manda-
tory experiment to avoid selection biases and obtain statistically generalisable 
and reliable results (HE 215/2016 vp). It appears to have been the very first 
basic income experiment in the world based on mandatory participation and 
a randomised nationwide sample (2000 persons). An experiment of this kind 
could not have been implemented without amendments to the social security 
legislation. Therefore, this chapter examines, albeit rather briefly, the consti-
tutional preconditions for the legislation governing the Finnish basic income 
experiment.

The rule of law is a fundamental principle of democratic society. The 
Constitution of Finland (731/1999) requires, among other things, that ‘[t]he 
exercise of public powers shall be based on an Act. In all public activity, the 
law shall be strictly followed’ (Section 2.3) and that ‘the principles governing 
the rights and obligations of private individuals and the other matters that 
under this Constitution are of a legislative nature shall be governed by Acts’ 
(Section 80.1). Owing to these constitutional provisions, individuals cannot be 
compelled to participate in an experiment in the absence of relevant legisla-
tion. Hence, participation in the basic income experiment was made mandatory 
by law for those who were selected as part of the treatment group via random 
sampling. This group received the basic income benefit during the course of 
the experiment in 2017–18 (henceforth, the treatment group).

In addition, the right to social security is not only a human right, but also 
a fundamental right guaranteed under the Constitution of Finland: ‘[e]veryone 
shall be guaranteed by an Act the right to basic subsistence in the event of 
unemployment, illness, and disability and during old age as well as at the birth 
of a child or the loss of a provider’ (Section 19.2).

The treatment group comprised 2000 persons who were recipients of the 
basic unemployment allowance or labour market subsidy in November 2016. 
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As the right to unemployment benefits is a fundamental right that is guaran-
teed by law (Unemployment Security Act, 1290/2002), replacing the normal 
unemployment benefits with basic income required legislation enacted by 
the Parliament. The outcome was the Act on the Basic Income Experiment 
(1528/2016) – a piece of legislation enabling the experiment.

ASSESSING EXPERIMENTATION LEGISLATION IN 
FINLAND

The function of the Constitution is not only to enable the exercise of public 
powers but also to set the necessary limitations for it. In Finland, the 
Constitutional Law Committee of the Parliament is obliged to issue statements 
on the constitutionality of legislative proposals and their compliance with 
international human rights treaties (Section 74 of the Constitution; see also 
Tuori, 2011).1 When it comes to the constitutionality of experimentation leg-
islation, the Constitutional Law Committee has evaluated several government 
bills concerning different societal experimentation projects in recent decades.

It is important to note that societal experiments often require deviation from 
the principle of equal treatment. However, the Constitutional Law Committee 
has ruled that the principle of equality does not constitute an impediment 
to experimentation legislation and that, in an experiment, people may be 
treated differently from others, within certain limits. During past decades, the 
Constitutional Law Committee has established the criteria for legislation reg-
ulating a societal experiment. (Rautiainen, 2019; Tuovinen, 2017.) Based on 
the Committee’s praxis, the Ministry of Justice issued a ‘guide for drafters of 
legislation enabling experimentation projects in society’ in late 2018 (Ministry 
of Justice, 2020). In accordance with these guidelines, the following criteria 
must be met by an experimentation legislation (Ministry of Justice, 2020; 
Rautiainen, 2019; Tuovinen, 2017):

1. Acceptable objective: The objective of an experiment is to obtain 
evidence-based information for future decision-making. It is assessed 
especially in light of the fundamental rights system. An experiment 
must not violate the fundamental rights of any individual; otherwise, the 
objective of the experiment would be deemed unacceptable. Although 
the principle of equality is a fundamental right, deviating from it may be 
possible if the experiment has an acceptable objective.

2. Legislative requirements: In terms of the regulation of fundamental rights 
and deviation from other legislation during an experiment, provisions 
regulating an experiment must be enacted by the Parliament. This means 
that detailed criteria for selecting participants and/or the area where the 
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experiment will be conducted (or criteria for determining the area) as well 
as the scope of the experiment must be based on an act. 

3. Proportionality principle: The experimentation legislation must be propor-
tionate to its objective, and only necessary deviations from other legis-
lation are acceptable. An experiment is necessary when the information 
obtained by the experiment cannot be achieved when applying other 
less-invasive means. No one should obtain an undue advantage from an 
experiment. That is, the proportionality criterion is not fulfilled if there 
are unreasonable differences between the treatment group and those not 
participating in the experiment.

4. Non-discrimination principle: The experimentation legislation must be 
non-discriminatory, for instance, in relation to the criteria for selecting 
participants. However, differences in treatment based on person-related 
causes (e.g. age) may be justified when there is an acceptable reason, so 
long as it is not arbitrary.

5. Temporary validity: The experimentation legislation must be temporary. 
The act may be in effect only for a limited, rather short period of time that 
is necessary for obtaining reliable results from the experiment.

6. Evaluating the results: The examination and analysis of the results of an 
experiment must be accurately planned and organised. 

THE BASIC INCOME EXPERIMENT IN LIGHT OF THE 
CONSTITUTIONALITY REVIEW

In its statement concerning the government bill on the basic income experi-
ment, the Constitutional Law Committee focused on three key dimensions: 
equality and proportionality, regulation by laws, and clarity of regulation. In 
addition, the Committee clearly pointed out that in an experiment based on 
mandatory participation, it is prohibited to reduce the level of social security 
benefits for the participants (PeVL 51/2016 vp: 5).

Equality and Proportionality

The idea of controlled experiments is that persons subjected to an experiment 
are treated differently from others in order to measure the effects of an inter-
vention. Therefore, the target population must be divided into at least two 
groups: a treatment group and a control group. The basic income experiment 
placed those in the treatment group in a different position from persons in the 
control group as well as people outside of the experiment. For this reason, the 
government bill on the basic income experiment had to be assessed in light of 
the equality provision of the Constitution (PeVL 51/2016 vp: 2).
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The Constitution of Finland states that ‘[e]veryone is equal before the law. 
No one shall, without an acceptable reason, be treated differently from other 
persons on the ground of sex, age, origin, language, religion, conviction, 
opinion, health, disability or other reason that concerns his or her person’ 
(Section 6, subsections 1–2). The list in this provision is the core of the 
non-discrimination principle, but it is not exhaustive. This means that, without 
an acceptable reason, it is prohibited to treat persons differently based on any 
other person-related reason such as wealth, family relations, pregnancy, sexual 
orientation, or residence. (HE 309/1993 vp: 43–4.) The provisions of equal 
treatment and non-discrimination limit the discretion of the legislator, but the 
latter more than the former (Rautiainen, 2019: 205).

In line with the government bill, the Constitutional Law Committee held 
that the random sampling method provides an equal opportunity for each 
person in the target population to enter the treatment group. This means that 
in random sampling, there is no different treatment based on person-related 
reasons; otherwise, it would not be random. Hence, only the general equality 
provision of the Constitution was applicable in this regard. The Committee 
held that the experiment complies with Section 6.1 of the Constitution because 
the objective of the experiment – to study the effects of basic income in society 
– was acceptable. (PeVL 51/2016 vp: 3.)

However, the bill on the basic income experiment included some 
person-related limitations in terms of defining the target population based 
on age and unemployment status. The Constitutional Law Committee held 
that, taking into consideration the objectives of the experiment, there were 
acceptable reasons for the differing treatment (PeVL 51/2016 vp: 3). That is, 
the Constitutional Law Committee accepted that the societal objectives of the 
basic income experiment were acceptable in light of the fundamental rights 
system. Regarding other fundamental rights, the basic income experiment was 
especially aimed at simultaneously securing the right to work (Section 18) and 
the right to social security (Section 19).

In addition, the principle of proportionality had to be taken into consid-
eration in the assessment of the constitutionality of the experiment. In an 
experimentation, the principle of proportionality requires that ‘[d]ifferences 
in the treatment of those who do and those who do not participate in a given 
experimentation project must not be unreasonable’ (Ministry of Justice, 
2020). In other words, experimentation must be necessary and proportion-
ate to its objective, and people should not be put in unreasonably different 
positions; only reasonable differences are acceptable. When assessing the 
level of the basic income in the experiment (that is, its cumulative effect), 
the Constitutional Law Committee noted that persons in the treatment group 
were in significantly better positions than others. However, the Committee 
held that the experiment fulfilled the proportionality requirement because the 
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experiment was temporary and the objective of the experiment was acceptable 
in light of the fundamental rights system. (PeVL 51/2016 vp: 3–4.)

Regulation by Law and Clarity of Regulation

In the government bill, it was proposed that 2000 participants would be selected 
by random sampling (HE 215/2016 vp: 7). The Constitutional Law Committee 
noted that the treatment group could not be defined solely by the (random 
sampling) software code;2 the legislative requirements stipulate that the criteria 
for selecting the participants in an experiment must be provided for by law. 
In addition, the Committee held that the software code must be made public 
before completing the selection. (PeVL 51/2016 vp: 5.) These remarks were 
added to the Basic Income Experiment Act (Section 5) by the Social Affairs 
and Health Committee of the Parliament (StVM 42/2016 vp; Rautiainen, 2019: 
207). Thus, in accordance with Section 5 of that Act, the random sampling had 
to be conducted in such a way that it provided an equal opportunity for each 
person in the target population to enter the treatment group.

One of the justifications for the basic income experiment was that the current 
social security legislation can be considered very complex from the perspec-
tive of the beneficiary. Therefore, the beneficiary is not always able to assess, 
for example, the effect of small earnings on certain benefits. (PeVL 51/2016 
vp:5; HE 215/2016 vp: 5.) The Constitutional Law Committee emphasised 
that special attention should be paid to clear and precise regulation, especially 
in the context of fundamental rights regulation. In its previous statements, the 
Constitutional Law Committee required that persons concerned should be 
able to apply the provisions affecting their daily lives and livelihoods without 
difficulty. (PeVL 51/2016 vp: 5.) This aspect was of significant relevance in 
the basic income experiment, and the Social Affairs and Health Committee 
of the Parliament also highlighted this aspect in its own report. It stated that 
informing the treatment group about the experiment and its effects on the ben-
eficiary’s rights and duties was of utmost importance (StVM 42/2016 vp: 7).

Prohibition against Reducing the Social Security Benefit Levels of the 
Participants

The government bill on the basic income experiment was based on the idea that 
the level of benefit(s) for participants in the basic income experiment should 
not be lower than that for people outside the experiment (HE 215/2016 vp: 
10). In its statement, the Constitutional Law Committee emphasised that the 
basic income experiment must not reduce the current social security benefits of 
persons selected for the treatment group (PeVL 51/2016 vp: 5). The Committee 
ruled that the experiment was acceptable when the individuals involved in the 
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experiment were entitled to a benefit level that was at least commensurate with 
normal benefits (PeVL 51/2016 vp: 3). In other words, in an experiment based 
on mandatory participation, there is a prohibition against reducing the social 
security benefits or legal protections of participants. It is important to take this 
principle into account when assessing the acceptability of an experiment. The 
Committee was of the opinion that this principle should be clearly laid down in 
the Act on the Basic Income Experiment (PeVL 51/2016 vp: 5). 

However, the Act was passed in the Parliament without this kind of explicit 
provision. This was because the Social Affairs and Health Committee of the 
Parliament noted that when coordinating basic income with other social secu-
rity benefits, the beneficiary of basic income should never receive less income 
than he/she would get without basic income (i.e. compared with receiving 
the normal unemployment benefit). Therefore, the Social Affairs and Health 
Committee held that it was not necessary to enact this separately. (StVM 
42/2016 vp: 5.) That is, for those who previously received unemployment ben-
efits with, for instance, a child increase (supplement), it was necessary to apply 
separately for the child increase in order to maintain the same benefit level. 
Nonetheless, the principle highlighted by the Constitutional Law Committee 
materialised de jure, in one way or another. The question of whether it mate-
rialised de facto is an empirical one. In the following chapters, the empirical 
results of the Finnish basic income experiment are described and analysed.

NOTES

1. A short introduction to the Committees of the Parliament and how they work 
is available at https:// www .eduskunta .fi/ EN/ valiokunnat/ Pages/ default .aspx 
(accessed 28 December 2020).

2.  The software code refers to the sampling algorithm used to conduct the randomi-
sation in December 2016, i.e. random selection of the treatment group from the 
target population. The sampling algorithm is available in Finnish at https:// www 
.kela .fi/ web/ en/ random -sample -algorithm -used -in -the -basic -income -experiment 
(accessed 28 December 2020).
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5. Evaluation of the experiment
Signe Jauhiainen, Olli Kangas, Miska 
Simanainen and Minna Ylikännö

INTRODUCTION

The aim of the Finnish basic income experiment was to provide information 
for the coming social security reforms and to test a new type of social security 
benefit that would better meet the challenges of the future labour market. 
From the outset, the idea was to run a randomised controlled trial that could be 
reliably evaluated. 

Randomised controlled trials have been used in medicine for several 
decades to examine the effects of various medicines. In addition, randomised 
controlled trials have become widespread in development economics, and 
they have extended over the social sciences. Randomised controlled trials 
conducted in natural settings are often called field experiments. Randomised 
controlled trials are utilised in cases where it is unclear what the actual effect 
would be and whether a treatment, such as development programmes, is effec-
tive (Gerber and Green, 2012; Glennerster and Takavarasha, 2013). Trials can 
also be informative for policy implementation because costs and risks are sig-
nificantly lower in an experiment organised in a small scale than in a full-scale 
implementation process (Haynes et al., 2012).

In real life, we cannot observe both outcomes for the same individual simul-
taneously with and without treatment. In other words, we cannot observe the 
counterfactual. Units of the target group, such as individuals or villages, are 
divided into groups in a randomised controlled trial. The assignment to the 
treatment and control groups is random, ensuring that the average effect of 
the treatment can be evaluated. The treatment and control groups have no sys-
tematic differences affecting the results, which imitates the counterfactual. In 
addition, the effects of external factors, such as economic fluctuations, can be 
excluded. As a result, randomised controlled trials allow causal inferences to 
be made. When the treatment and control groups are identical at the beginning 
of the experiment, the observed difference between the groups is attributed to 

Olli Kangas, Signe Jauhiainen, Miska Simanainen, and Minna Ylikanno - 9781839104855
Downloaded from PubFactory at 09/12/2022 10:19:24AM

via free access



Evaluation of the experiment 45

the treatment (Gerber and Green, 2012; Glennerster and Takavarasha, 2013; 
Haynes et al., 2012). 

In the case of the Finnish basic income experiment, the group that received 
basic income was randomly assigned from the entire target group. The treat-
ment group would suffer from selection without the random assignment. If the 
treatment group was participating on a voluntary basis, the group would be 
biased, probably consisting of more active individuals. The randomised con-
trolled trial and these two groups provide an excellent basis for the evaluation 
of the Finnish basic income experiment. Naturally, several practical matters 
emerged in the evaluation process, and the aim of this chapter is to describe 
the process. Nevertheless, the experiment provided information that would not 
have been yielded without the experiment. 

The evaluation comprises several studies that explored the experiment and 
basic income from different perspectives with a rich set of data sources. First, 
the employment effect of basic income was evaluated using a register-based 
statistical analysis. Second, possible impacts of the experiment on subjective 
well-being were analysed by examining survey data collected towards the end 
of the experiment. Third, a qualitative study based on many in-depth interviews 
with basic income recipients described the details of everyday life in relation 
to basic income. Finally, the media coverage of the basic income experiment 
and public opinion on basic income were analysed in two additional studies.

This chapter is organised as follows. First, the evaluation process and data 
sources are described. Then, we consider the possible pitfalls of the data col-
lection and evaluation process. Finally, the lessons learned from this process 
are summarised. 

EVALUATION PROCESS

A randomised controlled trial consists of several phases. Planning (see Chapter 
3) and implementation phases are followed by an evaluation. From the outset, 
scientific evaluation of the Finnish basic income experiment was part of the 
project since the aim was to provide empirical evidence for future social secu-
rity reforms. The evaluation and data collection phases for research purposes 
had been designed in the planning phase prior to implementation. The research 
ethics committee of the Social Insurance Institution of Finland (Kela) had 
also conducted an ethical review of the survey and interview protocols before 
starting the evaluation phase. The committee emphasised accurate information 
letters, voluntary participation in the data collection, good data management 
practices, regulations on archiving and reusing the data. 

The evaluation process started in 2018 when the survey was conducted, and 
register data from the first year of the experiment (i.e. 2017) were collected. 
The preliminary report (Kangas et al., 2019) was published in February 2019 
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shortly after the end of the experiment. Employment effects from the first year 
of the experiment and preliminary survey results on well-being were presented 
in the report. The results of the entire experiment period were not available 
due to time lags in the availability of register data. Some of the registers pro-
vided real-time data. Benefit payments could have been observed instantly. 
However, registers on employment and income were available for research 
purposes not before the second half of 2019. 

After the preliminary report, the research team continued with further 
survey data analysis. Several indicators of survey data were examined more 
thoroughly. The register data from the entire duration of the experiment were 
collected, and the employment effect was analysed. Qualitative interviews 
were conducted after the experiment. The final report (Kangas et al., 2020) 
was published in Finnish in May 2020, containing all sub-studies of the eval-
uation. In addition, the VATT Institute for Economic Research has reported 
results on employment, participation in active labour market policy measures, 
benefit take-up, and income in two separate reports (Hämäläinen, Kanninen, 
Simanainen and Verho, 2019; 2020). Eventually, register data will be available 
via Statistics Finland and the survey data via the Finnish Social Science Data 
Archive.

The evaluation of the basic income experiment was conducted by the Social 
Insurance Institution of Finland (Kela) together with the VATT Institute for 
Economic Research, University of Turku, University of Helsinki, Labour 
Institute for Economic Research, the Finnish Association for Mental Health, 
and think tank Tänk. Some of the institutions and researchers participated in the 
planning phase, but new researchers joined the evaluation team. The Ministry 
of Social Affairs and Health funded and steered the evaluation project. 

SEVERAL DATA SOURCES

Register Data and Employment Effects

The focus of interest in the evaluation was how basic income affects employ-
ment. In Finland, the extensive register data on income, benefit recipiency, and 
use of public services provide fruitful possibilities to carry out register-based 
analyses. Registers enable analysis before, during, and after the experiment 
since they are collected frequently and stored permanently. All individuals 
permanently residing in Finland are identified by their individual identity (ID) 
code in all official registers. Therefore, separate administrative registers can be 
easily linked with this ID code, and new research can be carried out after the 
experiment. Register data collection does not rely on individuals’ possibilities 
or motivation to participate in the data collection process. All 2000 participants 
in the basic income experiment and the entire control group of 173 000 persons 
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Table 5.1 Register data sources and their contents

Register Data

Social Insurance Institution (Kela) Target population of the experiment
Basic income payments and spells
Social security benefits

Finnish Centre for Pensions (ETK) Employment spells

Local Labour Offices Registration as a job seeker
Participation in active labour market policy 
measures

Finnish Tax Administration Income from employment
Other taxable income

Population Register Centre Demographic variables
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were included in the register data because the administrative registers are stat-
utory and are compiled in any case. 

Register data from Kela, Finnish Centre for Pensions (ETK), local 
Employment and Economic Development Offices, Finnish Tax Administration, 
and the Population Register Centre were collected (Table 5.1). These registers 
contain information on general demographic variables, receipt of social secu-
rity payments, employment, income, and participation in active labour market 
policy measures. Eventually, an accurate and detailed database was compiled, 
including both treatment and control groups. 

The target population was randomly assigned to the treatment and control 
groups, which enabled the identification of the causal effect of basic income 
on selected outcomes. The evaluation was designed prior to the experiment, 
and the outcome variables were selected in the pre-analysis plan, RCT ID: 
AEARCTR-0002095 (Hämäläinen, Kanninen and Verho, 2019). The analysis 
was documented in this plan to increase reliability and to avoid problems of 
testing several outcome variables. Testing multiple outcomes increases the risk 
of obtaining statistically significant effects by accident. The primary outcome 
was the number of days in employment between 1 November 2017 and 31 
October 2018. Secondary outcomes were annual earnings, take-up of social 
security benefits, and enrolment in employment services. Owing to the multi-
ple testing, the results of the secondary outcomes are less reliable (Hämäläinen 
et al., 2020).

According to the results, the employment effect was modest. Basic income 
increased employment for six days over a one-year period (Hämäläinen et 
al., 2020). The employment effect was somewhat heterogeneous. When the 
effect was estimated for sub-groups, the basic income increased employment 
the most in groups of foreign language speakers and families with children. 
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In addition, the participants remained as customers of local Employment 
and Economic Development Offices and participated in active labour market 
policy measures almost as actively as prior to the experiment, although basic 
income was unconditional. 

Well-being Indicators Measured in Target Group Survey

Official registries do not capture some aspects that are relevant in under-
standing basic income and its effects, for example, subjective well-being 
and the personal experience of participating in the experiment. In order to 
capture some of these more subjective aspects, a survey was carried out. The 
survey focused on social and financial well-being, subjective health, trust and 
confidence as well as attitudes towards basic income. For example, life satis-
faction is a relevant factor of overall well-being, and health is a determinant 
of employment. Aspects of well-being are prominent in basic income discus-
sions. Analysing health and well-being indicators was also highlighted by the 
parliamentary committee during the law-making process.

For comparative purposes, questions from international and large national 
surveys of well-being were chosen for our survey (European Social Survey, 
the International Social Survey Programme, the European Union Survey on 
Income and Living Conditions, and the Regional Health and Well-being Study 
ATH). Thus, the questions used in the survey had been mainly approved in 
previous studies, and we have plenty of comparative data. The survey results 
on health and well-being, financial well-being, bureaucracy, trust, confidence, 
and opinions on basic income are reported in this book.

The survey was targeted at 2000 recipients of basic income and at a sample 
of 5000 persons in the control group. These individuals were contacted with an 
information letter about the survey following the survey, which was conducted 
through a phone interview from October–December 2018. In total, 3970 
persons out of 7000 were reached, and 1633 agreed to participate in the survey; 
in total, 586 were from the treatment group, and 1047 were from the control 
group (Table 5.2). Participation in the survey was entirely voluntary for both 
groups. The response rate was low, being 31 percent in the treatment group 
and 20 percent in the control group, which is not exceptional in survey studies. 

Owing to the low response rate, we cannot exclude the possibility of attrition 
and non-response bias. Individuals speaking a foreign language as their mother 
tongue as well as those in age categories under 45 years were underrepresented 
(Table 5.2). Around 25 percent of the target group spoke a foreign language 
as their mother tongue, whereas the proportion of this group was more than 10 
percentage points lower in the survey data. In the target group, the proportion 
of individuals 45 years or older was less than 40 percent, but in the survey the 
proportion was over 40 percent.
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Table 5.2  Demographic characteristics of the target group, survey 
respondents and in the re-weighted survey data

Target group Respondents Respondents  
(re-weighted)

Treatment Control Treatment Control Treatment Control

Labour market subsidy 87.2% 84.6% 85.2% 83.2% 86.9% 83.6%

Woman 47.8% 47.5% 47.6% 48.2% 48.1% 45.6%

Age:

–34 33.5% 35.1% 31.6% 28.7% 33.4% 35.8%

35–44 27.5% 27.1% 25.4% 23.8% 27.3% 27.0%

45– 39.1% 37.7% 43.0% 47.5% 39.3% 37.2%

Married 35.0% 34.1% 31.6% 33.4% 33.7% 33.6%

Foreign language 24.6% 25.4% 13.3% 9.6% 23.1% 24.6%

Number of observations 2000 173222 586 1047 586 1047
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Due to the non-response-bias, the survey data were re-weighted with a response 
probability model. Personal characteristics, such as gender, age category, 
marital status, mother tongue, unemployment benefit, and region of residence, 
were included in the model, and weights were calculated. 

Background variables of the target group, survey respondents, and 
re-weighted data are presented in Table 5.2. The background variables 
show that the re-weighted data are similar to the original target group. The 
re-weighted data were used in all analyses included in this book.

Other Data Sources

More in-depth information was collected via face-to-face interviews after 
the experiment. By collecting interview data, we can answer some of the 
unanswered questions and understand unexpected results yielded by other 
sub-studies. The interview invitation and informed consent form were deliv-
ered to 988 basic income recipients after the end of the experiment. In total, 106 
informed consent forms were returned, and 81 participants were interviewed 
between February and June 2019. Interviews were semi-structured, enabling 
participants to freely discuss several themes and their own experiences. The 
three main themes were: (1) general life situation and well-being; (2) unem-
ployment, work, and bureaucratic encounters; and (3) experiences as a basic 
income experiment participant. Chapter 12 illustrates how labour, work, and 
action modalities are reflected in participants’ own experiences.
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We were also interested in the media coverage of the Finnish basic income 
experiment both internationally and nationally, in particular, how Finnish and 
the international media have framed the Finnish basic income experiment. The 
data contain 348 online news articles published in Finnish online newspapers 
and 48 news articles published in international online newspapers from 2016 
to 2019. Many of the articles are short but include extensive reportage, edi-
torials, columns, and opinion pieces. The selected articles, which were from 
internationally well-known media outlets, were mainly published in English. 
The study on media coverage is reported in Chapter 13.

As the interest was also in the opinions on basic income, we conducted two 
phone surveys from February–March 2020. In both surveys the survey sample 
was representative of the total Finnish population. The two population surveys 
explored the support for basic income in Finland by collecting data that com-
plement previous opinion surveys. Chapter 11 describes how income inade-
quacy, insecure employment relations, and attitudes to societal problems are 
associated with the propensity to support or oppose basic income in Finland. 

ASSESSING THE EVALUATION STUDY

The Finnish basic income experiment was designed as a randomised controlled 
trial. Randomisation enables the avoidance of several pitfalls, but field exper-
iments are not conducted in a laboratory environment. When evaluating an 
experiment, we need to keep in mind that several factors can affect the results. 
Experiments have also encountered criticism. Economic trends occurring 
simultaneously with the experiment also affect the results. GDP and employ-
ment rate increased in Finland during the experiment, but we can assume that 
this trend affected both the treatment and control groups, which is an advan-
tage in nationwide experiment. 

In randomised controlled trials, non-compliance and partial compliance 
are possible threats (Gerber and Green, 2012; Glennerster and Takavarasha, 
2013). In other words, individuals randomly assigned to the treatment group 
may not participate or participate only partially in the programme. In those 
cases, exposure to the treatment decreases in the treatment group, hindering the 
benefits of randomisation. In the Finnish basic income experiment, individuals 
allocated to the treatment group were not allowed to opt out since participation 
was obligatory. Some statuses, such as receiving a pension or moving abroad, 
disallowed the basic income payments, but the number of these cases was 
small. By the end of the experiment, only 94 individuals had discontinued their 
participation, but everyone else received a monthly basic income. Due to oblig-
atory participation and a small number of discontinuations, non-compliance 
did not pose a problem in the evaluation of this experiment. 
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Another threat in evaluation is attrition, which means that the outcome 
cannot be measured for all participants because some refuse to take part in the 
data collection process (Gerber and Green, 2012; Glennerster and Takavarasha, 
2013). In this experiment, the primary outcome was observed from the register 
data that contained all individuals in the treatment and control groups and thus 
did not suffer from attrition. Attrition is a more significant problem when the 
survey data are at stake. 

The response rate of the survey was low, 31 percent in the treatment group 
and 20 percent in the control group, indicating that we cannot exclude prob-
lems caused by attrition. The two groups are randomly assigned in the register 
data, but this is not the case with the survey data. A low response rate reduces 
comparability of the treatment and control groups. However, it is possible to 
analyse and correct attrition by linking survey data with registers that contain 
objectively measured covariates. As described above, the survey data were 
re-weighted, but the survey results need to be interpreted with caution. We 
compared two groups and avoided making causal claims when interpreting the 
results. Eventually, the survey data contained subjective indicators of health 
and well-being that complemented the evaluation and allowed us to observe 
different aspects of basic income.

The experiment itself may have affected the participants in several ways 
(Glennerster and Takavarasha, 2013; Widerquist, 2018). Individuals in the 
treatment group were aware that they were participating in the basic income 
experiment since they received an information letter at the beginning of the 
experiment. In addition, the payment date of benefits changed. The control 
group was not informed about the experiment, but they could have found out 
since the information on the target group criteria was publicly available. The 
basic income experiment gathered significant media attention, and a small 
number of participants gained publicity in several news articles. However, 
the research team avoided contacting the participants during the experiment 
to ensure that the participants were not reminded of the experiment. The aim 
was to investigate the effect of basic income, not the effect of participating 
in this experiment. An information letter on the experiment was delivered to 
the treatment group in December 2016, and the survey was conducted from 
October–December 2018, taking place at the end of the experiment. No other 
contacts occurred.

The treatment group knew that they were participating in the study. 
Therefore, they might have changed their behaviour and acted differently 
because they were under evaluation. This phenomenon is called the Hawthorne 
effect (Glennerster and Takavarasha, 2013; Widerquist, 2018). The aim of 
the experiment, which was to improve employment, was announced publicly. 
Therefore, it is possible that the treatment group knew what the expectation 
was. For example, if they were thankful for being in this experiment and 
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wanted to promote basic income, they might have increased their job search 
effort. From the register data, we learned that the employment effect was 
eventually modest. The survey data might have been distorted by the same 
Hawthorne effect, and the survey itself might have affected their behaviour 
and responses. Interestingly, the in-depth interviews provided insight into the 
experiences of the basic income recipients; thus, we are able to gain some 
insight into how the participants felt that they were affected by the experiment. 

This experiment cannot provide evidence on general equilibrium effects 
or community effects. In addition, the two-year duration of the experiment 
was predetermined, and the participants were aware of this fact. After this 
experiment, we do not know what would happen in the labour market between 
employers and employees if the basic income was implemented in Finland. 
The number of participants was limited, and these participants were located 
around the country. The two-year duration does not allow the evaluation of the 
long-term effects of permanent implementation of basic income. 

Community effects have been emphasised in basic income literature 
(Widerquist, 2018). Regional experiments would have provided more infor-
mation about the effects of basic income on the local labour market and 
regional economy. When basic income is experimented or implemented in 
a community, there are also feedback effects. These feedback effects can 
either similarly affect or counteract the effects at the individual level. In the 
evaluation of this experiment, we analyse the effects of basic income at an 
individual level. 

Activation Model

Introducing the activation model in 2018 was a major policy reform during the 
experiment, and it affected the target group asymmetrically by increasing the 
conditionality of the unemployment benefits. This is not in accordance with 
the standard principles of field experiments. In addition, the activation model 
sparked a major public debate on conditionality and working while receiving 
an unemployment benefit. Basic income and conditional unemployment 
benefits are, to some extent, opposite social security models, although they 
both aimed to increase employment, particularly in the Finnish context. The 
activation model was abolished at the end of 2019.

According to the activation model, an unemployed individual had to either 
find employment for 18 hours in a three-month observation period, receive 
entrepreneurial income of at least €241, or participate for five days in a training 
course or other services offered by the employment offices. If the condition 
was not met, the unemployment benefit was cut by 4.65 percent for the next 
three months. The control group was affected by the activation condition if 
they received an unemployment benefit. In contrast, basic income remained 
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unconditional. Individuals receiving only a basic income did not have to meet 
the conditions, and the basic income was not cut. Some of the basic income 
recipients applied and received unemployment benefits, especially child and 
activation supplements. At the end of the first year of the experiment, the 
share of those in the control group who applied for unemployment benefit was 
about 63 percent, and in the treatment group the share was around 47 percent 
(Hämäläinen, Kanninen, Simanainen and Verho, 2019 and 2020). The activa-
tion model affected these participants and supplements.

The activation model might have affected the results in several ways, thus 
complicating the interpretation of the results. On the one hand, the possible 
employment effect of basic income would be reduced if the conditionality 
increased employment in the control group. On the other hand, the activation 
model encouraged participation in active labour market policy measures. 
Due to the lock-in effect, increased participation in these measures could also 
reduce the job search effort and employment of the control group. 

The employment effects of both the activation model and basic income 
were modest. The results showed that the employment of the control group did 
not increase above that of the treatment group (Hämäläinen et al., 2020), and 
the employment effect of the activation model on the unemployed receiving 
a basic unemployment benefit and labour market subsidy was small (Kyyrä et 
al., 2019). The survey was conducted in autumn 2018; thus, we cannot exclude 
the role of the activation model in those results. The treatment group knew that 
they were better off, which might have increased their well-being, whereas the 
activation model might have negatively affected the well-being of the control 
group.

LESSONS LEARNED

The Finnish basic income experiment showed that it is possible to plan, imple-
ment, and evaluate a nationwide randomised controlled trial. The randomised 
controlled trial, and especially this experiment, has some caveats because the 
setting was not ideal. The planning phase was substantial, but still, the time 
frame was limited. However, the experiment has several features accompanied 
by multiple datasets, which enable scientific evaluation. This experiment has 
already provided information on basic income that would have been impossi-
ble to obtain otherwise. 

The experiment was planned together with ministries and policymakers. 
Therefore, some choices were not based on scientific principles but were 
a compromise between practical and scientific arguments. Constitutional 
preconditions and budgetary constraints also needed to be considered. In 
Finland, this experiment was the first field experiment in which participation 
was obligatory. Therefore, many practicalities and legislative matters were 
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dealt with for the first time, as described in Chapter 4. Planning and conducting 
a field experiment entails public servants and policymakers having knowledge 
on experiments. 

In this book, we present a variety of sub-studies that evaluate the Finnish 
basic income experiment. This chapter aims to describe the process of scien-
tific evaluation, several data sources, as well as the strengths and weaknesses 
of the research design. Thus, the results presented can be interpreted from 
different perspectives.
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6. Basic income and employment 
Minna Ylikännö and Olli Kangas

INTRODUCTION

In the Finnish basic income experiment, the main interest was in its employ-
ment effects. The centre-right government of Prime Minister Juha Sipilä 
(2015–19) wanted to know whether the provision of basic income would 
reduce bureaucracy, income traps, and other disincentives linked to the 
present social security system (see Kangas and Pulkka, 2016; De Wispelaere 
et al., 2019; Chapter 2 above), thus boosting labour supply and increasing 
employment.

The target group of the experiment consisted only of unemployed jobseekers 
(see Chapter 3). This is not the first time that the unemployed are direct targets 
of measures to increase labour supply. Since the 1950s, elements of active 
labour market policies (ALMPs) have been gradually introduced in Finnish 
employment policies. Most social benefits given are intended to activate the 
benefit recipients in their job search. This policy paradigm culminated in the 
activation model implemented at the beginning of 2018.

The same government that implemented the two-year basic income exper-
iment introduced the activation model in the middle of the experiment. The 
activation model introduced a set of stricter criteria for all unemployed persons 
in Finland who were receiving unemployment benefits. Within a three-month 
surveillance period, unemployed jobseekers had to work for 18 days, take 
part in active labour market services for five days, or earn income from their 
own business to avoid a 4.65 percent cut in unemployment benefits during 
a three-month surveillance period.

Owing to massive criticism from citizens and trade unions, the newly-elected 
centre-left government, the Social Democratic Party, with leader Antti Rinne 
as Prime Minister, abolished the activation model at the beginning of 2020.1 
The emphasis of the government, now led by Prime Minister Sanna Marin, 
is more carrot than stick when promoting active citizenship. Considering the 
strong path dependence in policymaking, it is still unlikely that conditionality 
in the current unemployment benefit system would radically decrease.
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The path dependence was however broken, but only for two years in the 
Finnish basic income experiment. In the experiment, 2000 unemployed 
individuals were selected to receive unconditional income transfer of €560 
per month. This means that these 2000 people were free of screening, which 
effectively categorises people into deserving and undeserving – a process 
typical in today’s social security system and criticised by the proponents of 
basic income to be an unjust way of delivering social benefits. According to 
these proponents, citizens have a subjective right to decent livelihood in the 
form of basic income. They claim that basic income also boosts small-scale 
self-employment and other economic activities; thus, by giving protection 
against social risks, basic income boosts alternative activities beneficial for the 
functioning of the societies.

In this chapter, we discuss and analyse the relationship between basic income 
and employment. We ask whether basic income enhances employment and the 
re-employment possibilities, and measure them through self-assessments on 
work ability and confidence in finding new work. Work ability is a prerequisite 
for re-employment, and confidence in finding work is a subjective assessment 
of overall re-employment possibilities considering both labour supply and 
demand considerations.

We start with a short review of the theoretical discussion on the topic and 
discuss the results from previous basic income experiments. Thereafter, we 
will analyse findings from the Finnish basic income experiment. We briefly 
discuss the results of the register study (see also Hämäläinen et al., 2019, 
2020a, 2020b), after which we will focus on analysing the survey data col-
lected from the participants of the Finnish basic income experiment (for an 
outline of the data, see Chapter 5). In the final part of the chapter, we review 
the data analysis and its policy implications.

ENCOURAGEMENT TO WORK OR SEDUCTION TO 
LAZINESS?

When discussing basic income, questions around labour supply and incentives 
to work inevitably arise. Sceptics argue that unconditional social benefits 
eventually deteriorate work morale. This idea can be found in all activation 
policies targeted at the unemployed and those at risk of unemployment. On 
the other hand, advocates of basic income have more faith in humankind, with 
some placing their full trust in the goodness and wisdom of human beings. 
According to them, basic income not only frees people from low-quality jobs 
but also enables them to make (only good) choices in their lives that eventually 
increase well-being and life satisfaction.

As usual, the truth about human behaviour can be found somewhere in 
between these views. Unconditional income without expectations of any kind 
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of compensation – that is, labour in some form – could certainly encourage 
some to exploit the possibility of freeing themselves from work. However, 
studies on what drives people suggest that most human beings have a need to 
acquire more than what is needed for mere existence, beyond providing for 
their families and learning new skills (Lawrence and Nohria, 2001). Thus, 
free money that covers only the minimum standard of living would not satisfy 
those needs.

Of course, not all are lucky enough to have the capability to acquire more 
income or a higher status in society. Different segments of the population can, 
either occasionally or on a long-term basis, experience difficulties in finding 
work and earning a decent income in the labour market. The stricter the criteria 
for receiving social benefits, and the more barriers to employment, the higher 
the risk for an individual to be excluded from the labour market and – in the 
worst-case scenario – from society.

Automation and ‘robotisation’ is already starting to exclude those with less 
capabilities and an ever-increasing number of workforces from the labour 
market, adding to challenges faced in the labour market and, by extension, the 
social security systems. From this perspective, the results from basic income 
experiments such as the Finnish one should be of particular interest to policy 
makers and others involved in reforming current systems for social protection.

Employment Effects of Other Basic Income Experiments

Societal experiments are implemented in specific cultural contexts, and 
therefore each basic income experiment is unique with its own goals and 
purposes (Widerquist, 2013; Van Parijs and Vandeborght, 2017: 138–44; 
Standing, 2020: 87–199). In developing economies, these goals typically 
relate to poverty, health, education, overall social security, emancipation, and 
empowerment of girls and women (for example, Davala et al., 2015; Davala, 
2020). For example, the world’s largest basic income experiment in Kenya 
had been designed to study poverty alleviation and income distribution effects 
(Widerquist, 2013: 63–4).

In the Basic Income Grant project conducted in the region of Otjivero-Omitara 
of Namibia in 2007–09, the aim was to study whether basic income can reduce 
persistently high levels of income inequality (Haarman et al., 2020). Standing 
(2020: 91) summarises the results from the Namibian experiment as follows: 
‘Basic income resulted in improved health, nutrition, sanitation, schooling, and 
economic activity, with several indicators of strong emancipatory effect for 
women, disabled and minorities’.

It is one thing to carry out basic income experiments in poorer developing 
economies, where any social benefit introduced will eventually lead to better 
income and well-being. It is another thing to carry out such experiments in 

Olli Kangas, Signe Jauhiainen, Miska Simanainen, and Minna Ylikanno - 9781839104855
Downloaded from PubFactory at 09/12/2022 10:19:24AM

via free access



Experimenting with unconditional basic income58

modern economies with developed and often quite complicated social security 
systems, where any policy implication is difficult to predict. For example, if 
the motivation for the experiment is to increase employment (as it usually is), 
introducing a simple social benefit in a complex system may not make life 
for the recipients of social security any simpler or increase their incentives 
to accept work by reducing high effective marginal tax rates (see Chapter 2).

As in the Finnish basic income experiment, employment effects were of 
great interest in the negative income experiments implemented in the United 
States in the 1960s and the 1980s: the New Jersey experiment (running 1968 to 
1972), the Rural Income Maintenance Experiment (1970 to 1972), the Seattle–
Denver Income Maintenance trial (1970 to 1980), and the Gary Income 
Maintenance Experiment (1971 to 1974). Alongside employment effects, 
these voluntary experiments were also designed to study the completion of 
education, educational results, dissolution of marriages, and consumption 
patterns. With regard to employment, results from these experiments were 
mixed. Overall, labour supply decreased, with the decrease being more signif-
icant among women with children and younger adults. The explanation is that 
mothers stayed longer at home with their small children and youngsters stayed 
longer in school. (Widerquist, 2013).

Canada has experimented with basic income on two occasions. In 1974, the 
Manitoba provincial government introduced a social experiment called the 
Canadian Guaranteed Annual Income. Also in this experiment, the employ-
ment effects were of interest. The results of Hum and Simpson (1991, 1993, 
2001) and Prescott et al. (1986) showed a small decrease in working hours 
among benefit recipients. It is debatable, however, whether this was caused 
by the unconditional social benefit or the fact that the (voluntary) participants 
knew that the experiment was only temporary and would eventually end. 
Furthermore, Calnitsky (2016), based on a survey collected in the town of 
Dauphin in 1976, found that when compared with conventional social security 
with means-testing, the experimented annual income caused less stigma. 

In 2017, policymakers in Ontario in Canada decided to experiment with 
basic income among a few thousand recipients of Ontario Works, or Ontario 
Disability Support Program benefit recipients. They wanted to study the effects 
of poverty, inequality, and a complicated social security system. However, the 
experiment was cancelled in 2019 by the newly-elected provincial govern-
ment, which underlies the highly political nature of basic income.

In the Netherlands, a new model for delivering last-resort social assistance 
was investigated in order to determine whether decreasing conditionality in 
the social security system would end up increasing employment and overall 
activity of benefit recipients. In six Dutch cities, instead of delivering ‘money 
after distrust’, those in need for last resort financial aid were given ‘money 
for trust’, that is, unconditional social benefit comparable to basic income. At 
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the same time, a more dignifying way of treating these people in the public 
administration was investigated (Muffels and Gielens, 2019). 

Although the Dutch experiment was not a basic income experiment, the idea 
behind it was practically the same: to challenge the prevailing discourse that 
the stick works better than the carrot in creating incentives to supply labour, 
even amongst the most disadvantaged of the population. Its evaluation report, 
Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau (2019), criticized the Dutch politicians for 
being too strong in their belief in the power of sanctions to increase labour 
supply when they introduced the ‘crown jewel’ of the activation policies, the 
2015 participation law (participatiewet).

It is not that sanctions are never effective. For some unemployed jobseekers, 
imposed sanctions may be necessary to incentivise them towards the labour 
market. However, to accept work, one has to be fit enough to perform the 
tasks at work. According to the OECD (2020a: 41), one-third of those weakly 
attached to the labour market in Finland had health problems. In their cluster 
analysis, OECD (2020a: 46) found a group of unemployed living in rural areas 
with no recent work experience, and among them, 61 percent had health prob-
lems limiting their ability to work.

Hence, the question of activation cannot be approached only from the 
income transfer perspective. When trying to find the most effective measures 
for enhancing employment, we need to acknowledge that a number of the 
unemployed face multiple barriers to employment, including health problems, 
and lack of skills and recent work experience (OECD, 2020a). 

RESEARCH SETTING

In the Finnish basic income experiment, the main interest was in the employ-
ment effects of an unconditional social benefit. In the evaluation of the exper-
iment, based on administrative register data, the number of days at work was 
compared between the receivers of basic income (treatment group) and the 
control group. According to the results, the former committed more days at 
work during the experiment, but the difference compared with the controls was 
modest (Hämäläinen et al., 2019, 2020a, 2020b).

When the first results for the employment effects were published, a media 
and political debate broke out: ‘Disappointing results!’; ‘Last nail in the coffin 
of basic income!’; ‘The basic income experiment failed!’ Thus, for those who 
expected to see positive employment effects, the results indicated that basic 
income is not a proper solution when reforming social security systems. If 
the adherents of basic income were waiting for a landslide victory, they were 
disappointed, although the results were, in a sense, positive as well-being 
increased while employment neither increased nor decreased (Kangas et al., 
2020). 
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Although administrative registers have indisputable benefits for evaluating 
the effects of societal experiments, they are not able to tell the whole story of 
the people who participated in the experiment – their motivations, aspirations, 
and orientations in life. In this chapter, we go beyond register data and numbers 
of days at work. By utilising the survey data, we aim to provide a richer picture 
of the relationship between basic income and employment. When striving 
for evidence-based policymaking in reforming social security systems, we 
emphasise the need for multiple sets of data offering different viewpoints on 
experimented social policy models, such as basic income.

In the Finnish experiment, recipients of basic income were randomly 
selected from all unemployed jobseekers who received either basic unemploy-
ment allowance or labour market subsidy from the Social Insurance Institution 
of Finland (Kela) in November 2016. In the two years before the experiment, 
20 percent of them had been unemployed during the entire period from 
2015 to 2016 and 76 percent had been unemployed for more than one year 
(Hämäläinen et al., 2020b: 14). Thus, most probably at the beginning of the 
experiment, many of the recipients of basic unemployment benefits had one or 
more barriers to employment, including health conditions and reduced ability 
to work (for example, OECD, 2020a).

Research Questions, Variables Used and Methods

In this chapter, we ask whether basic income enhances employment and 
re-employment possibilities, which we measure using self-assessments on 
work ability and confidence in finding new work.

In the results section, we first describe those who found employment and 
those who did not find employment despite receiving basic income. We are 
also interested in how those employed found work. Thereafter, we continue to 
analyse the ability to work of those in the experiment and how it is connected 
to their employment. Finally, we analyse and compare self-ratings between the 
treatment and control groups on confidence in finding new work and how they 
relate to actual employment.

The dichotomous variable ‘employed’ pertains to those respondents who 
stated in the survey that they were either employees or self-employed. Out of 
all employed respondents, as many as 94 percent were employees and the rest 
were self-employed.

Work ability was measured by the following question: ‘Let’s assume that 
the top rating we can give your ability to work is 10. How would you rate your 
ability to work on a scale of 0 to 10, where zero is very poor ability to work 
and 10 is excellent ability to work?’ Confidence in finding employment was 
measured by the following question: ‘If you are currently unemployed or were 
to become unemployed, do you think that you would find work corresponding 
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to your qualifications and experience within 12 months?’ Respondents could 
answer ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘I do not know’. In the subsequent binary logistic regres-
sions, the third option is omitted.

Furthermore, for the regression analysis, we recoded the variable on ability 
to work into five categories instead of 11. In the first category, we combined 
the first three (0–2) categories of the original variable into one. Likewise, for 
the next four categories, we combined two categories of the original variable 
into one (3–4 = 2nd category; 5–6 = 3rd category; 7–8 = 4th category; and 
finally, 9–10 = 5th category). Occasionally, we refer to the original scale.

We start by describing how these variables and labour market statuses are 
distributed among basic income recipients (treatment group) and the control 
group. Thereafter, we run separate regression models, one for employment and 
one for confidence in finding employment. The independent variables included 
gender, age, level of education, family structure, and the degree of urbanisation 
of the municipality of residence. To visualise the connection between ability 
to work, the treatment (getting basic income), employment, and confidence 
in finding employment, we run general linear models and present estimated 
marginal means in two graphs. The estimated marginal means tell the mean 
response for each factor, adjusted for other background variables included in 
the model.

RESULTS 

According to the survey, 35 percent of the recipients of basic income reported 
having employment at the end of 2018 compared with 28 percent in the control 
group. These numbers are higher and the differences between the treatment 
and control groups slightly larger than in the register study (27 percent and 
25 percent, respectively) (Hämäläinen et al., 2019, 2020a, 2020b). While the 
survey only describes the cross-sectional situation at the end of the experiment, 
we do not know for how long the employed had been in employment during 
the experiment.

Of those who were employed by the end of the experiment, a vast majority 
(66 percent) were working full-time and the rest 34 percent were working 
part-time. In principle, part-time work is less common in Finland (15 percent) 
than the average of 17 percent in many other industrialised OECD countries 
(OECD, 2020b). Furthermore, part-time work in Finland is concentrated 
mainly in the retail and service sectors. With this in mind, the share of 
part-time workers is surprisingly high. 

For some, working part-time may be a preferable solution in their current 
life situation; for others, it is involuntary, indicating difficulties in getting work 
with full hours. Part-time work can facilitate the transition to an open labour 
market for those who have been outside the labour market, whether they have 
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been unemployed or taking care of the children at home. An underdeveloped 
part-time labour market may thus be a major barrier to employment. Indeed, 
when asked about it in the survey, as much as 67 percent of those working 
part-time expressed their wishes to get full-time work.

When asked about how the respondents had found work, contacts given 
by the public employment services (PES) available at the Employment and 
Economic Development Offices were the most common route to employ-
ment in the control group (28 percent), whereas this figure was lower in the 
treatment group. In the treatment group, the most common way back to the 
labour market was by making direct contact with the employer (32 percent 
of those who were employed). Nonetheless, PES remained an important way 
to find work for basic income receivers (20 percent), which emphasises the 
importance of well-functioning employment services for job seekers. In the 
Finnish experiment, recipients of basic income were not excluded from the 
PES, and quite a large share of them had registered themselves as clients at the 
Employment and Economic Development Offices (Hämäläinen et al., 2019, 
2020a, 2020b).

What Explains Employment?

There is a positive and significant association between basic income (treat-
ment) and employment (sig. = 0.007). In this respect, the results are in line 
with those from the register-based evaluation of the experiment. However, the 
association loses its statistical significance when controlling for gender, age, 
level of education, household structure, municipality of residence, and ability 
to work (Table 6.1). In Table 6.1, coefficients for treatment and for those back-
ground variables that got significance are presented.

According to the results, receiving basic income did not quite significantly 
contribute to finding employment; coefficients for municipality of residence 
were also found to be insignificant. On average, males have somewhat better 
possibilities of finding employment than women. Not surprisingly, education 
increases the probability of employment. The probability of employment 
among groups with only basic education compared with those with the highest 
educational attainment was less than 40 percent (exp(β) = 0.399). The coeffi-
cient of the size of the household is also significant in the model. The respond-
ents who lived alone had the lowest probability of being employed (exp(β) = 
0.459). Of those who belonged to the treatment group and were living alone, 
74 percent were without employment and 62 percent of them were men. 
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Table 6.1 Results of logistic regression for probability to be employed 
in the end of the experiment

Coefficient Sig. Exp(β)

Treatment 0.202 0.107 1.224

Woman –0.262 0.034 0.769

Age 0.018

25–35 0.535 0.015 1.707

36–45 0.198 0.385 1.219

46–55 0.497 0.026 1.644

55+ ref

Education 0.000

1 Basic –0.918 0.000 0.399

2 Vocational –0.281 0.094 0.755

3 High school –0.434 0.074 0.648

4 College –0.219 0.374 0.803

6 Applied university 0.091 0.670 1.095

7 University degree reference

Size of the household 0.000

1 person –0.779 0.000 0.459

2 persons –0.297 0.191 0.743

3 persons –0.078 0.747 0.925

4 persons 0.072 0.769 0.930

5+ persons reference

Ability to work 0.000

1 (in original scale 0–2) –2.751 0.000 0.064

2 (in original scale 3–4) –2.904 0.000 0.055

3 (in original scale 5–6) –1.454 0.000 0.234

4 (in original scale 7–8) –0.389 0.003 0.638

5 (in original scale 9–10) reference
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Condition for Employment is Ability to Work

In addition to proper skills and education, one important precondition for 
employment is the ability to work. Those who received basic income for two 
years rated their ability to work on average better than the control group. 45 
percent in the treatment group and 39 percent in the control group indicated in 
the original 0 to 10 scale that their ability to work is 9 or higher.

In the regression analysis, the ability to work significantly explains employ-
ment. In all categories of work ability, the probability of employment is 
significantly lower than in the reference category 5; that is, those who in the 
original scale evaluated their ability to work to be either 9 or 10. This is in line 
with the recent Faces of Joblessness report by the OECD (2020a), which states 
that health problems are one of the main barriers to employment in Finland. 
The report concludes that, ‘compared to other OECD countries, a large pro-
portion of Finland’s jobless report poor health as a barrier to employment’. 
In its report, the OECD suggests that, in particular, mental health problems 
of joblessness should be paid more attention when developing active labour 
market policies.

A closer look at the interaction between the treatment variable (receipt of 
basic income) and ability to work shows that for those who had low ability to 
work (lower than 4 points in the original scale), the treatment had no effect, 
whereas on higher levels we observe a positive association (Figure 6.1). The 
result indicates that, at least in the Finnish experiment, basic income made it 
easier for those who had better ability to work to find work. However, for those 
who suffered from physical or mental health problems (possibly associated 
with low skills, see Table 6.1), unconditional social benefit alone was not suf-
ficient to increase labour supply; in addition to decent level of income security, 
this group of unemployed individuals would need health, employment, and 
social services.

Our interpretation is that basic income is hardly more than another form of 
social transfer for those with cumulative social and health problems. These 
people do not benefit from the abolishment of all conditions in the income 
transfer system; they need affordable and accessible services designed with 
a multidisciplinary approach to help them find their way back to the labour 
market and live a more meaningful life.

Although most of the basic income recipients were unemployed at the end 
of the experiment, our findings indicate that re-employment possibilities were 
better for the treatment group than for the control group, who rated themselves 
lower in their ability to work. In the subsequent section, we take a look at 
respondents’ confidence in finding employment and how that confidence is 
related to a number of those background factors used in Table 6.1.
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Figure 6.1 Estimated marginal means for employment at the end of the 
experiment, treatment and ability to work
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Basic Income and Confidence in Re-employment

Even the most motivated unemployed jobseekers may find re-employment dif-
ficult due to various employment barriers such as lack of suitable jobs, health 
problems, or lack of sufficient occupational skills. The previously published 
results from the evaluation of the basic income experiment show that overall 
well-being at the end of the experiment was significantly higher among the 
basic income recipients than the controls (Kangas et al., 2019, 2020). We can 
reasonably assume that with better well-being and a higher ability to work, it is 
easier to be re-employed. Of course, better health or well-being do not comfort 
much if, after dozens of job applications, one is still unemployed. That said, 
the precondition for seeking employment is that the person in question still 
believes in her or his possibilities to be employed.

In the survey, we asked the respondents to evaluate their employment 
possibilities within the coming year if they were currently unemployed or if 
they would become unemployed from their current job. Not surprisingly, the 
employed respondents were more confident in finding work than unemployed 
respondents. Whereas 81 percent of the currently employed believed that they 
would find employment, if they now became unemployed, the corresponding 
share was 51 percent among the currently unemployed. Furthermore, basic 
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Table 6.2 Confidence in finding work corresponding to one’s 
qualifications and experience within 12 months. Logistic 
regression results

Coefficient Sig. Exp(β)

Treatment 0.466 0.001 1.593

Employed 0.904 0.000 2.469

Age 0.000

25–35 0.945 0.000 2.572

36–45 0.653 0.003 1.921

46–55 0.521 0.013 1.684

56+ reference

Ability to work .000

1 (in original scale 0–2) –1.950 0.000 0.142

2 (in original scale 3–4) –1.924 0.000 0.146

3 (in original scale 5–6) –1.174 0.000 0.306

4 (in original scale 7–8) –0.605 0.000 0.546

5 (in original scale 9–10) reference
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income recipients were significantly more confident in their re-employment 
opportunity than the control group (69 and 56 percent, respectively).

As shown in Table 6.2, treatment significantly explains confidence in finding 
work. The probability of believing in their possibilities in finding work was 
1.6 times higher (exp(β) = 1.593) among those who received basic income, 
compared with the controls. Consequently, the probability of believing in their 
possibilities in finding work was 2.5 times higher (exp(β) = 2.469) among 
those in employment, compared with the unemployed. Less surprisingly, age 
significantly decreases confidence in finding work as does lower work ability. 
Other background variables were not very significantly associated with the 
dependent variable.

As with work ability and employment, Figure 6.2 shows an interesting inter-
action between confidence in finding work and ability to work. This has an 
important bearing on the discussion in the division of labour between benefits 
in cash and benefits in kind in helping people to believe in their possibilities to 
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Figure 6.2 Estimated marginal means for confidence in finding 
employment, treatment and ability to work

Basic income and employment 67

find employment and thus attracting them back to the labour markets. When 
self-rated ability to work was low, there was no difference in confidence 
levels between the treatment and control groups, whereas among those who 
regarded their work ability as good or very good (values 7 to 10 in the original 
work ability scale), confidence in finding employment was higher among the 
treatment group. These results further emphasise the importance of health and 
rehabilitation services, not just for the unemployed but for every citizen.

Although the mechanisms behind employment and tackling barriers to employ-
ment are complicated, our results show that there is positive correlation between 
basic income, employment and confidence in finding work among those with 
better self-rated ability to work. In the survey, we also asked the respondents 
whether they had had an opportunity to do meaningful work or improve the 
material standard of living within the past two years; that is, during the basic 
income experiment (see also Chapter 10). Basic income recipients answered 
‘yes’ more often to both questions than those in the control group.

DISCUSSION

One key motivation behind basic income is that it is said to give possibilities 
for people to open new avenues in their lives and to switch careers. Since 
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basic income provides basic security and reduces economic risks, it is seen 
as a facilitator for starting new small-scale businesses by providing economic 
support during the formative years of the business and also minimising shame 
if the business fails (for example, Nooteboom, 2013: 213). 

Furthermore, proponents of basic income regard it as a social policy model 
for societies where wage labour or dependent employment disappears (Gilber 
et al., 2020). However, in that respect, our story is much about stability. Basic 
income contributed to some extent in finding employment, but many of those 
who were unemployed at the beginning of the experiment had the same status 
at the end of the experiment. We also did not find any dramatic differences 
in the employee or self-employed statuses between the treatment and control 
groups.

There are several reasons for this rather static picture. First, the target group 
of the experiment consisted of unemployed persons receiving flat-rate unem-
ployment benefits from the Social Insurance Institution of Finland, which 
means that many of them had an experience of lengthy unemployment spells. 
Second, the recipients of basic income knew from the very first payment 
of the benefit that the experiment would end after two years. Knowledge of 
the finality of the unconditional monthly payment inevitably affected their 
behaviour. Third, income transfers, which are provided in the form of basic 
income or in more traditional income maintenance systems, are not enough if 
an unemployed person faces multiple barriers to employment, including health 
problems. As shown above, while basic income had a positive association with 
employment among those unemployed who had better health, there was no 
such association among those who had low work ability.

Based on our results and the results presented in other chapters of this 
book, we can argue that freeing people from screening and the financial stress 
linked to the sanctioning of social benefits increases their well-being, therefore 
creating better conditions for learning new skills and acquiring jobs they are 
motivated to do (see also Kangas et al., 2020). This phenomenon is visible in 
the higher levels of confidence in finding employment among the treatment 
groups compared with the controls.

Unfortunately, the two-year experiment was not long enough to reliably 
observe the long-term effects on the employability of the recipients or employ-
ment effects of basic income more generally. Needless to say, receiving basic 
income does not suddenly give the recipients better education, better health, 
or remove other possible hindrances to employment. In a society with basic 
income, positive or negative changes in employment are conditional on the 
same factors that influence labour supply and demand in systems without basic 
income.

Furthermore, when health problems form a barrier to employment, as we 
have shown, the conditionality of a social benefit is not a relevant issue. To 
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enhance re-employment possibilities and further activation of citizens, services 
are needed. In Finland, the Employment and Economic Development Offices 
offer services to unemployed jobseekers, as well as municipal health and social 
services, and education services. The emphasis in these services is in the tran-
sition towards more intensified multidisciplinary work in a customer-oriented 
manner. Decent economic security is necessary, but is not a sufficient con-
dition for re-employment. Income transfers must be accompanied by a wide 
array of services to improve the employability of those who have multiple 
barriers to employment.
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7. Subjective health, well-being and 
cognitive capabilities 
Miska Simanainen and Annamari 
Tuulio-Henriksson 

INTRODUCTION

The existence of the relationship between poverty and poor health has been 
known for ages, although the actual mechanisms that connect poverty to 
health have not been well understood. A growing body of literature indicates 
that unemployment (which often goes hand in hand with poverty) can pose 
substantial health risks by negatively affecting, in particular, the mental health, 
psychological well-being and cognitive capabilities of those who experience it 
(for example, Acevedo et al., 2020; Wahrendorf et al., 2019; Wanberg, 2012; 
Pelzer et al., 2014; Van der Noordt et al., 2014; Kim and von dem Knesebeck, 
2016). Moreover, we know that the psychological, social and economic dimen-
sions of well-being are strongly interconnected. Unemployment usually leads 
to a lack of financial resources, and financial resources serve as an important 
determinant of well-being (Paul and Moser, 2009). Unemployment can also 
decrease life satisfaction and happiness by means other than income, such 
as reducing social participation (Kunze and Suppa, 2017). From a practical 
perspective, whether we can govern the complex relationship between poverty 
and well-being through a policy action is an important question.

Unconditional cash transfers (UCT) are one potential group of policy 
instruments for organising social security. UCTs are regular cash transfers 
that are paid without screening for eligibility and without income-testing or 
means-testing. Earlier studies have indicated that the introduction of a UCT 
policy could improve population health. For example, Forget (2011) reports 
positive results from a Canadian experiment with a guaranteed annual income. 
Another body of evidence suggests that UCTs may improve some health out-
comes in low and middle-income countries, although the relative effectiveness 
of UCTs and conditional cash transfer programmes (CCT) remains uncertain 
(for example, Costello et al., 2003; Davala et al., 2015; Pega et al., 2017).
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Assuming the findings from previous studies indicate a causal link between 
UCTs and better health and well-being, multiple causal mechanisms could be 
in play depending on the health outcomes measured. For example, increases 
in household disposable income could be a key explanation for behavioural 
changes that lead to positive health outcomes, e.g. via better nutrition or 
increased use of health services. On the other hand, the unconditional nature of 
UCT payments could potentially reduce income insecurity as reflected in dif-
ferent subjective measures of well-being, such as life satisfaction. Interestingly, 
in their observational study Zuelke et al. (2018) found that the negative 
impact of unemployment on depression risk could not be explained solely by 
differences in material and social resources. The result points to a potential 
association between benefit type (means-tested versus non-means-tested) and 
elevated depression risk.

There are only a limited number of empirical studies available covering the 
effects of UCTs on health and well-being in developed countries. However, in 
a recent review of studies on instruments similar to UTCs, Gibson et al. (2020) 
found UCTs could potentially positively affect mental health. In this chapter, 
we contribute to this mostly unexplored field of research by analysing the 
health outcomes of a survey study conducted during the Finnish basic income 
experiment (2017–18), a randomised field experiment with a particular UCT 
policy called basic income. In the experiment, 2000 unemployed individuals 
were paid €560 monthly for two years without income-testing or means-testing 
and almost without any screening for eligibility. We study how the treatment 
group (receiving basic income) differs from the control group (not receiving 
basic income) regarding their subjective health, mental distress, and cognitive 
capabilities in the end of the experiment. We also reflect on the findings of 
previous studies on UCTs and basic income and provide a basis for further 
research on the health outcomes of the Finnish basic income experiment.  

The structure of this chapter is as follows. First, we briefly discuss the 
concept of well-being and the motivation for our multidimensional approach. 
Second, we describe how the dimensions are operationalised in the survey 
questionnaire to measure well-being. Thereafter, we present the results and, 
in the final section, we summarise our findings and discuss their quality and 
relevance.

MULTIDIMENSIONALITY OF WELL-BEING

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), health is ‘a state of 
complete physical, mental, and social well-being and not merely the absence of 
disease or infirmity’ (WHO, 2001a). When we ask a person how they perceive 
their health, the answer represents their own point of view and particular life 
situation. Two individuals suffering from the same illness may give surpris-
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ingly different answers. For example, individuals with illnesses may evaluate 
their state of health as very good if they are receiving medical treatment and, as 
a result, are not facing any major decline in their level of performance.

Well-being is a highly multidimensional concept that can be approached 
from the point of view of clinical or subjective health, quality of life, or 
social and economic impact on living conditions, for example. For individ-
uals, self-actualisation, social interaction, happiness, and social capital are 
all important elements of well-being. Accordingly, the WHO defines mental 
health as ‘a state of well-being in which an individual realizes his or her own 
abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively, and 
is able to make a contribution to his or her community’ (WHO, 2001b).

During the last few decades, researchers have increasingly shown interest 
in the subjective dimensions of well-being (for example, Veenhoven, 2004; 
Layard, 2006). In addition to the objective living conditions and economic 
resources that individuals need when pursuing their personal goals, subjec-
tive perceptions of state of health and life satisfaction are more often being 
considered relevant indicators of well-being. Yet another line of research 
concentrates on health-related, social, psychological, and other capabilities of 
individuals as the core determinants of personal and societal well-being (for 
example, Sen, 1993).

In our study on the potential effects of the Finnish basic income experiment 
on health and well-being, we accept the multidimensionality of the concept of 
well-being and incorporate measures on different dimensions. We explore the 
potential impact of receiving UTCs on the subjective health, life satisfaction, 
mental distress, social isolation, and cognitive capabilities of the treatment 
group. To provide a comprehensive picture of the state of health of the par-
ticipants, we also investigate the use of health services and the existence of 
a self-reported, prolonged illness.

DATA AND METHODS

In the empirical analysis of our study, we utilise data from a telephone survey 
conducted during the Finnish basic income experiment. In the questionnaire, 
different dimensions of well-being chosen for the analysis, i.e. subjective 
health, life satisfaction, mental distress, social isolation, and cognitive capa-
bilities were operationalised with standard question patterns that have been 
used and validated in earlier studies (for more information on the survey, see 
Chapter 5). 

In the survey, subjective health was measured with the question, ‘How 
would you describe your health generally?’ Five response items were avail-
able: ‘very good’, ‘good’, ‘fair’, ‘poor’ and ‘very poor’. In addition, state 
of health was measured with a question about the existence of a long-term 
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illness, impairment, or mental health issue that complicates the daily life of the 
respondent. The existence and the level of impediment caused by the disease 
was evaluated with response categories ‘yes’, ‘very much so’, ‘yes, to some 
extent’ and ‘no’. We mapped the use of health services by separately asking 
the number of visits respondents made to a public health care nurse or physi-
cian, hospital physician, dentist, or other health care provider. 

General life satisfaction was evaluated on a scale from zero (‘extremely 
dissatisfied’) to ten (‘extremely satisfied’). This particular survey question has 
also been used in the European Social Survey (ESS, 2018).

Mental distress was evaluated using the five-item Mental Health Index 
(MHI-5) (Berwick et al., 1991). The index’s five distinct questions focus on 
respondents’ subjective mental state during the past month. The dimensions 
of mental well-being evaluated include nervousness, inability to cheer up, 
calmness, melancholy, and happiness. Subjective feelings were measured on 
a six-item scale: ‘all the time’, ‘most of the time’, ‘much of the time’, ‘some of 
the time’, ‘rarely’ and ‘not at all’.

The survey also included two distinct screening questions for depression. In 
the first, respondents were asked if, over the last 12 months, they had experi-
enced a period of at least two weeks during which they were predominantly 
sad, downcast or depressed. In the second, respondents was asked if they 
had experienced a period during which they predominantly lacked interest in 
most of the things that usually bring them enjoyment, such as hobbies, work 
or other. The evaluation was based on a dichotomous scale with values ‘yes’ 
or ‘no’. In previous studies, these questions were shown to reliably screen for 
clinical depression (Arroll et al., 2003).

Social aspects of well-being were surveyed by asking how often the 
respondents felt lonely (‘never’, ‘very rarely’, ‘sometimes’, ‘quite often’, ‘all 
the time’). The last dimension of well-being analysed in the study concerned 
the cognitive capabilities of the respondents. They were asked to describe their 
recent experiences with memory, concentration, and the ability to learn new 
things (cp. Troyer and Rich, 2002). The evaluation was based on a five-item 
scale with the values ‘very good’, ‘good’, ‘satisfactory’, ‘poor’, ‘very poor’ 
(and ‘cannot say’). 

We analysed the survey data by comparing the distributions and summary 
statistics of the responses of the treatment and control groups. The analysis 
of group differences was complemented by calculating appropriate tests of 
statistical significance (t-test and chi-squared test) and interpreted at 5% sig-
nificance level. To make the analysis more robust, a logistic regression model 
was estimated for the study variable on mental distress (MHI-5 index). The 
regression analysis was performed with two model specifications. The first 
model included treatment indicator, age and gender as explanatory variables, 
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while the second model also included indicators of employment status during 
the experiment and of respondents’ health. 

Employment status was inferred from the survey question ‘How did you 
find the jobs you have had since the beginning of 2017?’ If a respondent 
provided an answer to the question (‘responded to a job advertisement’, 
‘contacted an employer directly’, ‘received a referral from the employment 
office’) they were given a positive indicator value for being employed during 
the experiment. The interpretation of the positive indicator value is that the 
respondent had at least some work since the beginning of the experiment. 
Health status, on the other hand, was measured with the previously described 
study question, ‘Do you have a long-term illness, impairment, or mental health 
issue that complicates your daily life?’

In most cases, we report the results for different study variables as response 
distributions. Response categories were combined where relevant. In the tele-
phone interview, a ‘cannot say’ option was offered to respondents with each 
survey question. A relatively small number of respondents chose this answer, 
varying from 0.0 percent to 7.0 percent for the questions analysed here. It is 
not meaningful to include the ‘cannot say’ answers in the outcome variable 
on mental distress (MHI index) and so we have omitted them from the regres-
sions. The data were analysed with the R programming tool.

RESULTS

Health, Use of Health Services, and Life Satisfaction

In the treatment group, 58.5 percent evaluated their state of health as good 
or very good. In the control group, the proportion was 51.4 percent. Those 
who evaluated their health status as moderate constituted a relatively larger 
proportion in the control group (32.1 percent) than in the treatment group (27.9 
percent). In the treatment group, 13.4 percent considered their health poor or 
very poor compared with 16.0 percent in the control group. The differences 
between the groups were almost statistically significant, and the biggest dif-
ference in percentage points was observed among those who reported good or 
very good state of health (Table 7.1, A). 

Compared with the treatment group, a larger proportion of the control group 
reported having a disease, disability or mental disorder that caused hindrance 
to daily life (Table 7.1, B). In the treatment group, more than half did not report 
any disease, disability or mental disorder. 

Table 7.1 (C) also reports visits to health care services by the treatment 
and control groups. The differences between the groups are not statistically 
significant. Both in the treatment and control group, some 40 percent visited 
a nurse or public health care physician three or more times during the previous 
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two years. In both groups, over three quarters had visited a hospital physi-
cian or used other health services fewer than three times in the same period. 
Respectively, almost three quarters had visited a dentist no more than twice.

In addition to the subjective state of health and the use of health services, 
a measure of life satisfaction was included in the survey. The average value 
of life satisfaction on a scale from zero to ten was 7.3 for the treatment group 
and 6.8 for the control group (t-test, p<0.001). Approximately 1 percent of 
the treatment group were extremely dissatisfied with their lives, while in the 
control group, the proportion was about 2 percent. In the treatment group, over 
9 percent were extremely satisfied with their lives, compared with 7 percent in 
the control group. The difference between the group averages was statistically 
significant.

Mental Distress, Depressive Symptoms and Social Isolation

Table 7.2 reports the response distributions of separate questions (A.1–A.5) 
of the MHI-5 index that measures mental distress. Persons in the treatment 
group reported feeling sad and downcast less often than those in the control 
group (A.4). In addition, the treatment group reported a higher level of ability 
to cheer up than the control group (A.2). For other individual questions, we 
observed no statistically significant differences between the groups. In the 
treatment group, a greater proportion reported being happy most or all of the 
time than in the control group, although neither difference was statistically 
significant.

The MHI-5 index is formed by rescaling the sum of the five separate 
responses (from 5–30 to 0–100). A dichotomous measurement for clini-
cally significant mental distress was formed using a threshold of 52 points. 
Respondents who receive no more than 52 points are classified as having 
clinical mental distress. In the study, we classified persons in the treatment and 
control groups according to the criteria. Based on this measure, 17 percent of 
the treatment group and 24 percent of the control group suffered from clini-
cally significant mental distress (A.6). 

According to the responses to the screening questions for depression, about 
one third of the control group reported experiencing depression during the pre-
vious year that lasted at least two weeks. In the treatment group, the proportion 
was approximately one fifth. In addition, more than one third of the control 
group reported experiencing a period of at least two weeks during which their 
ability to enjoy or find interest in their usual pursuits declined significantly. In 
the treatment group, approximately one quarter reported similar experiences. 
(Table 7.2, B.1–B.2)

Social isolation provides yet another measure of well-being or, more cor-
rectly, a dimension of well-being that is both affected by other dimensions 
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Table 7.1 Response distributions of survey questions on (A) 
self-evaluated state of health; (B) existence and level of 
impediment of a disease, disability or mental disorder; and 
(C) usage of health services during the previous two years

Treatment group, 
N=586

Control group, 
N=1047

χ²-test, 
p-value

(A) State of health 0.051

    Very good 16.3% 11.4%

    Good 42.2% 40.0%

    Moderate 27.9% 32.1%

    Poor 9.5% 12.3%

    Very poor 3.9% 3.7%

    Cannot say 0.4% 0.3%

(B) Do you have a disease, disability or mental 
disorder that hinders daily life? 

0.026

    Yes, with significant hindrance 13.3% 14.9%

    Yes, with some hindrance 31.6% 37.5%

    No 55.1% 47.7%

(C.1) Visits to public health care nurse 0.070

    0–2 times 52.2% 51.6%

    ≥3 times 40.7% 43.4%

    Cannot say 7.1% 5.1%

(C.2) Visits to public health care physician 0.744

    0–2 times 56.8% 56.6%
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Treatment group, 
N=586

Control group, 
N=1047

χ²-test, 
p-value

    ≥3 times 38.7% 40.4%

    Cannot say 4.5% 3.0%

(C.3) Visits to hospital physician 0.616

    0–2 times 78.2% 76.9%

    ≥3 times 18.1% 21.1%

    Cannot say 3.7% 2.9%

(C.4) Visits to dentist 0.385

    0–2 times 72.8% 69.8%

    ≥3 times 25.3% 29.0%

    Cannot say 1.9% 1.2%

(C.5) Visits to other health care services 0.607

    0–2 times 72.9% 73.7%

    ≥3 times 22.9% 23.5%

    Cannot say 4.1% 2.9%
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of well-being (e.g. mental distress) and a contributing factor itself (the effect 
of loneliness on mental well-being) (for example, Beutel et al., 2017). The 
persons in the treatment group reported experiencing less loneliness than those 
in the control group. The difference was statistically significant (Table 7.2, C). 
However, in both groups, experiences of continuous loneliness were rare, and 
over half rarely or never experienced loneliness.

Memory, Learning and Ability to Concentrate

Cognitive capabilities may serve as important mediators of the impact of 
a UCTs on the well-being of individuals and on their ability to improve their 
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Table 7.2 Response distributions of survey questions on (A) mental 
distress (individual MHI-5 items and clinically significant 
mental distress); (B) experiences of depression and inability 
to enjoy or be interested in things during the previous year; 
and (C) experiences of loneliness

Treatment group, 
N=586

Control group, 
N=1047

χ²-test,
p-value

(A.1) I have been very nervous over the last 4 weeks 0.162

    All the time 1.8% 2.3%

    Most of the time 3.6% 6.1%

    Much of the time 7.5% 9.0%

    Some of the time 22.2% 25.0%

    Rarely 36.8% 34.9%

    Not at all 27.5% 22.1%

    Cannot say 0.5% 0.6%

(A.2) I felt so low that nothing could make me feel 
better over the last 4 weeks

0.003

    All the time 1.1% 0.9%

    Most of the time 1.9% 4.5%

    Much of the time 4.2% 5.9%

    Some of the time 12.2% 14.2%

    Rarely 19.1% 22.4%

    Not at all 60.4% 48.5%

    Cannot say 1.2% 1.5%

(A.3) I felt peaceful and calm over the last 4 weeks 0.161
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Treatment group, 
N=586

Control group, 
N=1047

χ²-test,
p-value

    All the time 13.4% 10.8%

    Most of the time 42.2% 40.6%

    Much of the time 16.2% 15.0%

    Some of the time 17.2% 17.4%

    Rarely 7.6% 11.4%

    Not at all 2.6% 4.2%

    Cannot say 0.8% 0.6%

(A.4) I felt sad and downcast over the last 4 weeks 0.003

    All the time 1.5% 2.9%

    Most of the time 3.4% 5.1%

    Much of the time 6.7% 7.5%

    Some of the time 15.2% 21.0%

    Rarely 28.2% 29.8%

    Not at all 42.7% 31.4%

    Cannot say 2.3% 2.3%

(A.5) I have been happy over the last 4 weeks 0.073

    All the time 14.3% 10.1%

    Most of the time 36.9% 33.7%

    Much of the time 16.5% 16.7%

    Some of the time 16.7% 20.2%
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Treatment group, 
N=586

Control group, 
N=1047

χ²-test,
p-value

    Rarely 10.4% 12.3%

    Not at all 3.6% 5.8%

    Cannot say 1.6% 1.2%

(A.6) Clinical mental distress (based on MHI-5) 16.5% 24.0% 0.001

(B.1) I have experienced depression <0.001

    Yes 22.3% 32.4%

    No 76.3% 65.0%

    Cannot say 1.5% 2.5%

(B.2) I have experienced an inability to enjoy <0.001

    Yes 24.4% 35.9%

    No 72.3% 62.4%

    Cannot say 3.3% 1.8%

(C) I experience loneliness 0.032

    Never or rarely 58.7% 51.3%

    Sometimes or pretty often 38.6% 44.2%

    All the time 2.3% 4.4%

    Cannot say 0.5% 0.1%
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personal living conditions. For example, Mullainathan and Shafir (2013) 
discuss the process of cognitive ‘bandwidth scarcity’, where lack of resources 
impedes sound decision-making and potentially results in negative health 
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outcomes. Earlier empirical case studies (Forget, 2011; Pega et al., 2017; 
Zuelke et al., 2018; Gibson et al., 2020) motivated us to ask if cognitive band-
width scarcity could be tackled, at least in part, with a UCT policy. CCTs and 
especially means-tested benefit schemes may cause confusion through poorly 
understood and complex eligibility and payment rules and welfare sanctions 
that potentially create new difficulties in the daily lives of benefit recipients. 
UCTs on the other hand, should provide foreseeable income security via 
regular, non-means-tested and non-tapered monthly payments.  

We found statistically significant differences between the treatment and 
control groups for all three self-evaluative survey questions concerning cog-
nitive capabilities (Table 7.3). The treatment group evaluated memory func-
tioning, learning new things, and ability to concentrate more positively than 
the control group. In both groups, less than 10 percent reported having poor or 
very poor capabilities. The results on cognitive capabilities are in line with the 
treatment group’s consistent outperformance of the control group on different 
dimensions of well-being.

Sensitivity of the Results: Unemployment and Mental Distress

A growing body of literature indicates that unemployment poses a substantial 
health risk to individuals by negatively affecting their mental health, psycho-
logical well-being, and cognitive capabilities (for more, see Acevedo et al., 
2020; Wanberg, 2012; Kim and von dem Knesebeck, 2016). Wahrendorf et al. 
(2019) conclude that adverse employment histories are associated with poor 
subsequent health functioning. A systematic review by Van der Noordt et al. 
(2014) demonstrates that employment is beneficial for health, particularly in 
terms of depression and general mental health. Moreover, Pelzer et al.’s (2014) 
findings suggest that depressive syndromes result from, rather than cause, 
unemployment. In general, unemployment is linked to decreased subjective 
well-being (Brown et al., 2003). 

We were motivated to control for employment status by the evidence of 
association and potential causal relationship between employment status 
and mental well-being shown in the above-mentioned studies. A register 
study showed only a slight employment effect in the Finnish experiment 
(Hämäläinen et al., 2020). However, the high non-response rate of the survey 
study raises doubts about the balance of the study groups regarding relevant 
covariates of mental health. To analyse the sensitivity of the presented results 
for potential over-representation of employed and healthier participants, we 
regress clinically significant mental distress over the treatment indicator and 
take employment and the existence of a long-term health impediment as addi-
tional controls. We assume that the existence of a long-term health impediment 
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Table 7.3 Response distributions of survey questions on memory 
functioning, ability to learn new things, and ability to 
concentrate

Treatment group, N=586 Control group, N=1047 χ²-test,
p-value

Memory 0.001

    Very good 22.0% 16.1%

    Good 48.8% 46.1%

    Satisfactory 21.9% 28.3%

    Poor 5.8% 7.7%

    Very poor 0.9% 1.8%

    Cannot say 0.6% 0.0%

Learning <0.001

    Very good 23.8% 16.7%

    Good 49.8% 46.2%

    Satisfactory 20.7% 27.1%

    Poor 4.2% 7.7%

    Very poor 0.5% 1.8%

    Cannot say 0.9% 0.4%

Ability to concentrate <0.001

    Very good 16.1% 10.3%

    Good 51.9% 47.4%

    Satisfactory 24.3% 29.6%
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Treatment group, N=586 Control group, N=1047 χ²-test,
p-value

    Poor 6.4% 9.4%

    Very poor 1.1% 3.2%

    Cannot say 0.1% 0.2%

Table 7.4 Regression results on clinically significant mental distress

Coefficient 
(basic income)

p-value Odds ratio

Clinically significant mental distress

    model 1 –0.47 0.0014 0.63

    model 2 –0.34 0.0297 0.71

Note: In model 1, explanatory variables include the treatment indicator (receiving basic income), 
age and gender. In model 2, the existence of a long-term disease and employment status are also 
controlled.
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is not affected by participation in the experiment. However, we consider the 
effect of the health status on subjective well-being plausible.

We tested the stability of the observed difference in mental distress between 
the treatment and control groups using two logistic regression models. The 
explanatory variables in the first model included the treatment indicator, age at 
the beginning of the experiment (age groups 25–34, 35–44 and 45–59 years). 
The second model also included the state of health (existence of a long-term 
disease) and employment (being employed during the experiment). In both 
models, a statistically significant coefficient was estimated for the treatment 
indicator (receiving basic income) (Table 7.4).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

In this article, we analysed the self-reported evaluations of participants in the 
Finnish basic income experiment regarding their state of health, use of health 
care services, mental distress, and cognitive capabilities. The treatment group 
receiving basic income reported higher life satisfaction, better health, less 
mental distress and depression, and stronger cognitive capabilities regarding 
memory, ability to learn new things, and ability to concentrate than the control 
group not receiving a basic income. Health and employment status were 
relevant explanatory factors for the difference in mental distress observed in 
the data. However, the difference between the treatment and control group 
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remained statistically significant even when employment status and health 
were controlled.

It seems possible that receiving basic income partially reduced the treatment 
group’s economic difficulties and feelings of insecurity caused by unemploy-
ment. As a result, this may have increased the mental well-being of the treat-
ment group relative to the control group. An improvement in the perceptions 
of economic security may have empowered the treatment group in coping with 
the challenges of daily lives and provided a better sense of direction in life. On 
the other hand, the analysis showed that employment was a relevant explan-
atory factor for the differences in mental distress between the groups. It is 
important to note that, in the experiment, basic income payments also worked 
as earnings supplements. Relatively greater mental well-being in the treatment 
group may have resulted from the additional economic resources the experi-
ment provided for those who found a job during the two-year follow-up period.

The results regarding health outcomes are in line with previous studies 
indicating a positive association between UCT reforms and better mental 
well-being, although most existing evidence comes from developing countries 
(for example, Ruckert et al., 2018). In addition to complementing the body of 
evidence on mental distress, our study provides new and interesting evidence 
on the association between receiving basic income and improved cognitive 
capabilities in the context of developed countries. Individuals’ cognitive 
capabilities play a vital role in present-day information societies. Scarcity of 
cognitive resources impedes sound decision-making, and this hindrance may 
have a negative effect on health outcomes (Mullainathan and Shafir, 2013). 
Policy actions that could potentially reduce bandwidth scarcity are worth 
further analysis and experimentation. 

From the Canadian MININCOME field experiment, Forget (2011) reports 
a reduction of 8.5 percent in the hospitalisation rate of treatment group relative 
to control group for accidents and injuries and mental health. Their study also 
found that treatment group’s contacts with physicians declined, especially 
for mental health. In their systematic review of UCT studies in low and 
middle-income countries Pega et al. (2017) found that UCTs did not increase 
the use of health services but did potentially improve some health outcomes. 
However, the evidence on the relative effectiveness of UCTs and CCTs 
remains very uncertain (Pega et al., 2017). 

In our analysis, the use of health services does not differ between the 
treatment and control groups, but the analysis of subjective health outcomes 
indicates a potentially positive effect of basic income. In order to find stronger 
evidence on the potential effects of the Finnish experiment on health behaviour 
and health outcomes, a register study covering all the subjects of the experi-
ment should be conducted.
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It is worth noting that, based on survey data, both the treatment and the 
control groups used health care services quite rarely. Similarly, a register study 
by Lappalainen et al. (2018) found that long-term unemployed individuals use 
health care services infrequently. The result is societally relevant considering 
that some half of the individuals in the target group had a prolonged disease 
causing hindrance in their daily lives. 

This study has several limitations that need to be taken into account when 
interpreting the results. First, the definition of well-being we use concentrates 
mostly on psychological aspects, ignoring social and economic dimensions. 
We did, however, control for employment status in our analysis of mental 
distress. The results of the modelling exercise verified the relevance of 
employment in explaining mental well-being. On the other hand, even when 
employment was controlled, a positive association between participation in 
a UCT experiment and mental well-being was observed.

Second, the data used in the analysis included answers from only 31 percent 
of participants that were contacted. In the sample of the control group, the 
response rate was roughly 20 percent. Low and unbalanced response rates 
raise possibilities of selection bias in the comparisons. We have tried to correct 
for the possible unrepresentativeness of the samples by weighing the data. 
However, the results should still be evaluated with caution, and we should 
avoid any causal conclusions. It is possible that our results indicating higher 
levels of psychological well-being in the treatment group can be explained by 
differences between the groups that could not be controlled in the analysis. 
Here again, a further register study on the Finnish experiment is essential for 
filling in the knowledge gaps.

In sum, the participants in the basic income experiment receiving a UCT 
seemed to feel mentally better than those who remained in the existing 
tax-benefit framework. The treatment group reported less mental distress, 
depression, downcast, or loneliness than the control group. In addition, the 
treatment group experienced higher level cognitive capabilities than the 
control group. The differences were consistently observed when comparing 
the response distributions of the groups on several different survey measures. 
The evidence suggests that a UCT policy could help improve beneficiaries’ 
mental well-being, possibly by providing a greater control over their lives 
in and out of work. Looking ahead, further research on the health outcomes 
of the Finnish experiment, utilising both administrative registers and survey 
data, will deepen our understanding of the potential of a UCT programme for 
improving health outcomes. It will also, we hope, shed light on the complex 
mechanisms that connect UCTs to the health and well-being of the beneficiar-
ies in a developed welfare state.
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8. Financial well-being in basic income 
experiment
Maarit Lassander and Signe Jauhiainen

INTRODUCTION

The potential impact of income distribution on different aspects of well-being 
is a timely issue to consider when discussing the future of social policies in 
many European countries (Senik, 2009; Jakab, 2012; Blomgren et al., 2017) 
and current hardships facing these societies (Ståhl and MacEachen, 2020). 
Our aim in this chapter is to discuss how basic income is related to financial 
well-being. Basic income is often assumed to increase people’s sense of 
security, intrinsic motivation, and empowerment when their monthly income 
is guaranteed, which in turn can affect various well-being outcomes (Forget, 
2011). 

Understanding the mechanisms and different aspects of financial well-being 
has also become increasingly important in societies where socially provided 
financial safety nets are lacking and where personal financial planning is 
needed, even in traditional welfare states (Smith, 2015). The burden of mental 
and physical ill-health lies on a significant percentage of population and the 
social costs of health inequities are rising (Jakab, 2012; Marmot et al., 2012). 
Income is considered the most important social determinant of health, and 
income inequality is associated with lower well-being, but the specific models 
of income distribution have been difficult to assess (Ngamaba et al., 2018). 
Financial problems at the individual level are reflected in communities in 
terms of safety and collective well-being (Layard et al., 2008). Basic income 
has been proposed to foster more cooperative, less competitive, interconnec-
tions within societies. These societies would be based on trusting and coopera-
tive relationships, offering an antidote to increasing inequalities (Mays, 2019). 

Better personal financial management can reduce credit risk and increase 
financial stability and employment productivity (Diener, 2000). Financial 
well-being has also been linked to individual experience of well-being (Van 
Praag et al., 2003; Kahn and Pearlin, 2006), whereas long-term indebtedness 
has been linked to depressive symptoms (Hojman et al., 2016) and the likeli-
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hood of early retirement (Blomgren et al., 2017). Stress caused by financial 
instability affects not only individuals but also families and communities, for 
example through decreasing labour productivity and increasing physical health 
problems (Kim and Garman, 2003). 

A well-established theoretical framework for understanding financial 
well-being springs from Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs, which separates 
short-term acute needs (food and housing) from longer-term security enhanc-
ing needs (saving for retirement, investing in the family’s future) (Xiao and 
Noring, 1994). This separation of needs is still useful, as it facilitates under-
standing of how financial difficulties can detract from considering long-term, 
more advanced goals. On the other hand, Maslow’s hierarchy has been chal-
lenged in situations where individual values and priorities affect the order of 
hierarchical needs (Kenrick et al., 2010). In addition, not all approaches to 
financial well-being are needs-based. For example, standard of living surveys 
(Johansson, 1973) emphasise resources that add to material well-being. 
Measurement of well-being has involved two influential traditions (Diener and 
Biswas-Diener, 2002) that have focused on either: (1) objective well-being, 
i.e. resources enabling individuals to pursue their personal goals, e.g. access 
to housing, clean water, education, or reasonable income (Sen, 1993), and (2) 
the subjective experience of fulfilling one’s needs (Erikson, 1993). A third 
perspective has been advocated by Sen (1993), who emphasised the role of 
basic capabilities and functioning, varying from good health to self-respect and 
social integration, as the basis of well-being.

Another theory that has been supported and replicated across numerous 
studies proposes that raising the income of all does not increase the happiness 
of all (Easterlin, 1995), and that men on low income seem to benefit most 
from an income increase (Zyphur et al., 2015). A third approach to financial 
well-being involves engaging with eight dimensions of wellness identified by 
Swarbrick and Yudof (2015), one of which is financial well-being specifically. 
The model used in that approach is based on the concept of physical and psy-
chological wellness of individuals. 

As discussed earlier, in Chapters 3 and 5, the Finnish basic income exper-
iment was a randomised controlled trial (RCT) that has the potential to offer 
some indications of connections between intervention and measured variables, 
even if further research is needed to draw conclusions. To the best of our 
knowledge, the Finnish basic income experiment was the first national exper-
iment with obligatory participation, which enables exploring the relationship 
between basic income and subjective financial well-being (SFWB). This study 
offers promising findings and motivates further research endeavours. 

In this chapter, we discuss the following questions in relation to the Finnish 
basic income experiment: 
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1 How are unemployment and SFWB related?
2 How did the receivers of basic income and the control group differ in their 
experience of SFWB?

In this chapter, we review previous literature on SFWB to provide an over-
view and we discuss how SFWB and basic income are related. Our empirical 
analysis focuses on Research Question 2. We analyse the difference in the 
experienced financial situation and subjective financial well-being between 
treatment and control groups. These indicators were measured in a survey 
conducted in autumn 2018. The survey data are described in more detail in 
Chapter 5. Owing to the low response rate and possible non-response bias, the 
data were re-weighed. The treatment and control groups in this chapter refer to 
those individuals in these groups who responded to the survey. In this chapter, 
we also utilise data derived from the administrative register of the Social 
Insurance Institution of Finland (Kela). This register contains information on 
receiving social assistance, which is an indicator of both low income and of 
having no savings. An individual is defined as a social assistance recipient if 
he or she is a member of a household that has received social assistance at least 
once during 2018.

Our results indicate that basic income may be related to subjective financial 
well-being and a person’s experienced financial situation. However, we also 
acknowledge the potential psychological effect of being included in an exper-
iment that attracted positive media attention (further discussed in Chapter 5). 
Nevertheless, our findings are in line with the results from the Canadian basic 
income experiment (e.g. Forget, 2011, 2013). 

The structure of this chapter is as follows. We begin by defining the concept 
of SFWB, proceed to review previous relevant research, and discuss the finan-
cial well-being of the unemployed. We then analyse the experienced financial 
situation in treatment and control groups. We show the results of the SFWB 
indicators in treatment and control groups and validate the results in a regres-
sion analysis. Finally, we conclude and discuss our findings. 

DEFINING FINANCIAL WELL-BEING 

The measurement of subjective financial well-being (SFWB) reflects the 
development of subjective versus objective measures in the well-being litera-
ture. In recent decades, psychologists, economists, and social scientists have 
all become increasingly interested in subjective dimensions of well-being 
(SWB) (e.g. Veenhoven, 2002; Keyes, 2006; Layard et al., 2008). As the 
relationality of perceived well-being seems to be better captured with subjec-
tive measures, these measures have been gaining ground (Veenhoven, 2002; 
Keyes, 2006; Cooke et al., 2016), while it is still understood that certain basic 
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levels of objective well-being (e.g. food and shelter) are necessary for SWB 
(Maslow, 1943; Sen, 1993; Diener and Biswas-Diener, 2002). Health status 
has been found to be strongly related to subjective well-being when examined 
using multidimensional measures in developed countries (WHO, 2008). 

Some definitions of financial well-being utilise both objective and subjec-
tive indicators, and some focus on either objective or subjective well-being 
(Brüggen et al., 2017). Objective indicators provide information about the 
situation and subjective indicators measure an individual’s evaluation of 
a situation. Self-reported evaluation is crucial when considering outcomes. 
Arber et al. (2014) demonstrated in a longitudinal study that SFWB mediates 
income-related health outcomes. Chou et al. (2016) proposed that SFWB 
is linked to physical pain mediated through a sense of control. Subjective 
measures enable individuals to evaluate the experience of their own finan-
cial situation through both cognitive and affective reactions (Diener, 1984). 
Subjective measures are also better equipped to examine non-financial effects 
(e.g. societal attitudes toward wealth). Individuals facing a similar financial 
situation can experience it in very different ways, depending on expectations, 
environment, social status, and opportunities. The need for financial security 
in any particular life stage and the ability to live with uncertainty are also note-
worthy factors in relation to experienced well-being (Kim and Garman, 2003; 
Malone et al., 2010), and basic income may strengthen resilience in the face of 
adverse life events (Haagh, 2019). 

There are a few definitions of financial well-being that have been proposed 
over the past decade. Brüggen et al. (2017) define financial well-being as the 
perception of being able to sustain current and anticipated desired living 
standards and financial freedom. A similar definition has been introduced by 
Netemeyer et al. (2018), dividing financial well-being in (1) a manageable 
level of stress over current finances, and (2) a sense of security about achieving 
future financial goals. Zyphur et al. (2015) conclude that financial well-being 
includes subjective financial stress, financial manageability, and future pros-
pects. Chou et al. (2016) refer to financial well-being as involving experienced 
economic security in the present and in the foreseeable future. Based on these 
definitions, a consensus seems to exist that financial well-being can be defined 
by the subjective evaluation of (1) present financial situation (stress and man-
ageability), and (2) future expectations. These notions appear to be linked to 
the discussion that has arisen around subjective well-being and the capabilities 
approach, focusing on the basic capabilities needed for living a reasonable life 
(Sen, 1993).

SFWB is influenced by demographic factors (age, gender, family structure 
and level of education) (Joo and Grable, 2004; Malone et al., 2010). Other 
factors to be noted are financial awareness and capability (Shim et al., 2009; 
Vosloo et al., 2014), financial attitudes (Norvilitis et al., 2003), personal traits 
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and values (Gutter and Copur, 2011), and financial behaviour (Joo and Grable, 
2004; Shim et al., 2009). Societal factors that can have an impact include the 
labour market situation, inflation, and interest rates (O’Neill et al., 2005). 
Personal and professional peer groups can also affect how individuals perceive 
their situation compared with others (Ferrer-i-Carbonell, 2005; Dolan et al., 
2008). If the experience of financial well-being cannot be reduced to objective 
indicators (income level) or behavioural modes (financial management), we 
are then faced with the question of what should be measured.

SFWB among the Unemployed 

The Finnish basic income experiment participants were long-term unemployed. 
Unemployment affects not only access to income but also mental health (Paul 
and Moser, 2009). Unemployment decreases life satisfaction and happiness 
(e.g., Winkelmann and Winkelmann, 1998; Lucas et al., 2004; Layard et al., 
2008; Winkelmann, 2009) and several dimensions of well-being (e.g., Goul 
Andersen, 2002; Paul and Moser, 2009; Kunze and Suppa, 2017). It seems that 
the longer unemployment lasts, the more it affects well-being in terms of life 
satisfaction and psychological distress, and the effects may be permanent even 
if the individual in question is eventually employed (Goul Andersen, 2002; 
Knabe et al., 2010). Long-term unemployment also leads to a reduced like-
lihood of employment over time and adds to the disadvantages of vulnerable 
social groups. The risk of long-term unemployment is higher for low-skilled 
persons and occupations, single parents, migrants, and disabled persons. It 
has also been shown that women, older people, and permanently employed 
persons are more affected by long-term unemployment (Heidenreich, 2015). 

SWB is highly sensitive to the effects of unemployment, leading to sig-
nificant reduction (Brown et al., 2003), but there is no comparable evidence 
on SFWB. However, it is known that unemployment can severely decrease 
self-efficacy and effective decision-making as well as increase vulnerability 
to stress. In addition, the effect of income on well-being is greater at lower 
levels of income (Van Praag et al., 2003; Layard et al., 2008). Therefore, it is 
of paramount importance to find solutions that can enhance the SFWB of the 
unemployed, not only to promote better mental and physical health but also to 
increase the likelihood of meaningful employment in the future. 

RESULTS

Experienced Financial Situation

In our survey, basic income recipients and members of the control group were 
asked how they experienced their household’s income nowadays. The given 
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alternatives were: (1) living comfortably, (2) coping, (3) finding it difficult, 
and (4) finding it very difficult on present income. The question was phrased 
similarly to that in the European Social Survey (ESS) to enable comparison 
with a representative sample. The outcomes and comparative data are pre-
sented in Table 8.1. 

The basic income recipients experienced their financial situation as better 
than those in the control group when the whole sample was analysed. Of the 
basic income recipients, 13 percent felt that they were living comfortably and 
47 percent felt that they were coping. Of the control group, 8 percent felt that 
they were living comfortably and 44 percent felt that they were coping. A total 
of 40 percent of the basic income recipients had some level of difficulty getting 
by compared with 48 percent among the control group members. 

In the linked data, we were able to analyse two sub-groups according to 
their receipt of social assistance. It was necessary to examine these two groups 
separately since the proportion of social assistance recipients was smaller in 
the treatment group (29 percent) than in the control group (43 percent). Social 
assistance recipients encounter financial difficulties more often than those who 
do not receive social assistance. A significant difference between the basic 
income recipients and those in the control group was observed in the sub-group 
not receiving social assistance. The difference between the treatment and 
control groups was very small when social assistance recipients were com-
pared. In fact, the basic income recipients seemed to evaluate their financial 
situation as very difficult slightly more often than those in the control group. 
The proportion of those who stated that, on their income, life was difficult or 
very difficult was nearly the same. 

Comparative data from the Finnish sample of the ESS are presented in Table 
8.1. In the ESS data, financial difficulties were reported as less frequent than 
in our survey data. The financial situation of the basic income recipients and 
those in the control group resembled the situation of the unemployed looking 
for jobs. 

Measuring SFWB in the Basic Income Experiment 

In line with the definitions of SFWB discussed, we examined the subjective 
experience of financial stress, the current financial management, evaluation 
of the capability to make rational financial decisions (financial freedom), and 
preparedness in terms of financial emergency funds (securing future). These 
measures are loosely based on the Swarbrick and Yudof (2015) dimension 
of financial wellness. Little is known concerning the effects of basic income 
on SWB in relation to public health, even if such effects might be considered 
potentially more consistent than labour market effects (Gibson et al., 2020). 
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Table 8.1 Proportions of self-reported feeling about household’s 
income nowadays

Social 
assistance

Living 
comfortably

(%)

Coping
(%)

Finding it 
difficult

(%)

Finding it very 
difficult 

(%)

Treatment group 13 47 28 12

Control group 8 44 32 15

n = 1614  

Treatment group Yes 6 34 34 26

Control group Yes 5 33 41 21

Treatment group No 16 53 25 7

Control group No 11 52 27 10

n = 1524

ESS 2018

All 29 59 9 3

Paid work 34 58 7 1

Unemployed, 
looking for job

17 45 25 14

Unemployed, not 
looking for job

12 34 23 32

Financial well-being in basic income experiment 95

There is some evidence of the effects of basic income on subjective well-being. 
The data analysed 30 years after collection showed that basic income had sig-
nificant effects on the use of mental health services and accident-related health 
visits, which decreased by 10 percent (Forget, 2011, 2013). In an unconditional 
cash transfer experiment in Malawi, schoolgirls were 38 percent less likely 
to experience psychological distress than those in the control group (Baird 
et al., 2011). Studies from sub-Saharan Africa also point to some moderately 
positive health and quality of life outcomes (Owusu-Addo et al., 2018), with 
an ongoing experiment in Kenya currently being reviewed to assess the effects 
of basic income on depression. These findings have yet to be replicated, and 
there are no similar studies available on the effects of basic income on SFWB. 
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Table 8.2 Response proportions of subjective financial well-being 
(SFWB) in the treatment and control groups

Group Never
(%)

Rarely
(%)

Sometimes
(%)

Always
(%)

χ2-test, 
p-value

I have financial worries. Treatment 14 13 47 26 0.011

Control 11 13 41 34

My financial situation is 
under control and I can pay 
my bills on time.

Treatment 1 6 20 72 0.000

Control 4 12 25 59

I can make reasonable 
financial decisions.

Treatment 20 24 35 21 0.059 

Control 23 29 30 18

I have an emergency fund. Treatment 41 13 18 27 0.006

Control 47 16 17 20

Experimenting with unconditional basic income96

This is in an unchartered territory of research, which is likely to become of 
increasing interest. 

The findings concerning SFWB obtained from the Finnish basic income 
experiment are presented in Table 8.2. Most respondents were at least occa-
sionally stressed over finances. This was unsurprising, considering that the 
participants were mainly receiving a low income. 

When comparing the basic income recipients and the control group, we 
noticed that in terms of financial stress, the basic income recipients seemed 
to be significantly less stressed by financial matters, but the differences were 
small (after combining the sometimes/always response categories for the 
basic income group (73 percent) and the control group (75 percent)). Among 
the basic income recipients, 26 percent reported being always worried about 
financial matters, whereas, among the control group, the figure was 34 percent. 
Many respondents in both groups (47 percent of the basic income recipients 
and 41 percent of the control group) were sometimes worried about financial 
matters. A total of 14 percent of the basic income recipients were never 
worried about financial matters compared with 11 percent of the control group. 

Financial distress/stress has been contrasted with SFWB in some studies, but 
it is worth noting that it is a far more specific concept. Financial stress refers 
to the current situation where an individual finds it difficult to meet external 
financial expectations (Kim and Garman, 2003). The subjective experience of 
financial stress is strongly associated with many health problems (Arber et al., 
2014), and financial difficulties cause more stress than many other everyday 
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problems (Kahn and Pearlin, 2006). The outcomes of stress include problems 
in executive functioning and attention disorders, which can negatively affect 
financial decision-making and planning (O’Neill et al., 2005). Long-term 
stress can also increase reactivity to other stressors in life, magnifying the 
effects of, for example, divorce or relationship problems and lead to further 
negative financial outcomes (Kim and Garman, 2003). Long-term stress also 
affects the formation of memories, and – especially in older age groups – 
memory difficulties are common when the lifetime stress burden is high (Kahn 
and Pearlin, 2006). 

Financial behaviour is regarded as comprising a group of behaviours that 
have a direct effect on a person’s financial situation, and which can be eval-
uated using either objective or subjective measures. Examples of the relevant 
kinds of behaviours are paying bills, saving, investing, budget management, 
spending, and debt management. Financial management can be measured in 
terms of whether a respondent feels he or she has the possibility of engaging 
in positive financial behaviour (e.g. paying bills by the due date). After com-
paring the basic income recipients to the control group recipients, we noticed 
that the basic income recipients seemed more capable of paying their bills 
on time and more in control of their finances, but again the differences were 
small when the sometimes/always categories were combined (the basic income 
group 92 percent and 84 percent for control group. A majority (72 percent) 
of the basic income recipients felt that they were always in control of their 
finances compared with 59 percent of the control group, whereas 7 percent of 
the basic income recipients and 16 percent of the control group felt they lacked 
control of their finances.

Financial management is associated with financial capability and financial 
behaviour. Financial capability (Vosloo et al., 2014) refers to an individual’s 
ability to manage daily finances and enhance financial security. SFWB may 
increase the experience of capability and vice versa. Certain financial behav-
iours (e.g. paying bills, saving, investing, and budget management) can be 
either positive and stabilising, or negative and risk inducing. Interventions that 
target financial well-being often aim to make a positive change in some form 
of financial behaviour. Behaviour is also tied to a context, and the same behav-
iour in different contexts has different meanings. Researchers have debated the 
importance of financial literacy and basic financial skills, and how these skills 
are transmitted through parental and formal education. It is no doubt important 
that certain basic skills are developed, even if it is unclear how much they 
affect financial behaviour (Willis, 2011). 

Financial management concerns the experience of control and the potential 
to engage in positive financial behaviour (paying bills on time). When compar-
ing the treatment group to the control group, we found that the basic income 
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recipients were more often able to pay their bills on time and more frequently 
believed that their financial situation was under control. 

Financial freedom refers to individual possibilities to make reasonably inde-
pendent financial decisions that are not coerced or that cause an unreasonable 
amount of stress (Brüggen et al., 2017). We asked respondents about their 
ability to make financially rational decisions, and the responses showed the 
least differences between the study groups, with 21 percent of the basic income 
recipients indicating that felt they had that ability compared with 18 percent of 
the control group.  

In line with other measures of SFWB, a greater number of the basic income 
recipients (27 percent) felt that they had a financial backup (i.e. a financial 
emergency fund) than those in the control group (21 percent). It is also worth 
noting that over 40 percent in both groups felt that they never had any financial 
backup. 

These findings accord with reported Finnish trends concerning savings, 
which show a considerable decrease in the last ten years (for details, please see 
the statistics from the Bank of Finland, 2008–18). Financial backup requires 
the opportunity to save, so that acute and unexpected costs can be covered. 
The size of any backup was not determined as the question aimed to measure 
preparedness for the future in general. 

Measures of SFWB in Regression Analysis

The basic income recipients’ income might have been higher than that of 
the control group although the data are re-weighted. Therefore, previously 
observed differences in SFWB might have been due to such income differ-
ences. In addition, SFWB is related to the financial situation of the whole 
household and includes the income and expenses of all household members. 
The relationship of basic income and SFWB was analysed in a regression 
analysis in which possible differences in income were controlled for. The 
categorical alternatives of SFWB were recoded into a dummy variable. The 
alternative ‘always’ was coded as 1 and the other alternatives as 0. The survey 
data and register data were linked, and thus, we were able to utilise the receipt 
of social assistance in 2018 as an additional control variable. The receipt of 
social assistance was indicative of low household income and no savings. The 
coefficients for the receipt of basic income and its statistical significance in 
relation to SFWB are reported in Table 8.3.

The results are consistent with previous descriptive findings. The receipt of 
basic income was negatively related to having financial worries and positively 
related to financial management, financial freedom, and having an emergency 
fund. The coefficients in relation to having financial concerns, engaging in 

Olli Kangas, Signe Jauhiainen, Miska Simanainen, and Minna Ylikanno - 9781839104855
Downloaded from PubFactory at 09/12/2022 10:19:24AM

via free access



Table 8.3 Regression analysis results on subjective financial well-being 
(SFWB)

Coefficient 
Basic income

p-value

I have financial worries. –0.066 0.014 *

My financial situation is under control 
and I can pay my bills on time.

0.108 0.000 ***

I can make reasonable financial 
decisions.

0.032 0.174

I have an emergency fund. 0.063 0.009 **

Note: Explanatory variables: treatment indicator (receiving basic income) and social assistance.
Statistical significance: *p-value < 0.05, **p-value < 0.01, ***p-value < 0.001

Financial well-being in basic income experiment 99

financial management, and having an emergency fund were also statistically 
significant when the receipt of social assistance was controlled for. 

CONCLUSIONS

This chapter adds to the ongoing discussion on basic income (e.g. Van Parijs 
and Vanderborght, 2017) in proposing that examining the labour implications 
and cost-effectiveness of basic income from a productivity standpoint paints 
an incomplete picture. Other elements involved in income distribution that 
have significant influencing potential need to be considered to improve the 
well-being of those involved and their capacity to take part in and function 
in society as valued members. In other words, a combined perspective is 
needed that links SFWB and objective financial well-being, psychology, and 
economics, to widen the perspective on what is required for an effective, 
health-promoting life. The results presented provide a multidisciplinary 
account of how basic income can affect SFWB that is likely to be of value 
when used in making policy recommendations.

The basic income experiment and survey study aimed to examine whether 
a basic income had a specifically determinable effect on recipients’ SFWB. 
We found that in all aspects of SFWB, the basic income recipients reported 
a higher SFWB and a better financial situation than those in the control group, 
but that in terms of stress and financial management, the differences were 
more subtle. When the receipt of social assistance was controlled for, the basic 
income recipients reported being less often worried, having better financial 
management, and being more often in possession of financial backup. The 
amount received in relation to basic income and the unemployment benefit 
was the same; however, the basic income recipients may have had a slightly 
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higher income. The register data showed that the basic income recipients were 
employed on average just a few days more than those in the control group 
(Hämäläinen et al., 2020) and that the survey respondents in the treatment 
group received less social assistance (previously in this chapter). It is impor-
tant to note that the benefit level did not change for the basic income experi-
ment participants; they did not receive less than they had previously. Ensuring 
equality in terms of the amount received allowed for an evaluation of the 
effects of income structure. It has long been established within socio-economic 
research that people are attached to the status quo, and that loss of income 
tends to render people more unhappy than loss of potential gain (Van Praag et 
al., 2003; Layard et al., 2006). 

In all public policy interventions where a sample of a population is sub-
jected to an intervention of some kind, an issue arises concerning expectations 
and adaptation, which is also highly relevant to basic income experiments. 
Adaptation to increasing income will happen gradually; therefore, expecta-
tions are also more likely to rise with a rise in income, leading to a ‘hedonic 
treadmill’ (Van Praag et al., 2003; Layard et al., 2006). When life changes and 
the change leads to adaptation, this new state of things becomes the norm and 
expectations rise accordingly, which would leave SFWB mostly unaffected. 
A variation of adaptation is described in set point theory where it is suggested 
that an individual’s well-being adapts to life changes and returns to a certain 
set-point of well-being determined by individual temperament (Brickman and 
Campbell, 1971) or more recently argued as set-range of well-being (Boehm 
and Lyubomirsky, 2009). Some life events, such as unemployment, are less 
easy to adapt to, possibly because they are closely related to everyday income 
and survival (Lucas et al., 2004). It seems that the SFWB of the basic income 
participants did not show evidence of adaptation over two years, which may 
indicate that basic income may have the potential to alleviate the negative 
effects of unemployment. 

In previous research, it has been suggested that individuals who are satisfied 
with their income levels evaluate their income levels as higher than those who 
are unsatisfied with their income, despite the objective income levels involved 
(Prati, 2017). In other words, it is possible that SFWB rose in the basic income 
group, even when the objective income levels remained the same. It is also 
possible that the basic income recipients compared their situation favourably 
with the control group receiving unemployment benefits. When an income 
is compared with a reference group, the satisfaction on individual income is 
greatly affected by the income of that group, although there are individual 
differences. The effect of relative comparisons tends to be larger when com-
parisons involve similar types of individuals of the same age in the respective 
groups (Layard et al., 2008), and the potential effect of such comparisons 
still needs to be acknowledged. Stressors are associated with individual per-
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spectives and attitudes, so even if an income level stays the same, a change 
in income structure may cause positive reactions. The affective evaluation 
of one’s participation in an experiment aimed at simplifying and facilitating 
benefit transfers could also have positively altered individual SFWB. 

Previous research (Finke et al., 2017) has found that people are inclined 
to see the future in a more positive light than their present situation. Positive 
future evaluations and the extent to which one believes one can influence one’s 
future can motivate one to act in a way that improves one’s personal financial 
situation (Summerville and Roese, 2008). It is noteworthy, especially consid-
ering the current volatile financial situation, that a large group of people indi-
cated that they did not have any financial backup to prepare them for financial 
setbacks. Any intervention that could facilitate saving to improve short-term 
preparedness would appear to worth pursuing. 

We suggest that basic income as a regular and predictable income transfer 
may enhance SFWB through facilitating individual financial management and 
decreasing financial stress. Reducing financial stress may improve executive 
functioning and consequently improve financial decision-making. This, in 
turn, can enhance the experience of financial self-efficacy. Long-term stress 
(especially caused by financial difficulties) is associated with learned help-
lessness, hopelessness, and inactivity, and is also considered a risk factor for 
depression and anxiety disorders.

SFWB affects physical and psychological health, family relations, quality of 
life, and happiness (French and Vigne, 2019). At the same time, it is important 
to note that SFWB is a fluctuating experience. Positive expectations of future 
financial opportunities may ease the stress of present difficulties. On the other 
hand, bleak prospects can be profoundly distressing. Individual hopes and 
expectations change during life as do societal realities. The dynamic interplay 
between these factors should be considered when SFWB is measured. 
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9. The bureaucracy of claiming benefits 
Miska Simanainen

INTRODUCTION

Citizens of welfare states often support extensive social benefit programmes, 
but also consider them as bureaucratic and inefficient (Svallfors, 2010). Part 
of the criticism may arise from citizens’ experiences as beneficiaries. Sudden 
interruptions in benefit eligibility, delays in benefit decisions, and recovery 
of payments might reinforce the critical perceptions of these individuals. The 
complexity of benefit rules and practices, such as how benefits are adjusted to 
earnings, might also intensify citizens’ perceptions of bureaucracy.

Perceptions of bureaucracy are an important phenomenon to study because 
they indicate the complexities involved in the administrative processes of 
welfare policies and the associated burden and costs of potential welfare 
recipients (cf. Handler, 2004; Handler and Hasenfeld, 2006). Moreover, the 
costs involved in claiming benefits might result in the non-take-up of benefits 
or discouraging beneficiaries from taking on jobs, especially when faced with 
temporary or part-time job offers (Brodkin and Majmundar, 2010; Currie, 
2004; Moynihan and Herd, 2010; Kleven and Kopczuk, 2011). 

The core idea of a basic income is to provide individuals with a regular 
minimum income without complex conditions or the need to interact with 
benefit officials. For example, Standing (1999: 362–3) argues that an uncon-
ditional basic income ‘would simplify the complex schemes, make them more 
transparent, and reduce the amount of intrusive enquiry’. As a regular and 
automatic payment, a basic income should also reduce financial insecurity 
and increase the foreseeability of future cash flows (for more on the potential 
sources of financial insecurity, see Chapter 8 by Lassander and Jauhiainen). 

In the ideal case of a basic income, individuals would be confident that 
they would receive the guaranteed stipulated amount, and that all additional 
income from employment or entrepreneurship would increase their monthly 
disposable income. In principle, a basic income should at least reduce the need 
to interact with benefit officials and release the beneficiaries from struggling 
with adjustments to benefits arising from other earnings.
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Accordingly, advocates of a basic income often assume that the administra-
tive processes and costs of distributing an unconditional basic income would 
be less than for distributing conditional benefits. The general view in the litera-
ture seems to be that reducing bureaucratic effort in benefit payment processes 
automatically leads to reductions in the burden caused to beneficiaries when 
claiming benefits (for a more thorough elaboration on the assumption, see De 
Wispelaere and Stirton, 2011). However, there is a large gap in the research 
literature on the effects of a basic income on the practical experiences of 
benefit claimants, and on the potential costs they face when trying to adjust to 
the complexity of conditional benefit schemes.

De Wispelaere and Stirton (2011) argue that the extent of administrative sim-
plification that might result from the introduction of a basic income depends on 
the different design features of such a policy that determine whether it can truly 
replace or supplement the existing benefit framework. In the Finnish basic 
income experiment (2017–18), basic income did not fully replace the existing 
benefit system. The basic income model that was tested left the beneficiaries 
with the opportunity to apply for the other existing social benefits according 
to their original rules. Moreover, the register analysis on the use of social 
benefits in the experiment showed that a considerable proportion of those who 
were eligible for other benefits also applied for them (Hämäläinen et al., 2019 
and 2020). To receive these additional benefits, the basic income recipients 
had to fulfil the benefit eligibility conditions and interact with the benefit and 
employment officials just as before the experiment. This would imply actions 
such as registering as an unemployed jobseeker, filling out employment plans, 
participating in active employment services, sending benefit claims, and pro-
viding information on earnings.

However, in the Finnish experiment, at least two things changed for the 
beneficiaries that were independent of whether they eventually applied for 
other social benefits apart from the basic income. First, they received the 
basic income of €560 regularly at the beginning of each month, regardless of 
whether they chose to apply for other social benefits retroactively. Second, the 
beneficiaries were aware that whatever the decision on their potential benefit 
claims was – or whether they chose to apply for it – they received at least €560 
every month. 

These changes in the benefits system motivated us to study the beneficiar-
ies’ perceptions of the bureaucracy of the social benefits system in the Finnish 
basic income experiment, thus leading to the posing of the main research 
question in this chapter:

Did the basic income recipients consider the benefits system as less bureaucratic 
than those who did not participate in the experiment? 
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The structure of the chapter is as follows. First, I present the data and methods 
used in the subsequent analyses. Second, I discuss the incentives of different 
population groups to apply for social benefits in the Finnish experiment. This 
discussion is relevant to the positing of a working hypothesis on how a basic 
income affects the perceptions of the bureaucracy of receiving benefits for 
different population groups. Thereafter, the findings on the perceptions of the 
participants are reported. Finally, the findings are summarised and discussed, 
including the potential ability of a basic income to reduce the bureaucracy in 
receiving benefits experienced by beneficiaries.

MEASURING PERCEPTIONS OF BUREAUCRACY IN 
RECEIVING BENEFITS

In the following analysis on the perceptions of bureaucracy, I will utilise data 
from a telephone survey conducted during the Finnish basic income experi-
ment. The survey was targeted both at the participants of the experiment and at 
a sample of those who belonged to the control group of the experiment. In the 
analysis, I will utilise remodelled survey weights to correct for the bias caused 
by the unit non-response (for more information on the survey, see Chapter 5).

In the telephone interview, the respondents’ perceptions of the bureaucracy 
of claiming social benefits were measured with the following question: 

When you think about the past two years, do you feel that there is too much bureau-
cracy involved when claiming social security benefits (Yes, No, Not sure)?

While the meaning of the question seems to be straightforward, the concept 
of bureaucracy may contain some ambiguity. It may not be entirely evident 
which bureaucracy is being referred to in the questionnaire. In the Finnish 
public discussions, the social benefits system is often described as too 
complex, non-transparent, unforeseeable, and discouraging beneficiaries to 
accept gig-like, part-time, or temporary job offers. A benefit system with such 
disadvantages is often labelled as bureaucratic. In the survey questionnaire, the 
concept of bureaucracy was used accordingly to refer to potential deficits of 
the benefits system.

In the following section, I explore the association between participation 
in the experiment and perceptions of bureaucracy by comparing the distribu-
tions of responses of the treatment and control groups. I will first analyse the 
responses of the whole study group and then separately the sub-groups formed 
according to the social assistance take-up, family type, and labour market 
position of the respondents. The background factors that define the sub-groups 
are self-reported and they represent the respondents’ situation at the time of the 
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survey interview (for more information on the study and background variables, 
see Table 9A.1 in the appendix). 

I will provide statistical tests for the observed differences between the 
groups. The tests were calculated for each subgroup separately. In addition, 
the sensitivity of the observed differences between the treated and control 
groups was tested with a regression analysis that considers other factors that 
potentially explain the variety of perceptions of bureaucracy.

HOW IS PARTIAL BASIC INCOME AFFECTING 
DIFFERENT POPULATION GROUPS?

To hypothesise about the association between participation in the experiment 
and the experience of bureaucracy in claiming benefits, it is important to 
realise that in the experiment, some individuals continued to have the need 
and incentive to apply for other social benefits – especially those who received 
social assistance or had dependent children. 

Households that receive social assistance often receive other basic social 
benefits such as unemployment benefits. In the experiment, the basic income 
was roughly equal to the basic amount paid as unemployment benefits. Despite 
the basic income replaced the basic unemployment benefit, the need and eligi-
bility to apply for social assistance continued. Similarly, those with dependent 
children were eligible for a higher unemployment benefit (the so-called child 
component), and thus continued to have an incentive and a need to apply for 
it. As a result, the basic income experiment did not remove all bureaucracy 
from the claiming of benefits. Consequently, we should expect relative dif-
ferences between the perceptions of the treatment and control group towards 
this bureaucracy according to the social assistance take-up and type of family.

The telephone survey included 586 persons from the experiment’s treatment 
group and 1,047 from the control group. Those receiving basic social assis-
tance at the time of the interviews for the treatment and control groups were 19 
percent and 28 percent, respectively. Of the treatment group (control group), 
37 percent (32 percent) had dependent children, as indicated in Table 9.1.

The respondent’s position within the labour market should also be consid-
ered relevant in the analysis. For those not receiving any social benefits, the 
basic income provided a pure minimum income and an earnings supplement. 
Moreover, it did not require any form of interaction with the officials to receive 
it. 

The unemployed and those receiving other social benefits were only freed 
from eligibility conditions, duties related to claiming benefits, and the need 
to interact with officials if they decided not to apply for unemployment 
benefits. For students, however, the experiment worked as a replacement for 
existing benefits because the basic income was higher than the student grant. 
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Table 9.1 Demographic analysis of respondents (treatment and control 
group)

Treatment group Control group

Respondents 586 1047

Household receiving social assistance 19% 28%

Household with children 37% 32%

Labour market position

    Wage earner/entrepreneur/farmer 35% 28%

    Student 8% 10%

    Unemployed/not in employment 37% 39%

    Other 20% 23%

Experimenting with unconditional basic income110

Consequently, the students should not have had the need or incentive to apply 
for other benefits in addition to the basic income.

There were relatively more wage earners, entrepreneurs, and farmers in the 
treatment group (37 percent) than in the control group (32 percent). About 
a quarter of respondents classified themselves as unemployed. The share of 
students in both groups was about 10 percent. The proportion of those unem-
ployed and students was only slightly smaller in the treatment group than in the 
control group (Table 9.1).

EXPERIENCES OF BUREAUCRACY

Table 9.2 shows the responses of the treatment and control groups to the 
survey questionnaire about the perception of bureaucracy in receiving benefits. 
In the treatment group, a smaller share of individuals (57 percent) reported 
that there was excessive bureaucracy involved when claiming social security 
benefits than in the control group (64 percent). Significantly, more than half 
of the participants in the experiment still considered the claiming of benefits 
as too bureaucratic.

Participants who received social assistance reported more often that claim-
ing social security benefits involved excessive bureaucracy (67 percent) 
compared with those who received social assistance in the control group (62 
percent). However, the difference is not statistically significant. This result is 
somewhat expected since the design of the basic income experiment did not 
ease the eligibility conditions or the application procedure of the means-tested 
social assistance if the individual also received other basic social benefits. 

For those unemployed, the responses were similar to those receiving social 
assistance. Unemployed participants reported more often that claiming social 

Olli Kangas, Signe Jauhiainen, Miska Simanainen, and Minna Ylikanno - 9781839104855
Downloaded from PubFactory at 09/12/2022 10:19:24AM

via free access



Table 9.2 Experiences of bureaucracy by selected background factors

Treatment 
group

Control 
group

p-value

There is too much bureaucracy involved when claiming social 
security benefits: Yes

57% 64% 0.011

    Social assistance 67% 62% 0.321

    With children 52% 63% 0.014

    Unemployed 64% 62% 0.674

    Student 49% 64% 0.078

    Wage earner/entrepreneur/farmer 49% 62% 0.002

The bureaucracy of claiming benefits 111

benefits involved excessive bureaucracy compared with the unemployed in the 
control group, but the observed differences were not statistically significant. 
In the experiment, the amount of the basic income was equivalent to the basic 
portion of the employment benefit. Thus, we would have expected that the 
unemployed in the treatment group would have reported negative perceptions 
about the bureaucracy of the benefits system less often than the control group. 
However, based on the register analysis on the take-up of unemployment 
benefits (Hämäläinen et al., 2019, 2020), most of the unemployed in the 
treatment group continued applying and receiving unemployment benefits and 
interacting with the employment officials, as they would have done outside the 
experiment. Noting this, the survey results on the unemployed are not surpris-
ing. The bureaucracy remained as in the case of social assistance recipients.

Students receiving the basic income reported experiencing less bureaucracy 
in claiming their benefits than students in the control group (Table 9.2). This 
result confirms our expectations because the basic income amount was higher 
than student grants and, thus, the students did not have a similar need to sup-
plement their income with other benefits, as was the case with other categories 
of beneficiaries.

Wage-earners, entrepreneurs, and farmers in the treatment group also experi-
enced the benefits system as less bureaucratic than their peers in the control 
group. Finding explanations for this would require more information on the 
potential replacement of in-work benefits received by this group (adjusted 
unemployment benefits). It is also noteworthy that in addition to students, the 
wage earners, entrepreneurs, and farmers were those whose financial situation 
most likely improved because they received their basic income on top of their 
other potential income (earnings).

Participants with children reported experiencing bureaucracy in claiming 
benefits less often (52 percent) than their peers in the control group (63 
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percent). This result is somewhat unexpected as families are usually entitled to 
higher other benefits than the amount of the basic income in the experiment. 
The number of dependent children results in larger unemployment benefits 
and social assistance, and thus higher incentives to remain within the existing 
benefit system. The interpretation of the findings regarding families would 
require a more detailed picture of the benefits that the families received during 
the experiment.

In the previous analysis, we saw that a smaller share of respondents in the 
treatment group considered the social benefits system too bureaucratic com-
pared with the control group (see also Table 9A.2 in the appendix). However, 
the association between participation in the experiment and perceptions of 
decreased bureaucracy should be analysed more thoroughly. This includes 
constructing a sensitivity test to determine if the association is observed 
even when controlling for other potential factors affecting perceptions of 
bureaucracy.

Table 9.3 includes the results of regression analysis for two different model 
specifications. The first model (participation) only includes a treatment 
indicator as an explanatory factor. The estimation of the coefficient for the 
treatment indicator (participation) is analogous to comparing response distri-
butions between the treatment and control groups without considering other 
potential explanatory factors associated with the perceptions of bureaucracy. 
The odds ratios in the table indicate that participation in the experiment 
reduced the probability that the respondents reported excessive bureaucracy 
in claiming benefits (odds ratio < 1.0). In sum, those who participated in the 
experiment felt that claiming benefits was less bureaucratic than those who 
remained within the existing benefit system.

The second model in the table (participation + controls) controls for the 
take-up of social assistance, family type, labour market position, gender, age, 
education, health status, part-time employment, and the respondent’s attitude 
to a basic income. These results – the estimated coefficient of the treatment 
indicator – show that the association between participation and perceptions 
of bureaucracy retains its size and direction, even though other potential 
explanatory factors are considered. In sum, even when the differences in 
the background factors are considered, a difference in the perceptions of the 
bureaucracy among the study groups is observed.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

In this chapter, individuals’ perceptions of bureaucracy in claiming benefits 
are analysed from the Finnish basic income experiment. The study was moti-
vated by the core idea behind the concept of a basic income; by being a regular 
and unconditional payment, a basic income should simplify the process of 
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Table 9.3 Regression analysis (binary logistic) on the association 
of participation in the experiment and experiences of 
bureaucracy

Coefficient 
(participation)

p-value Odds ratio

There is too much bureaucracy involved when 
claiming social security benefits: Yes

    Participation –0.30 0.0109 0.74

    Participation + Controls* –0.32 0.0100 0.73

Note: * Controls include take-up of social assistance, family type, labour market position, 
gender, age, education, health status, an indicator of part-time employment, and the respondent’s 
attitude to a basic income.

The bureaucracy of claiming benefits 113

claiming benefits, reduce individuals’ needs to interact with benefit officials 
and, in general, ease individuals’ daily management of financial issues.

In the Finnish experiment, the monthly basic income of €560 covered the 
basic part of the unemployment benefits (or other daily allowances) and was 
complemented by the opportunity to receive other social benefits (larger daily 
allowances), housing allowance, and social assistance. Thus, by design, the 
experiment did not result in a significant reduction in the bureaucracy of claim-
ing social benefits if individuals continued to apply for other social benefits. 
According to a register study, at the end of the first year of the experiment, the 
share of those in the control group who applied for unemployment benefits 
was about 63 percent, and those in the treatment group around 47 percent 
(Hämäläinen et al., 2019, 2020). Moreover, there was only a slight drop in 
participation in employment services (Hämäläinen et al., 2019, 2020). 

In this study, the bureaucracy of the benefits system was measured with 
a self-evaluative survey questionnaire that was targeted at both the participants 
and the control group of the Finnish experiment. The analysis indicated that, 
on average, those who participated in the experiment experienced claiming 
benefits as less bureaucratic than their peers who continued living on the 
existing benefit system. The association between participation and perceptions 
of decreased bureaucracy remained even when other explanatory factors were 
controlled. However, it is worth noting that more than half of the participants 
in the experiment still considered the claiming of benefits as too bureaucratic.

Some beneficiaries – those unemployed or receiving social assistance 
– reported excessive bureaucracy in claiming benefits more often in the 
treatment group than in the control group. Moreover, the results for those 
with dependent children were somewhat surprising and contradictory. In the 
study, families in the treatment group reported experiencing less bureaucracy 
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in claiming benefits than those in the control group, although they most likely 
needed to continue applying for other social benefits. However, the sub-group 
analysis suffers from a small number of observations and, thus, these results 
should be interpreted with caution. 

The study points to further analysis of the mechanisms that connect the 
receiving of a basic income to individuals’ perceptions of bureaucracy. A more 
in-depth analysis could be performed by utilising register data on the take-up 
of social benefits and labour market transitions during the experiment and 
combining this with self-reported survey measures. Further analysis of the 
interview data utilised by Blomberg et al. (2020) (see also Chapter 12) could 
also provide explanations for the differences in the perceptions of different 
population groups to bureaucracy.

In this study, I focused on the bureaucratic burden felt by beneficiaries that 
result from the combination of needed benefit systems that supplement basic 
income support. A basic income policy designed to operate in parallel with 
other selective and conditional benefit systems clearly cannot remove all the 
existing administrative processes. Even if the payments of a basic income 
were purely unconditional and automatic, bureaucratic activities would likely 
be required for other purposes, such as the assessment of earnings-related 
benefits, complementing income assistance for expenses (housing benefits 
and social assistance) and income taxes. Such activities cannot be displaced 
by introducing a non-means-tested basic income policy. Consequently, we 
have no grounds to expect a drastic drop in beneficiaries’ perceptions of the 
bureaucracy of this system. 

The results of this study remain politically relevant, since in any feasible 
basic income system, ‘the entire apparatus of welfare benefits would still 
have to remain in place, although benefits would, of course, be reduced by the 
amount of the basic income’ (Barry, 2001: 65). Moreover, as Van Parijs (2001: 
8–9) states, 

if a government implemented an unconditional income that was too small to cover 
basic needs – which […] would almost certainly be the case at first – UBI [uncondi-
tional basic income] advocates would not want to eliminate the existing conditional 
minimum-income schemes, but only to readjust their levels. 

In this context, we may expect a slight improvement in the bureaucratic burden 
faced by the beneficiaries, but more importantly, as De Wispelaere and Stirton 
(2011) point out, start to consider how much we genuinely care about adminis-
trative efficiency compared with other goals that the basic income policy could 
help to achieve.
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APPENDIX

Table 9A.1 Survey questions and response categories for the study and 
background variables

Questions on study variables Available response categories

When you think about the past two years, do you feel 
that there is too much bureaucracy involved when 
claiming social security benefits?

Yes, No, Not sure

Questions on background variables Available response categories

What sources of income does your household have 
(respondent/spouse/other household members)?

Wage/Business income, Pension, Unemployment 
benefits, Basic income, Social assistance/Income 
support, Other social security, Other income, Not 
sure

Which of the below alternatives best describes your 
household?

Single-person household, Couple without children, 
Household comprising more than one adult (over 
age 18), Household with children, Prefer not to 
reply

Which of the above best describes your position in the 
labour market at present?

Self-employed/a farmer, A wage or salary earner, 
A stay-at-home parent, A student, Unemployed, 
Retired, I’m not in paid work, I only get basic 
income payments, Other (please specify)

Table 9A.2 Distribution of response on the experiences of bureaucracy

Treatment 
group
(%)

Control group
(%)

There is too much bureaucracy involved when claiming social security 
benefits

    Yes 57 64

    No 36 31

    Not sure 7 5
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10. Trust, capabilities, confidence and 
basic income
Olli Kangas, Minna Ylikännö and Mikko 
Niemelä

INTRODUCTION

Had John Lennon and Paul McCartney been sociologists, the title of their most 
famous and most referenced article might have been ‘All You Need Is Trust’. 
Indeed, trust is something we need in everyday life. We could not interact 
with others in any positive or productive manner if we did not trust them; 
similarly, without trust, we could not properly interact with public institutions 
and authorities. 

Mutual trust is a prerequisite for any sustainable social organization. 
Societies with low levels of generalised trust in fellow citizens and insti-
tutions inevitably struggle with political instability and corruption; hence, 
when reforming social institutions and experimenting with new social policy 
models, the emphasis should be placed on how to increase and maintain trust 
and, in a Putnamian sense, get people ‘to bowl together’ (Putnam, 2000). 

The academic literature has typically separated trust into two distinct forms: 
trust in one’s fellow citizens, also called generalised trust, and trust in insti-
tutions. Whether people trust institutions, or other people for that matter, has 
an effect on the functioning of society (Fukuyama, 1995, 2011; Stiglitz et al., 
2018); thus, the importance of trust should not be ignored when assessing the 
functioning of existing national institutions or the pursuit of new policies. 

According to the Cambridge Dictionary, ‘trust’ is the belief that the other 
person is good and honest and will not cause harm, or that something is safe 
and reliable, while ‘confidence’ refers to the quality of being certain of one’s 
own abilities and plans for the future. For the purposes of our analysis, we 
define confidence as one’s reliance on oneself and one’s perceived ability to 
cope, meet future challenges, and be an influential actor in one’s own life. 

Even in the scientific literature, the concepts of trust and confidence are 
frequently used interchangeably. However, from a sociological perspective, 
it is useful to distinguish between the two. While they are interwoven and 
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connected in many ways, they are not precisely the same (for a more detailed 
discussion, see for example Cofta, 2007). Both trust and confidence are related 
to the possibility of self-actualisation. The most prominent advocates of basic 
income, Guy Standing (2020) and Philippe Van Parijs (1995 and Van Parijs 
and Vanderborght, 2017), highlight the emancipatory value of basic income, 
which they view as greatly exceeding its monetary value. They also see 
basic income as an institutional device to enhance human agency and fortify 
individual self-governance and self-respect. These arguments have ideational 
resemblances to the works of Amartya Sen (1992, 1999, 2010) and Martha 
Nussbaum (2011), who emphasise the essential role of people’s capabilities in 
creating well-being. 

In this chapter, we ask how basic income, as an unconditional social transfer 
scheme, could be related to trust, capabilities and self-confidence.  We start 
by discussing the concepts of trust, capability and confidence, presenting 
theory-based hypotheses and posing research questions on how basic income 
might be linked to generalised trust, trust in social institutions, (self-)confi-
dence, and the set of capabilities needed to enable confidence building. After 
describing the outcome variables and methods used, we present the empirical 
analyses. The chapter ends with a general discussion of the results and their 
policy relevance. 

ALL YOU NEED IS TRUST

Without trust, it would be difficult for people to interact with each other: life 
would be characterised by constant fear and full of vulnerabilities. Trust in 
fellow citizens can be seen as the glue that keeps societies together or the oil 
that lubricates human and economic transactions. Accordingly, a low level of 
trust in fellow citizens is correlated with low trust in the government, a low 
level of political efficacy, low confidence in one’s own influence, lower voter 
participation, and less happiness and satisfaction in life (Putnam, 2000).

Perhaps the most well-known prophet of trust is Francis Fukuyama (1995, 
2011, 2014), who emphasises, in several best-selling books, its crucial role 
in creating prosperous and economically sustainable societies. According to 
Fukuyama, a lack of mutual trust between fellow citizens and institutions has 
direct consequences for a nation's social order and economic trajectory. He 
further argues that ‘a nation’s well-being, as well as its ability to compete, 
is conditioned by a single pervasive cultural characteristic: the level of trust 
inherent in the society’ (Fukuyama, 1995: 7).

Although trust makes life easier, vulnerability and uncertainty are always 
present in even the most trusting relationships (Heimer, 2001: 43). Historically, 
societies have developed different ways to reduce uncertainty and create trust, 
including various social institutions and social policy programmes. In par-
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ticular, universal social policy programmes are believed to enhance trust in 
society (for example, Rothstein, 2005; Svallfors, 2012; Larsen, 2016). Such 
universal social policies effectively represent the reciprocal nature of trust, 
that is, while being trusted, we are inclined to trust others (Ostrom, 1990). 
Social security systems that are built on the principle of trust – as, typically, all 
universal benefit schemes are – generate more trust than programmes based on 
continued screening and means-testing. In the former case, clients are treated 
equally, and, most importantly, they are trusted. In the latter case, clients are 
instead subject to extensive discretion and needs assessment, which at times 
can be arbitrary. While only predictable institutions can generate trust, the key 
question is how predictably welfare state institutions work (Sztompka, 1999; 
Tyler, 2001).

One of the crucial elements of universal social policies and their ability to 
generate trust is linked to the concept of recognition (Honneth, 1992; Honneth 
and Frazer, 2003) and the public acknowledgement of a person's status as 
a dignified member of society (see also Fukuyama, 2019). In the field of social 
policy, recognition means that the institution in question acknowledges clients 
as autonomous agents and takes their claims seriously. Accordingly, clients’ 
perceptions of the treatment they receive from the authority will be generalised 
to other institutions, consequently either increasing or breaking trust in both 
social institutions and the public authorities implementing them. In Trust in 
the Law, Tyler and Huo (2002: 136) analyse the implications of procedural 
justice, stating, 

…people do generalize from their personal experiences. People’s perception of their 
treatment during an experience can have three types of broader impact: it shapes 
their trust in legal institutions and authorities; it shapes their trust in others in their 
community; and it shapes their identification with their community.  

In the Nordic welfare states, universalism is a strong underlying principle 
during the implementation of social policies. The emphasis on the equality of 
citizens, instead of endless means-testing and screening, has created highly 
trusting societies. Indeed, comparisons between welfare regimes show that 
both generalised trust and trust in institutions are persistently higher in Nordic 
countries than in other welfare regimes. Further, trust is considered to be one 
of the key elements in the functioning of Nordic ‘bumblebees’, which, against 
all odds, have flown and continue to fly (for example, Andreasson, 2017; 
Halvorsen et al., 2016; Svendsen and Svendsen, 2016). 

Against this theoretical and empirical background, we ask: 

• How do the treatment group (receivers of the basic income) and the control 
group differ in their levels of trust in the social security system? 
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• How do the treatment and control groups differ in their levels of trust in 
other societal institutions, including politicians, the legal system, and the 
police? 

• How do the treatment and control groups differ in their levels of general-
ised trust?

SELF-CONFIDENCE AND AGENCY IN ONE’S OWN 
LIFE 

A Google search on ‘confidence’ produces millions of hits, most of them 
manuals on how to build and boost self-confidence, including ‘3 Ways 
to be Confident’, ‘10 Things You Can Do to Boost Self-confidence’, 
‘Confidence-building Exercises’, and ‘Confidence Coaching’, to name just 
a few. The apparent popularity of such manuals indicates that, in modern 
society, self-confidence is regarded as a valuable personal asset that helps 
people succeed in their lives. 

However, the benefits of high levels of confidence go far beyond the 
mundane pecuniary benefits these cheapjack manuals promise. Bénabou and 
Tirole (2002) distinguish three intrinsic values of confidence. First, the con-
sumption value describes how favourably we feel about ourselves: a positive 
self-image makes people happier, and happiness is, in turn, correlated with 
other good qualities of life (Layard, 2006). For example, multiple studies have 
shown its strong relationship with health (Atherton et al., 2016; Mann et al., 
2004), although the direction of causality – if there is any – is difficult to prove. 

Second, the signalling value states that by believing in ourselves, we signal 
to other people that we have valuable skills and abilities, which is helpful, for 
example, for securing employment. Third, the motivational value describes 
how self-confidence increases our willingness to be involved in new projects 
and increases our goal attainment aspirations, which, in Maslow’s (1987) 
classical hierarchy of needs, represent self-actualisation (Bénabou and Tirole, 
2002). 

Based on these theories, we ask: 

• How do the treatment and control groups differ in their levels of confidence 
in their future? 

• How do they differ in their confidence in their own economic situation? 
• How do they differ in their confidence in being able to cope with difficult 

life situations? 

To actualise their aspirations, people need both confidence and sufficient 
capabilities upon which to base this confidence. Through John Rawls’ ideas 
about ‘primary goods’ in Political Liberalism (1993) and Amartya Sen’s 
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(1992, 1999, 2010) emphasis on the role of people’s capabilities, we move 
on to Martha Nussbaum (2011), who advances the idea of capability-building 
in human development. According to Nussbaum (2011: 193), there are two 
different forms of capabilities: an individual’s own capabilities (internal capa-
bilities) and those that are either fortified or hindered by social institutions and 
political systems (combined capabilities). Her central argument is that through 
combined capabilities, governments should advance measures that aim to 
strengthen people’s internal capabilities. 

In relation to the capability approach and basic income debate, we seek to 
answer the following:   

• How do the treatment and control groups differ in their capabilities to 
undertake meaningful work? 

• How do they differ in their capabilities to improve their material level of 
living?

• How do they differ in their perceptions of their capabilities to influence 
societal issues?

DATA, VARIABLES AND ANALYSES

Both generalised trust (trust in other people) and institutionalised trust (trust in 
the social security system, the legal system, and politicians) were measured on 
a scale from 0 to 10, where the value 0 indicated total distrust and the value 10 
indicated the highest possible level of generalised or institutionalised trust (see 
Table 10.1). The question on generalised trust was worded as follows: ‘Please 
evaluate on a scale of 0 to 10 if most people can be trusted, or if you can’t be 
too careful in dealing with people. Zero means you can’t be too careful, and 10 
means that most people can be trusted.’

Respectively, the wording of the question on institutional trust was as 
follows, with the institutions being the social security system, legal system, 
police, the EU, parliament, politicians, and political parties: ‘Please evaluate 
on a scale of 0 to 10 how much you trust each of the following institutions. 
Zero means you do not trust an institution at all, and 10 means you have com-
plete trust in it.’

The same measures were used in the European Social Survey (ESS, 2018), 
which allowed us to place our results for trust in a wider Finnish and European 
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context (see Table 10.1). Questions on confidence and capabilities were posed 
as follows: 

How do you feel the following things have developed in your life within the last 
two years? 

Confidence in a) your own future, b) your own economic situation, and c) your 
ability to cope with difficult life situations;
Capability to a) have a meaningful job, b) improve your material level of living, 
and c) influence societal issues. 

The time period of two years refers to the experimental period. The answer 
options for the above questions on confidence and capabilities were: (1) bad, 
(2) fairly bad, (3) neither bad nor good, (4) fairly good, (5) good, and (6) I do 
not know. In subsequent analyses, the last alternative was treated as a missing 
value (except in Table 10.2). Statistical significance (sig.) of differences in the 
average values (Table 10.1) and the relative shares (Table 10.2) between the 
treatment and control groups were based on the test of means (Table 10.1) and 
χ2-test (Table 10.2).

After presenting the cross-tabulated distributions of trust, confidence, and 
the respondents’ perceptions of their capabilities, we merged the eight trust, 
three confidence, and three capacity variables into three additive and continu-
ous variables.1 The trust variable ranged from 0 to a maximum value of 80. The 
two other additive variables varied from the lowest value of 3 to the highest 
value of 15. We then used these new variables in the summative structural 
equation models depicting the heuristic description of the multidimensional 
associations between the outcome variables (i.e. trust, confidence and capabil-
ities) and several background variables. 

Structural equation modelling (SEM) is a convenient heuristic tool for 
elaborating the descriptive associations between variables. Structural equa-
tion models allow us to theoretically model loops between variables and test 
whether there are associations; thus, we could make hypotheses, for example, 
on associations between respondents’ levels of education and their health 
status, and then with their economic problems, allowing us to elaborate direct 
and indirect associations. We used SEM to produce path diagrams and evalu-
ate the goodness of fit of the models. For the sake of simplicity, we only report 
the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), which is a commonly 
used indicator for goodness of fit that ranges from 0 to 1. The smaller the value, 
the better the fit: while values less than 0.05 indicate a good fit, values greater 
than 0.10 indicate a poorly fitting model (Byrne, 2010: 80; Stata, 2011). 

In the heuristic descriptions, we included all the variables gaining signifi-
cance in the SEM models as explanatory variables, that is, age in six categories 
(27–35; 36–40; 41–5; 46–50; 51–5, and 56–61 years of age), gender (1 = 
female; 2 = male), education (1 = basic; 2 = vocational; 3 = high school; 4 = 
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college; 5 = applied university; 6 = university degree), subjective evaluation 
of own health status (1 = very bad; 2 = bad; 3 = fair/cannot say; 4 = good and 
5 = very good), household size (1 = 1 person; 2 = 2 persons… 5 = 5 or more 
persons), feeling of bureaucracy (‘If you think about your life over the last two 
years, do you feel that there was too much bureaucracy involved in getting 
social benefits?’; 0 = no; 1 = do not know; 2 = yes), and household economic 
situation (1 = Living comfortably on current income;  2 = Coping on current 
income; 3 = Do not know; 4 = Difficult to live on current income; 5 = Very dif-
ficult to live on current income). In the visual presentations, only statistically 
significant variables were included in the graphs.   

TRUST, CONFIDENCE AND CAPABILITIES

The means of generalised trust and trust in institutions are shown in Table 
10.1. The first observation is that Finland is a high-trust society: the level of 
trust with regard to all items was much higher among the Finnish European 
Social Survey (ESS) respondents than among those in the EU as a whole. The 
second observation is that the levels of trust are significantly lower among the 
unemployed than among the whole population; nevertheless, the observation 
that the Finnish unemployed are more trusting than average Europeans under-
lines the fact that Finland is a high-trust society. 

However, when comparing either the unemployed or the experimental 
groups to the employed in Finland, Table 10.1 shows that the levels of trust in 
other people and institutions were lower in the former groups. Lower levels of 
trust among the unemployed may be because they, perhaps justifiably, blame 
the institutions for their misfortune, and, simultaneously, their misfortune 
may lead to a loss of generalised trust (Honneth, 1992; Hudson, 2006). When 
comparing the level of generalized trust and trust in institutions between the 
treatment and control groups of the basic income experiment, the treatment 
group displayed significantly higher levels of trust in all items, suggesting that 
after receiving basic income for two years, people are more likely to trust their 
fellow citizens and societal institutions, including the social security system. 

Not all institutions are trusted equally, but some institutions are trusted more 
than others. Institutions enjoying high levels of trust are those for which there 
are no alternatives, such as the legal system, the police, and the social security 
system. Political institutions, which people can influence more or less directly, 
are less trusted. In our survey, these institutions included the EU, parliament, 
political parties and politicians. This pattern was the same in both our survey 
and the ESS (2018).

Next, we focused on the three aspects of confidence. As shown in Table 
10.2, all the differences in opinions between the treatment and control groups 
were significant. We observed the highest confidence in coping with and 
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Table 10.1 Institutional and generalised trust in the EU, in Finland and 
in the treatment and control groups (means)

European Social Survey 2018* Experiment

EU (excl. 
Finland)

All 
Finns

Finns (excl. the 
unemployed)

Finnish 
unemployed

Treatment 
group

Control 
group

sig.

Social 
security

n.d. n.d. n.d. n.d. 6.65 6.36 0.024

Legal 
system

5.18 7.17 7.20 6.19 6.73 6.46 0.044

Police 6.28 8.12 8.15 7.44 7.86 7.71 0.231

The EU 4.43 5.40 5.42 4.76 4.86 4.55 0.038

Parliament 4.41 5.91 5.94 5.23 5.19 4.72 0.002

Politicians 3.54 4.90 4.93 4.19 4.45 3.81 0.006

Political 
parties

3.50 5.03 5.06 4.22 4.58 4.18 0.005

Other 
people

4.91 6.94 6.96 6.33 6.66 6.32 0.007

Scale: 0 = complete distrust and 10 = complete trust, sig. = significance of the differences in 
means between the treatment and control groups. *Authors’ own calculations; the European 
Social Survey Round 9 (2018); n.d. = no data.
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managing difficult life situations: two-thirds of the treatment group and more 
than half of the control group claimed that in the last two years, they believed 
they had a good or fairly good likelihood of coping with difficult life events. 
The lowest confidence levels were observed in respondents’ perceptions of 
managing their financial situations. While 44 percent of the treatment group 
considered their confidence in managing their financial situation was good or 
fairly good, the corresponding share in the control group was 33 percent. 

Respondents rated their capabilities – or in Nussbaum’s (2011) term ‘internal 
capability’ – lowest in regard to the self-assessed possibility of having a say in 
societal issues. Only about 32 percent of the treatment group and 28 percent of 
the control group reported that they were confident they could influence soci-
etal issues over the last two years. 51 percent of the treatment group assessed 
their ability to perform meaningful work as good or fairly good, while this 
share was 43 percent in the control group. Respondents’ perceptions of their 
capabilities to improve their material level of living were somewhat lower in 
both groups (41 percent and 30 percent, respectively).

Olli Kangas, Signe Jauhiainen, Miska Simanainen, and Minna Ylikanno - 9781839104855
Downloaded from PubFactory at 09/12/2022 10:19:24AM

via free access



Table 10.2 Levels of confidence and perceptions of own capabilities in 
the treatment and control groups

 Group Bad 
(%)

Fairly 
bad 
(%)

Neither 
good nor 
bad
(%) 

Fairly 
good
(%) 

Good 
(%)

Do not 
know 
(%)

Sig. χ2 

CONFIDENCE         

in own future Treatment 6.6  7.3  24.4  36.6  25.6  1.5  0.000 

Control 10.3 11.7 28.3 30.3 18.6 0.8  

in own 
economic 
situation 

Treatment 12.8  10.9  31.6  26.2  17.8   0.7  0.000 

Control 19.6 15.3 31.2 20.4 12.1 1.4  

in coping with 
difficult life 
situations 

Treatment 6.0  4.4  21.5  35.0  30.8  2.2  0.003 

Control 8.0 7.7 25.3 32.6 24.1 2.3  

CAPABILITY         

to have 
a meaningful 
job 

Treatment 15.5  9.7  19.9  25.7  25.6  3.6  0.014 

Control 19.8 12.8 20.2 22.7 20.5 4.4  

to improve 
material level of 
living 

Treatment 14.0  11.3  27.6  23.7  16.9  6.5  0.000 

Control 20.7 16.3 28.9 18.7 11.1 4.2  

to influence 
societal issues 

Treatment 14.8  17.6  29.4  17.9  14.5  5.8  0.000 

Control 22.7 20.2 24.7 18.7 9.2 4.6  
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BASIC INCOME, TRUST AND CONFIDENCE: 
A MULTIDIMENSIONAL RELATIONSHIP

In this section, we provide tentative elaborations on how basic income might 
enhance people’s trust and confidence. To do this, we created a structural 
equation model that visualised the multi-layered interactions between the 
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outcome and background variables (Figure 10.1). The model fit was not 
perfect, although it was satisfactory (RMSEA = 0.078). 

As can be seen in Figure 10.1, there was no direct loop from treatment, 
that is, from receiving basic income to trust. However, indirect loops were 
revealed from treatment through economic problems and the experiences 
of bureaucracy to trust. The treatment group faced less bureaucracy when 
obtaining social benefits than the control group (see also Chapter 9), which is 
associated with lower levels of trust. Moreover, the treatment group reported 
fewer financial problems than the control group (see Chapter 8), which was 
positively related to the level of trust.2 

Health affects people’s ability to work and earn income (see Chapter 7), 
and, consequently, a strong and significant loop was seen in our model from 
subjective health to financial problems, which was, in turn, connected to trust. 
Furthermore, the smaller the household, the more severe financial problems 
it was likely to face. Educational attainment was positively connected to trust 
both directly and indirectly via health (higher education leads to better health) 
and economic problems (higher education leads to increased income). 

One loop in our model ran from treatment to subjective health (significance 
= 0.010). On the basis of our survey, we cannot state the causality of the rela-
tionship between these two variables, although it receives some support from 
Forget’s (2011, 2018) analyses of the Mincome experiment implemented in 
the 1970s in Canada (see also Costello et al., 2003). In our future research, we 
plan to merge register data on medical diagnoses with the use of prescribed 
medicines to corroborate whether receiving basic income actually caused 
better health in the Finnish basic income experiment or whether this was an 
artefact produced by the survey.  

As we did for trust, we also conducted SEM for confidence (RMSEA 
= 0.079); visualisation not shown here). We were interested in both the 
relationship between treatment and confidence and the possible mediating 
role of capabilities when assessing the impact of treatment on confidence. 
Consequently, we used an additive variable measuring confidence as an 
outcome variable and an additive variable measuring respondents’ capabilities 
as an independent background variable. 

Figure 10.2 illustrates the loops from different background variables to 
confidence. The overall fit of the model was satisfactory (RMSEA = 0.073). 
Parallel to the model for trust, treatment had no direct connection to confidence; 
however, we observed an indirect loop from treatment to confidence through 
capabilities. Accordingly, we also observed an indirect loop from experiences 
of bureaucracy to confidence through capabilities, signifying that basic income 
and, more generally, a less bureaucratic social security system, play a role in 
capability building, which then positively impacts confidence-building. 
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Figure 10.1 Heuristic model of associations between trust and receiving 
basic income and the background variables
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Both direct and indirect loops were also seen through capabilities from 
financial problems, subjective health, and age to confidence, emphasising their 
importance in both capability- and confidence-building. Financial problems 
and age are negatively connected to capabilities; that is, more severe financial 
problems and a higher age predict lesser self-assessed capabilities; if one 
succeeds in capability-building, one should also gain more (self-)confidence. 

Regarding the other variables, educational attainment had a direct association 
with confidence and an indirect association through financial problems and 
household size. Having a decent income is essential both for capability- and 
confidence-building; however, as our results show, the worse one’s subjective 
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Figure 10.2 Heuristic model on associations between capability and 
receiving basic income and the background variables
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health and the lower one’s educational level, the more financial problems are 
likely and the more difficult it is to acquire and maintain capabilities and build 
confidence in oneself and one’s future.

Outside of our main field of interest, we observed a direct negative loop 
from subjective health to experiences of bureaucracy, which indicates that 
either those with health issues confront the quite bureaucratic social adminis-
tration more often than those with better health or that their rare acquaintances 
with the administration are more bureaucratic due to, for example, the more 
complex health issues to be solved when applying for social benefits. In sum, 
Figures 10.1 and 10.2 summarise the findings detailed in previous chapters 
and visualise the multi-dimensional connections between a set of background 
variables and trust, confidence and internal capabilities. 
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CONCLUSIONS

In this chapter, we were interested in the relationships between basic income, 
trust, confidence and internal capabilities. We asked whether the level of trust 
in other people and societal institutions, confidence in oneself and in one’s 
future, and the assessed set of capabilities differed between those who received 
basic income in the Finnish basic income experiment and a control group. 

The overall conclusion we can draw from the results of our analysis is that 
receiving basic income increases trust and confidence, although indirectly. To 
enhance people’s trust and confidence, a decent income and good health are 
prerequisites: the more severe financial problems a household faces, and the 
more health problems a person has, the more difficult it is to enhance trust and 
confidence, even if social benefits are paid unconditionally. 

A mundane and bold explanation for the observed higher levels of trust 
among basic income receivers might be that there is an unobserved hetero-
geneity between the survey respondents in the treatment and control groups. 
The analyses presented herein are based on a survey that, unfortunately, had 
low response rates; thus, the representativeness of the data can be legitimately 
questioned. However, if our tentative findings are corroborated either by pre-
vious empirical findings or by relevant theories, or preferably by both, then we 
can be more confident in our results, and it might be more interesting to tell 
a story that is grounded in the ample theoretical literature on trust and how it 
can evolve.

Both financial and health problems are common in the target group of the 
Finnish experiment, which comprised unemployed job seekers who received 
flat-rate unemployment benefits from the Social Insurance Institution of 
Finland (instead of earnings-related benefits from the country’s unemployment 
funds) at the beginning of the experiment. These unemployed job seekers have 
typically been unemployed for a long period, for example, due to health prob-
lems (see also OECD, 2020). Indeed, as shown in Table 10.1, trust was lower 
among both the treatment and control groups than among non-unemployed 
fellow citizens. However, both trust and confidence were significantly higher 
in the treatment group than in the control group, indicating that basic income 
may enhance both, even if only indirectly. 

In this chapter, we were also interested in the role of capabilities in 
confidence-building. Obviously, we cannot state any causal relationships 
between these two variables or other variables used in the SEM; however, as 
a heuristic tool, SEM helped us elaborate descriptive associations between 
variables. In the latter structural equation model (Figure 10.2), we observed an 
indirect loop from treatment to confidence through capabilities, asserting that 
receiving basic income positively correlates with capabilities and capabilities 
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positively impact confidence. This result is unsurprising considering the vast 
literature on the central role of capabilities in well-being and life in general.  

Theoretically, the higher levels of trust and self-confidence observed among 
the recipients of basic income may be explained by ideas of recognition and 
dignity, as posited by Honneth and Frazer (2003: 9), who argue ‘…that neither 
redistribution alone nor recognition alone can suffice to overcome injustice 
today; thus, they need somehow to be reconciled and combined’. Only rec-
ognition and redistribution together can allow for the right kind of justice, 
namely the ideal of ‘participatory parity’, which guarantees that each subject 
is afforded equal participation in public life, as demanded by Sen (1999, 2010) 
and Nussbaum (2011).  

On the one hand, Frazer’s ideas can be applied when trying to understand 
why a basic income might enhance trust and confidence. A recognition of 
clients’ needs is an important aspect of decent treatment, although, on the 
other hand, recognition can also be used as an argument against basic income: 
a universal, homogeneous and unconditional benefit such as a basic income 
does not recognise individual or group-based differences in the same way that 
more targeted benefits do. However, targeted benefits generally include a lot of 
screening and discretion, which may cause feelings of unjust processes when 
social benefits are applied. If the system is not able to recognise the individu-
al’s needs and, at worst, bypasses them completely, the likelihood of breaking 
trusting relationships between the social security system and citizens is high. 

To conclude, we need trust, but it is not all we need: trustworthy institu-
tions are also required. Following Heimer’s (2001) line of argumentation, 
we propose that those institutions that treat clients with dignity and decency 
and protect them from various vulnerabilities and risks in life enhance trust, 
strengthen self-confidence, and fortify capacity-building. A quotation from 
Standing (2020: 3) brings these ideas closer to the debate on basic income: 
‘A basic income would also strengthen social solidarity, including human rela-
tions: it would be an expression that we all are part of a national community, 
sharing the benefits of the national public wealth created over our collective 
history’.

The main lesson from the Finnish basic income experiment could be under-
stood as follows. Decent minimum income protection – be it basic income or 
the Finnish variant of residence-based basic security – is a necessary condition 
for the fulfilment of the grand goals the protagonists of the basic income 
advocate. However, this is not a sufficient condition for achieving these goals. 
In addition, we also need the amplitude of social, health care, educational, 
and employment services in order to support individuals to fully utilise their 
internal capabilities.  

Finally, considering the empirical results from our own survey and the vast 
academic literature on trust, confidence, and capabilities, we can confidently 
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argue that the questions of the relationships between basic income and trust, 
basic income and confidence, and basic income and capabilities are of the 
utmost relevance, and that enhancing trust and confidence, strengthening 
citizens’ capabilities and ensuring decent social security should be the most 
important goals when reforming the current social security systems in Finland 
and elsewhere.

NOTES

1. Cronbach’s alpha for the eight trust variables was 0.919, for the three confidence 
variables 0.821, and for the three variables measuring capabilities 0.709.

2. This result was also corroborated by analyses performed on the ESS 2018 data. 
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11. What explains the popular support for 
basic income?
Miska Simanainen and Olli Kangas

INTRODUCTION

There is growing interest in understanding the popular support for basic 
income in Finland and globally. On the one hand, researchers have tried to 
evaluate the level of support in different countries, and, on the other hand, to 
explain the variation of support within populations. In addition to scientific 
curiosity, there are practical reasons for surveying population support. These 
reasons are closely linked to politics and policymaking: for example, political 
parties aim to understand the opinions of the electorate to frame their political 
agenda in a way that resonates with opinions among their possible voters and 
maximises their political support in elections.

During the last two decades, support for basic income has been stable in 
Finland. Surveys carried out before the Finnish basic income experiment 
showed that about 60 to 70 percent of Finns were in favour of universal basic 
income (Airio et al., 2016; Andersson and Kangas, 2005). However, recent 
studies on popular support have provided highly divergent results. Differences 
in the results of separate surveys are likely related to differences in the defini-
tions of basic income given in the questionnaires. Previous research has shown 
that there tends to be a substantial framing effect on the level of support for 
policy issues (Rasinski, 1989). Moreover, such general questions as ‘Are you 
in favour of or against basic income?’ and ‘Is basic income good or bad?’ tend 
to produce much higher support levels than more specific questions that aim 
to explain the content of the basic income model (Pulkka, 2018). One obvious 
feature of general survey questions on basic income is that they do not give 
any indication to the respondent about the possible costs of implementing basic 
income. In some Finnish surveys, the respondents were given more detailed 
information about the costs and tax levels needed to finance the benefit. Such 
more-detailed information decreased the support levels to lower than 30 
percent (Airio et al., 2016).
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As regard public support for basic income, Finland is ranked in a middle 
position internationally. The 2016 wave of the European Social Survey (ESS) 
included a question about basic income. The scheme was described as a uni-
versal transfer that everyone receives from the state, regardless of any other 
sources of income. In the ESS survey, basic income was described as covering 
essential living costs and replacing many other social benefits. Meanwhile, 
the strongest support for basic income was found in Russia (73 percent) and 
Israel (65 percent), and the weakest support was found in Sweden, Switzerland 
and Norway (37, 35 and 34 percent, respectively). In Finland, 65 percent 
of the population supported the basic income model as worded in the ESS 
(Fitzgerald, 2017).

In their comparative study, Roosma and van Oorschot (2020) found that, in 
Europe, basic income is supported in countries with low levels of social spend-
ing and high levels of material deprivation. Parolin and Sjöland (2020) showed 
that in countries with high union density, support for basic income is lower 
than in countries with lower unionisation rates. Given these findings, Finland 
appears to be an interesting case: its social spending is one of the highest in the 
world, material and social deprivation among the lowest, the welfare state is 
rather generous, and the unionisation rate is the highest in Europe. However, 
support for basic income in Finland seems to be much higher than in many 
other countries. 

In this chapter, we are interested in the underlying reasons for the support for 
basic income, that is, why some people are more inclined to favour and others 
to oppose universal and unconditional income transfers. In previous studies 
on the support for basic income, socio-economic and demographic factors, 
such as gender, age, education and income, and political affiliation have 
been shown to be important explanatory variables (Andersson and Kangas, 
2004, 2005; Pulkka, 2018; Roosma and van Oorschot, 2020; Simanainen 
and Kangas, 2020). In our subsequent inspections, we extend the analysis by 
studying other potential determinants of basic income support. These include 
(1) income inadequacy and insecure employment relations, and (2) perceptions 
of the causes of social problems and specific opinions about basic income. We 
explore the above-mentioned potential explanatory factors by utilising survey 
data from two opinion surveys conducted after the Finnish experiment. 

The study sheds light on the role of material conditions (income and 
employment) and attitudinal aspects in explaining basic income support within 
the Finnish population.

The rest of the chapter proceeds as follows. First, we present the theoretical 
motivation for our research questions and the survey data used in the empirical 
analyses. The empirical sections focus on different potential explanations for 
popular support. 
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We analyse how income inadequacy and insecure employment relations are 
associated with the likelihood of supporting basic income. Then, we analyse 
how perceptions of ‘deservingness’ (whether individuals’ social problems 
are the result of their own actions or rather of social structures) are linked to 
the popular support of basic income. Thereafter, we focus on the association 
between basic income support and specific opinions on the characteristics of 
basic income. In the final section, we summarise our findings and discuss their 
societal relevance. 

THEORETHICAL FRAMEWORK, OBJECTIVES AND 
METHODS

Income Inadequacy and Insecure Employment 

There are many doomsday prophesies that robots will take over human labour 
and that there will be massive disappearance of paid (human) work in the future 
(Frey and Osborne, 2017). The development of the digital mode of production 
has been seen to lead to mass unemployment. While the prophesies about 
the end of work may be too premature, the new digital economy will likely 
change the characteristics of employment in the future; for example, it has 
been calculated that one-third of the traditional jobs in Finland could disappear 
and be replaced by new types of employment (Pajarinen and Rouvinen, 2014). 
In other countries, this process may be even faster. Technological change 
may also lead to polarisation in labour markets: employment bifurcates into 
the expansion of low-paid and precarious employment on the one hand and 
high-skilled employment with secure positions on the other hand. Moreover, 
the share of middle-skilled routine jobs may diminish (for example, Frey and 
Osborne, 2017; Goos et al., 2010). 

In his Global Labour Flexibility, Guy Standing (1999) analyses major trends 
in labour markets and concludes that flexibility means increasing insecurity 
that gradually threatens the sustainability of the entire production system. 
Standing (2011, 2016) further develops the idea of the ‘precariat’ as a danger-
ous class whose problems must be solved. There are two aspects to the problem 
of the precariat: the first pertains to the unsecure position between employment 
and under-employment, and the second to inadequate income protection that 
the class faces. Due to these problems, people in the precariat are volatile, may 
create instability in the society, and may become frustrated and easy prey for 
populist and extreme social and political movements, argues Standing. Thus, 
in a Polanyian sense (Polanyi, 2001 [1944]), a new social policy system is 
functionally needed to fix the problems of capitalism and prevent the economic 
system from destroying itself. The advocates of basic income see basic income 
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as the new social policy system answering the problems created by technolog-
ical change (Standing, 2016; see also Bregman, 2017).

Attitudes and opinions in general and attitudes toward the welfare state 
in particular are sensitive to individuals’ positions in the social stratification 
system (Larsen, 2006; Roosma and van Oorschot, 2020; Svallfors, 2012). 
In this study, we hypothesise that those in insecure labour market positions 
are more likely to support universal basic income than those coping better or 
having more secure labour contracts. In the following empirical section, we 
aim to shed light on the potential association between insecure employment 
and popular support for basic income. In particular, we analyse whether there 
are any systematic differences in the opinions of those who have permanent 
jobs versus fixed-term employment contracts, and of those who are working 
full-time or part-time, or who have only zero-hour contracts. Furthermore, 
we analyse how people’s perceptions of income adequacy are associated with 
their opinions on basic income. 

Values, Attitudes and Item-specific Opinions

Values define what is good and bad in our society (Rokeach, 1973). There 
is a correspondence between values and attitudes, and in the transition from 
value preferences to various issue attitudes (Jacoby, 2006). However, purely 
based on individuals’ value structures, we cannot say much about individu-
als’ attitudes and opinions on more specific social questions (Zaller, 1992). 
Individuals can share the same values (such as freedom and happiness) but 
their opinions on practical social and political issues and, hence, on wished-for 
policy options may be very different. Therefore, we have to narrow our scope 
and step down from values to focus on attitudes on social matters and to more 
specific issue opinions. 

Attitudes and opinions are more volatile and less stable over time than 
values, and they may change when new information and experiences are 
received. Attitudes are states of mind representing individuals’ propensity to 
respond in a certain way to a given stimulus (for example in opinion surveys), 
whereas issue opinions are more specific, bound to a specific and more 
detailed question.

In our analyses, we assume that attitudes pertain to a more generic way of 
thinking about the reasons for becoming a welfare recipient. Van Oorschot 
and Halman (2000) distinguish between two general explanations or popular 
perceptions of why some individuals have fallen into poverty, whereas others 
have not (see also van Oorschot, 2000; Andersson and Kangas, 2004, 2005; 
Niemelä, 2008; van Oorschot et al., 2017). According to the first brand of 
explanations, ‘individual blame’, people face problems because they lack 
will-power. Oftentimes, also the welfare state is blamed: it is seen to create 
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overly strong incentives for people not to take care of themselves, and as 
seducing people into idleness (for example, Murray, 1984). 

The second category of explanations, ‘social blame’, pertains to a number 
of social injustices and social problems created by societal structures and 
changes. According to this line of thinking, the existing measures that the 
welfare state offers are not strong enough to help the poor out of poverty. 

There is an abundance of more specific arguments presented in favour of 
and against basic income. The proponents of basic income regard it as a source 
of emancipation and real freedom (Van Parijs, 1995; Standing, 2017; Van 
Parijs and Vanderborght, 2017), solutions to various problems of precarious 
employment (Standing, 1999, 2011), and as a way to diminish bureaucracy 
and simplify the overly complicated and non-transparent ‘jungle’ of social 
benefits. Communitarians support basic income because they see that it would 
enhance voluntary work, facilitate activities in the third sector, and fortify 
their responsibilities toward fellow citizens (Etzioni and Platt, 2008). On the 
other side of the demarcation line, opponents are afraid of detrimental labour 
market effects – basic income would decrease labour supply (for a discussion, 
see Knotz, 2019). Moreover, there are arguments that the one-size-fits-all 
approach is not a good strategy: basic income does not take into consideration 
individual circumstances and therefore, on top of basic income, myriad other 
benefits and services would still be needed. Otherwise, those in the weakest 
positions would be left without adequate support. At the end of the day, basic 
income would not reduce bureaucracy; on the contrary, bureaucracy would 
increase (see, for example, De Wispelaere and Stirton, 2013). 

Based on the aforementioned ways of reasoning about the characteristics 
of basic income, we develop a battery of item-specific questions to look into 
popular perceptions on the potential consequences of introducing a basic 
income (see Table 11A.1 in Appendix). In this study, we hypothesise that the 
two attitudinal dimensions, that is, individual and social blame, are systemat-
ically related to more detailed and item-specific opinions about basic income 
and, more importantly, to the popular support for introducing basic income in 
Finland. 

Data and Methods

To find evidence on the research questions presented in the previous section, 
we utilise data from two survey studies. First, the subsection on income 
inadequacy and insecure employment draws on data from a population survey 
carried out via telephone from February–March 2020. The survey contains 
responses from 2500 respondents. The data sample is weighted by age, gender, 
and place of residence to represent the total Finnish population. Second, data 
on attitudes and item-specific opinions are from a thematic opinion survey 
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conducted in the same period. The data include responses from a survey 
sample of 1002 respondents and represent the mainland Finnish population. 

For descriptive analyses, we present cross-tabulations of the distribution 
of opinions for different survey questions. To study the associations between 
the variables, we utilise regression analysis. In the analyses, we control for 
the known demographic and socio-economic determinants of the variables 
and present the results only for our variables of focus. To squeeze the number 
of variables included in the analyses, we rely on factor analysis to determine 
whether it is meaningful to construct additive summative variables out of 
several survey questions. The validity of the additive summary variables is 
evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha.

EXPLAINING THE SUPPORT FOR BASIC INCOME IN 
FINLAND: EMPIRICAL EXPLORATIONS

Income Inadequacy and Insecure Employment

A population survey conducted in early 2020 as part of the evaluation project 
of the Finnish basic income experiment explored the association between 
experienced income inadequacy and insecure employment relations and the 
support for basic income in Finland. According to the study, at the population 
level, the experience of inadequate household income was associated with 
support for basic income: the more difficult the respondent’s perceived finan-
cial position was, the more likely he or she was to support the introduction of 
a basic income. About 43 percent of the respondents who indicated that they 
had no difficulties meeting their needs supported basic income. On the other 
hand, about 54 percent of those who had some difficulties in meeting their 
needs with household income, and about 74 percent of those who had major 
difficulties, reported supporting basic income (Simanainen and Kangas, 2020). 

Among those who were employed, the type of employment contract was 
associated with attitudes toward basic income as well. Both part-time and 
fixed-term work contracts increased the probability of supporting basic 
income. About 44 percent of people with full-time and permanent work con-
tracts supported the idea of introducing basic income in Finland. For those 
with a permanent but part-time contract, the share was 53 percent. Meanwhile, 
58 percent of those with a fixed full-time contract supported basic income. 
Finally, the support rate for basic income was as high as 71 percent in the 
group with a fixed part-time contract (Simanainen and Kangas, 2020). 

Table 11.1 presents a regression analysis of the association between income 
inadequacy and type of employment and the support for basic income with 
controls for gender, age, municipality group, labour market position, educa-
tion, income and household type. We find statistically significant estimates 
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Table 11.1 Regression analysis results on the determinants of support 
for basic income in Finland 2020: income inadequacy and 
insecure employment

Coefficient p-value adj. R2 N

Type of employment (model 1) 0.04 1355

    Full-time, permanent (reference) – –

    Full-time, fixed-term 0.23 0.07

    Part-time, permanent 0.09 0.54

    Part-time, fixed-term 0.50 0.01

    Zero-hour contract 0.34 0.27

Inadequate income (model 2) 0.24 0.01 0.06 2360

Notes: In Model 1, explanatory variables include type of employment, income inadequacy, 
gender, age, municipality group, education, income and household size. Model 2 includes 
income inadequacy, gender, age, municipality group, labour market status, education, income 
and household size. The dependent variable is measured with the following survey question: 
‘What do you think about the following statement? A basic income should be introduced as 
a permanent part of the social security system in Finland: strongly agree (5), somewhat agree 
(4), neither agree nor disagree (3), somewhat disagree (2), strongly disagree (1) and cannot say 
(excluded from the analysis)’. Income inadequacy is measured with: ‘Which of the following 
best describes your household income at present? We live comfortably on our current income or 
we are doing OK (0), we have difficulties or we are barely getting by (1), not sure (excluded)’.

Experimenting with unconditional basic income140

for the association between income inadequacy and type of employment 
(fixed-term and part-time contracts) and support for basic income. Moreover, 
having a fixed contract is a stronger determinant of support than working 
part-time. With additional control variables included, the explanatory power 
of the models is about 5 percent. The relatively low explanatory power of 
the model motivates us to explore other potential explanatory factors for the 
support of basic income in the population. 

Deservingness: Individual or Social Blame?

General opinions on the reasons why people have social and financial problems 
and need support from the welfare state are strongly related to more specific 
opinions on the welfare state, its characteristics, scope, size, and legitimacy. In 
Table 11.2, we present the six questions used in the opinion survey to measure 
respondents’ views on the causes of unemployment: whether they are related 
to individual factors (own fault), or to various societal problems and structural 

Olli Kangas, Signe Jauhiainen, Miska Simanainen, and Minna Ylikanno - 9781839104855
Downloaded from PubFactory at 09/12/2022 10:19:24AM

via free access



Table 11.2 Perceived causes for unemployment and poverty among the 
Finns in 2020

Causes of unemployment Causes of poverty

1. Own 
fault 
(%)

2. Societal 
problems 

(%)

3. Structural 
change (%)

4. People do 
not try hard 
enough (%)

5. Inadequate 
basic security 

(%)

6. It is too easy 
to live on social 

benefits (%)

Fully 
disagree

45.7 6.2 5.0 33.0 12.4 16.2

Partially 
disagree

36.9 26.7 18.1 37.0 37.2 25.0

Partially 
agree

13.5 49.8 56.5 22.4 33.6 35.0

Fully 
agree

2.5 11.2 13.0 4.6 11.3 20.6

Do not 
know

1.4 6.1 7.0 3.0 5.5 3.2
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changes in the society. Similarly, the respondents could express their opinions 
about why people are poor and if it is too easy to obtain social benefits. 

A majority of the respondents considered unemployment and poverty to be 
caused by factors beyond individuals’ own control, whereas about half of the 
respondents considered that social benefits in Finland are too lucrative and too 
easy to live on. To determine the extent to which responses to these questions 
possibly cluster into social blame and individual blame dimensions, we ran 
a factor analysis. The answers loaded on two distinct factors, and the loadings 
were strong and clear. On the one hand, questions 2, 3 and 5 formed their own 
‘social blame’ component and questions 1, 4 and 6 clustered on the ‘individual 
blame’ attitudinal dimension. Based on these results, we formed two additive 
variables that were used in the regression models presented in Table 11.3. 
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.628 for social blame and 0.679 for individual blame. 

According to the analysis, gender is not significantly related to individual or 
social blame. Whereas age increases the propensity to emphasise social expla-
nations, age is not significantly associated with individual blame. Although 
education and income are strongly correlated, the association between educa-
tion and income vis-à-vis social blame and individual blame moves in different 
directions. While higher levels of education are positively associated with 
social blame and negatively associated with individual blame, the opposite is 
true for income. A closer analysis shows an interesting interaction: those with 
high educational attainments but low income tend to blame societal factors, 
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whereas high-income earners with low educational achievements are more 
prone to blame individuals.

Both dimensions are correlated with political affiliations. If we use the 
voters for the National Coalition Party (the Conservatives) as a reference 
point, voters for all other parties – with the exception of the Centre Party 
– are significantly more against blaming the individual when background 
variables are controlled for. As far as social blame is concerned, only 
voters for the Social Democrats, the Left Alliance, and the Greens signif-
icantly deviate from the voters for the National Coalition.

Attitudes on Deservingness, Item-specific Opinions, and Support for 
Basic Income

The respondents could respond separately to each item-specific ques-
tion about the anticipated consequences of introducing basic income in 
Finland. The response scale ranged from 0 (totally disagree) to 10 (totally 
agree). The means for each question are presented in the appendix (Table 
11A.1). In the positive attributes, the means varied from a low of 5.71 for 
‘Social spending would decrease’ to a high of 6.84 for ‘Social security 
for short-term employees and the self-employed would improve’. In the 
negative item-specific opinions, the lowest mean 5.04 was for ‘Because 
of duplicate benefits paid, the social security system would become more 
complicated’ (mean = 5.04) and the highest one for ‘Responsibilities 
between individuals and the state would become blurred’ (mean = 5.53). 
The means of the responses show that the positive aspects have a slightly 
stronger acceptance than the negative ones. The Finns seem to have at 
least a lukewarm positive perception to the specific outcomes of basic 
income.

As in the case of the attitudinal dimensions of deservingness, we ran 
factor analysis to reduce the number of variables. The item-specific ques-
tions were loaded into two factors. Based on these results, we formed two 
additive variables with high consistency. Cronbach’s alpha for the posi-
tive dimension was as high as 0.899 and for the negative dimension it was 
0.857. Thereafter, we ran regressions to study the connections between 
demographic background variables and political affiliations, and positive 
and negative item-specific opinions on basic income. 

Regarding positive opinions, income had a negative and significant 
regression coefficient. Those in higher income groups were sceptical 
about the beneficial aspects of basic income. Gender, age, and education 
were not significant. In comparison with the voters for the Conservatives, 
voters for the Greens, the Left Alliance, and Social Democrats had signif-
icantly more positive views, whereas the Centre Party and the Finns Party 
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Table 11.3 Regression analysis results on the determinants of support 
for basic income in Finland 2020: deservingness and 
opinions on the characteristics of basic income, coefficients 
and p-values

Model M1 M2 M3 M4 M5

Social blame 0.07 0.05 0.06 0.06

(<0.001) (<0.001) (<0.001) (<0.001)

Individual blame –0.10 –0.07 –0.07 –0.06

(<0.001) (<0.001) (<0.001) (<0.001)

Positive opinions 0.21 0.19 0.18 0.17

(<0.001) (<0.001) (<0.001) (<0.001)

Negative opinions –0.04 –0.02 –0.04 –0.03

(<0.001) (0.216) (0.007) (0.047)

Party affiliation

  Conservatives (reference)

  Finns Party 0.18

(0.083)

  Centre 0.17

(0.173)

  Greens 0.41

(<0.001)

  SDP 0.15

(0.172)

  Left Alliance 0.32

(0.019)

Adj. R2 0.08 0.18 0.23 0.30 0.31

Notes: Model 1 considers only social blame and individual blame; Model 2 considers only 
positive and negative attributes of basic income; Model 3 = Model 1 + Model 2; Model 4 = 
Model 3 and age, gender, income and education controlled for; and Model 5 = Model 4 and 
political affiliation. The dependent variable is measured with the following survey question: 
‘What do you think about the following statement? A basic income should be introduced as 
a permanent part of the social security system in Finland: strongly agree (5), somewhat agree 
(4), neither agree nor disagree (3), somewhat disagree (2), strongly disagree (1) and cannot say 
(excluded from the analysis)’.
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voters did not deviate from the Conservatives. With regard to negative 
attributes, age and gender were significantly associated with critical opin-
ions. Criticism increased when moving from younger to older age groups 
and from women to men. Education significantly decreases negative 
opinions, such as voting for the Left Alliance, Social Democrats, Centre 
or the Greens.

Table 11.3 gives a numeric summation of the discussion presented 
above. Attitudinal dimensions have a highly significant association with 
support for basic income, and the association remains significant, even 
when the two variables pertaining to item-specific opinions (Model 3) and 
political affiliations are added to the model and demographic background 
variables are controlled for (Model 5). Positive item-specific opinions are 
highly significantly linked to support for basic income in all the models, 
whereas negative perceptions have weaker connections and their coeffi-
cients sometimes lose significance. Of the political affiliations depicted in 
Model 5, only voting for the Greens and the Left Alliance is a significant 
determinant of a positive basic income opinion. 

The first, attitudinal model explains 8 percent of the variation (Adj. 
R2) in the support for basic income. The second model, with specific 
characteristics of basic income as independent variables, performs better 
and increases the variance explained to 18 percent. If we combine both 
the attitudinal and item-specific variables, as in Model 3, the R2-values 
increase further. However, introducing demographic controls (Model 4) 
or political affiliations of the respondents (Model 5) did not substantially 
increase the variance explained. 

Based on this study, we cannot establish whether values, attitudes, 
and opinions come first followed by party affiliation, whether it is vice 
versa, or whether they are formed simultaneously. The cross-sectional and 
one-dimensional analysis carried out above cannot reveal all the multidi-
mensional interactions between various demographic, socio-economic, 
and other background variables, attitudes, item-specific opinions of basic 
income, and political affiliations. In the concluding section, we attempt 
to provide a heuristic description of the possible multidimensional rela-
tionships of different factors behind the popular support for basic income.
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CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

This chapter focused on different factors explaining the support for basic 
income in Finland. We used data from two opinion surveys to explore the 
potential determinants of popular support. 

We first analysed how income inadequacy and insecure employment 
relations are associated with the likelihood of supporting or opposing basic 
income. Our analyses showed that fixed-term full- and part-timers are 
more likely to support basic income than are those who have full-time and 
permanent contracts or part-timers with permanent jobs. This result fits our 
expectations: own experience of insecurity in the labour market is likely 
to affect how people view the desirability of basic income. According to 
the results, inadequate income increases the probability of supporting basic 
income.

Opinions on policy issues are also based on individuals’ value pref-
erences, which, in turn, are related in a number of ways to how people 
perceive societal problems. Previous studies show that support for social 
policy is strongly linked to the so-called ‘deservingness’ principle, that 
is, who should get what and on what grounds (van Oorschot et al., 2017). 
In the second part of our study, we focus on this value-based attitudinal 
dimension. Individual blame, pertaining to the view that social problems 
and welfare needs are a result of individuals’ own actions. Social blame, 
meanwhile, refers to the societal roots of individual problems. These two 
dimensions appear to have significant ramifications for the support for 
basic income. Those who emphasise individual reasons tend to be scepti-
cal of unconditional transfers, whereas the opposite is true for those who 
emphasise social blame: they tend to support basic income. The two dimen-
sions of deservingness are also strongly linked to an individual’s political 
affiliation. Voters for left-wing parties and the Greens are more inclined 
to emphasise the social blame paradigm than are voters for other parties.

From the analyses of deservingness, we then moved to more specific 
questions on the possible outcomes of introducing a basic income scheme. 
Not surprisingly, proponents regard basic income as a solution to many 
problems of the present social security system and the world’s societies, 
while opponents of basic income emphasise its possible detrimental behav-
ioural effects. Similar to deservingness, these item-specific dimensions are 
important determinants of the support for basic income.

If we then compare the relative significance of various background 
factors, our tentative conclusion is that, on the one hand, socio-economic 
characteristics and labour market statuses of respondents are important 
explanatory factors for basic income, but on the other hand, attitudinal 
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Figure 11.1 Summary of the relationships between demographic 
properties and labour market positions, political affiliations, 
views about deservingness, item-specific opinions concerning 
basic income, and support for basic income
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dimensions in general and deservingness criteria in particular are even 
more relevant.

Figure 11.1 summarises our previously presented analyses. The thickness 
of an arrow indicates the strength of the relationship between the study 
variables. Demographic factors and socio-economic status are linked to 
party preferences. Those with higher positions in the social hierarchy tend 
to vote for right-wing parties, adhere to individual blame explanations, and 
have negative views of the possible outcomes of basic income. Those on 
the lower ladder of the social hierarchy and uncertain labour market posi-
tions are more likely to emphasise societal reasons for individuals’ prob-
lems and evaluate basic income in positive terms. As indicated by thicker 
arrows, the attitudinal dimensions are strongly associated with the likeli-
hood of support for basic income. Double-headed thick arrows describe the 
dialectic interaction between values, attitudes, and item-specific opinions. 
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To more reliably study these linkages and even establish causality between 
the variables, we would need longitudinal data. Collecting such data is 
a task for future studies.
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APPENDIX

Table 11A.1 Means for item-specific question on the characteristics of 
basic income (0=fully disagree, 10=fully agree)

Item Mean

If basic income was implemented:  

Bureaucracy in social security would decrease 6.52

Social spending would decrease 5.71

It would be easier to accept short-term and low-paid jobs 6.77

Social security for short-term employees and the self-employed would improve 6.84

Tax avoidance and fraud in social security would decrease 6.13

The unemployed would have better possibilities to participate in society 6.60

Individuals’ freedoms to decide about their own business would increase 6.65

Those most in need would be left without adequate support 5.05

Low-paid ‘slave’ labour would increase 5.27

Idleness and laziness would increase 5.44

Responsibilities between the individual and society would be blurred 5.53

Because of duplicate benefits, the social security system would become more 
complicated

5.04

The ability of the social security system to respond to changes in the labour market 
would diminish

5.23
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12. Life on basic income – Interview 
accounts by basic income experiment 
participants on the effects of the 
experiment
Helena Blomberg, Christian Kroll and Laura 
Tarkiainen

INTRODUCTION

The aims of the Finnish basic income experiment were strongly associated 
with the target population’s employment status effects, since the main goals 
were to strengthen employment incentives and remove the conditionality of 
unemployment benefits. However, basic income proponents argue that the 
effects of basic income should be scrutinised in a broader sense than a narrow 
labour supply framework. For example, Van Parijs (2013) and Davala et al. 
(2015) claim that basic income is an emancipatory and participatory income 
promoting individuals’ real freedom. In addition, as argued by Calnitsky 
(2016: 28), labour supply results tell little about how recipients experience 
basic income, and understand and interpret its effects. Thus, research on basic 
income experiments would benefit from considering various aspects of social 
and psychological consequences, as well as personal accounts by experiment 
participants on their effects. 

In this chapter, we examine the effects of the Finnish basic income exper-
iment by analysing qualitative interview accounts of 81 people who partici-
pated in the two-year experiment. In our theory-driven content analysis, we 
utilise Hannah Arendt’s theory (Arendt, 1998 [1958]) on labour, work, and 
action modalities and Inger Jansson’s interpretation of basic income’s effects 
on these modalities (Jansson, 2019). By analysing interviewees’ accounts in 
the light of Arendt’s labour, work and action modalities, we aim to achieve 
a deeper understanding of the various effects of the basic income experiment. 

We start by briefly introducing previous research on basic income and dis-
cussing our theoretical underpinnings. Then, we present our data and analysis 
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process. Next, we examine the interviewees’ accounts of the effects of utilising 
the framework of the labour, work and action modalities. In the concluding 
section, we reflect on our findings more broadly.

ON THE EFFECTS OF A BASIC INCOME

As pointed out elsewhere in this book, the concept of basic income has 
been discussed from a variety of theoretical and practical vantage points. 
For example, in Finland, basic income has been given multiple conflicting 
definitions, because it has been posited as a response to various issues, such 
as problems of welfare bureaucracy, fulfilment of social rights, incentives for 
paid work, and insecurity of ‘precarious’ employment (Perkiö, 2020a, 2020b). 
Thus, although basic income has often been presented as a simple and unified 
idea, concrete policy proposals have included varying goals and interpreta-
tions of it (De Wispelaere and Stirton, 2004). In the Finnish basic income 
experiment, the final design parameters can be regarded as the result of not 
only political, but also legal, institutional, and budgetary considerations and 
constraints (see De Wispelaere et al., 2018: 16). 

Generally, existing research on basic income has largely focused on the 
normative discussions of its application, particularly with regard to work and 
employment (for reviews, see Kangas and Pulkka, 2016; Widerqvist, 2013). 
On the one hand, basic income is thought to incentivise paid work and provide 
a safety net and bargaining power to those who are subjected to insecure, 
poorly protected, and low-paid working conditions. Basic income is, for 
example, assumed to support those who perform sporadic and irregular entre-
preneurial activities as well as project-based creative work (Jansson, 2019; 
Kangas and Pulkka, 2016). On the other hand, it is argued that basic income 
may present a risk of trapping precarious workers in insecure employment 
conditions (see Birnbaum and De Wispelaere, 2020). 

Furthermore, it is claimed that basic income obscures the division between 
‘work’ and ‘non-work’ (Pateman, 2004), when taking into account not just 
paid work in the labour market, but also the range of non-commodified forms 
of activities, such as domestic work, care work, community engagement, and 
voluntary work. In addition, basic income is thought to make it easier for an 
individual citizen to reduce working time, to take a break between jobs, to 
have the means to undertake further training, or to become self-employed (Van 
Parijs, 2001). Thus, it is argued that basic income challenges the centrality of 
paid work and decreases the shame and deleterious effects of unemployment 
(Sage, 2019). By various means, basic income may enhance individuals’ 
freedom, autonomy, and emancipation (e.g. Standing, 2017; Van Parijs, 1995, 
2013). 
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Because of its universality principle, basic income has been considered to 
eliminate explicit or implicit moral judgements and to reduce benefit stigma 
(Calnitsky, 2016; McKay, 2007). It has been perceived as providing a humane 
alternative to conditional traditional means-tested workfare programmes 
(Hamilton and Mulvale, 2019). 

While empirical evidence on various issues regarding the effects of basic 
income often seem inconclusive to date, existing studies have often followed 
a quantitative methodological approach. In the relatively scarce body of 
qualitative work on basic income experiments, some studies have reported 
reduced stigma under an unconditional regime with a mixed group of recip-
ients (Calnitsky, 2016), while others have reported that basic income has 
positive effects on recipients’ self-dignity and experiences of trust (Bohmeyer 
and Cornelsen, 2019). In addition, basic income has outperformed traditional 
conditional welfare programmes with respect to long-term financial and future 
planning, improved nutrition, housing stability, physical and mental health, 
and social connections with friends and family (see Hamilton and Mulvale, 
2019).

BASIC INCOME IN THE LABOUR, WORK AND 
ACTION MODALITY FRAMES

As pointed out above, a basic income can be assumed to affect people’s 
employment and life trajectories in various ways, although it is far from clear 
how, since the assumptions presented include conflicting and contradictory 
ideas and conclusions. By approaching the Finnish basic income experiment 
from the perspective of participating individuals, we aim here to account for 
people’s various social contexts in which ‘everything affects everything’. 
Hence, our point of departure is that basic income should be assessed in rela-
tion to individuals’ larger life situations and social contexts. We assume that 
people as actors pay attention to various aspects of life when making decisions 
related to paid employment and activities outside the labour market. 

Arendt’s (1998 [1958]) theory, known as vita activa, provides a theoretical 
framework that takes into account these various aspects. The main principle of 
the theory is that human activity is conditioned under three modalities: labour, 
work and action. These three modalities include everyday survival and con-
sumption, utility and production; creating permanence and coexistence among 
humans; and human flourishing.

Arendt’s thought has increasingly inspired researchers interested in welfare 
policy and occupational science, including some interested in basic income 
(Jansson, 2017, 2019; Sauer, 2015; Suuronen, 2018). For example, Jansson 
(2019) analysed Arendt’s theory vis-à-vis people’s occupational patterns 
and their experiences of occupational meaning. According to this view, the 
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rationale underlying claims for basic income relies on different ideologies that 
can all be examined through the lens of labour, work and action modalities. 
Therefore, the effects of basic income should be assessed through not just one 
but all modalities, since people participate more or less in all of them. First, the 
‘labour’ modality refers to the abolishment of bureaucratic payment transfer 
systems and work that secures everyday survival through paid work. Within 
the labour modality, basic income may help to liberate people from impossible 
demands of the labour market, but may also result in the risk of them becoming 
passive consumers, unable to fully participate in other modalities, that is, work 
and action. Jansson (2019: 132–4) seems to associate the Finnish basic income 
experiment’s aims to alter the so-called bureaucratic and welfare ‘traps’ 
related to low-paid and sporadic jobs primarily with the labour modality. 

Second, the ‘work’ modality refers to diminishing poverty and enhancing 
self-determined lives and work performed to create useful, permanent and 
sustainable production, beyond just survival. This could mean that with basic 
income, people may have better options to refuse jobs that are unethical or 
deleterious to both humans and the environment. This type of thinking empha-
sises the meaning of paid work and work communities as a means to guarantee 
individuals’ autonomy and well-being. Finally, the ‘action’ modality refers to 
human activity performed in relation to other people in the public sphere, such 
as voluntary work. Within the action modality, basic income may enhance par-
ticipation and shared political activity in forms other than paid work. Hence, 
basic income may enable actions that aim to deepen democracy and shared 
political and/or participatory activity among citizens (Jansson, 2019). 

DATA

To obtain the type of qualitative data needed, the Social Insurance Institution 
of Finland delivered our research group’s interview invitation and informed 
consent form to half (988 people) of the basic income experiment participants 
by mail. Those willing to participate in a face-to-face interview were asked to 
mail their consent forms directly to our research group, which was the only 
party with access to the interview data at any stage. This procedure was the 
result of the study being an independent part of the experiment’s evaluation 
by a research group at the University of Helsinki. Therefore, the transfer of 
personal data was contingent on the explicit consent of the basic income exper-
iment participants only. Taking into account this procedure, in which remind-
ers were not allowed, our initial goal was to receive at least 50 signed consent 
forms. However, the expectations were exceeded, and a total of 106 informed 
consent forms were obtained during the period 3 February–16 March 2019. 

We chose to conduct semi-structured interviews, which enabled us to freely 
discuss several themes relating to participants’ experiences. The interviews 

Olli Kangas, Signe Jauhiainen, Miska Simanainen, and Minna Ylikanno - 9781839104855
Downloaded from PubFactory at 09/12/2022 10:19:24AM

via free access



Table 12.1 Interviewees’ background information (number of persons)

Gender Female
Male
Non-binary

42
38
1

Age 25–34 years old
35–44 years old
45–61 years old
No information

18
21
40
2

Residency Uusimaa (including greater Helsinki area)
Southern Finland
Western Finland
Northern and Eastern Finland

27
21
24
9
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dealt with three core themes: (1) participants’ general life situation and 
well-being; (2) unemployment, work, and bureaucratic encounters; and (3) 
interviewees’ experiences as basic income experiment participants. 

In our data collection, we kept conducting interviews until we reached 
a point at which we were assured that the accounts of basic income and the 
experiment started to resemble each other (e.g. Hennink et al., 2016). We 
ended up interviewing 81 people, notably more than our initial goal.

The interviews were conducted in quiet and easily accessible locations1 
that were suitable for the interviewees and caused them no extra expenses to 
travel to. Three people employed for the project conducted the interviews. 
The first pilot interview was conducted on 14 January 2019 and the remaining 
80 interviews between 7 February 2019 and 4 June 2019; 74 interviews were 
conducted in Finnish, four in Swedish, and three in English. 

The interviews lasted between 27 minutes and 2 hours 22 minutes. In total, 
we ended up with 88 hours and 1 minute of recorded interview material. The 
interviews were transcribed verbatim, resulting in 3893 pages of transcribed 
data. All data extracts used in this chapter were anonymised and translated into 
English.2 We present information on the interviewees’ backgrounds in Table 
12.1.

Approximately two-thirds of our interviewees reported that they had gained 
paid employment during the experiment; 25 interviewees had been working 
in either longer fixed-term or permanent positions; and 14 had undertaken 
short-time and/or on-demand work. Five interviewees worked in creative 
fields and six were entrepreneurs. Five interviewees performed work sup-
ported by a pay subsidy. Around one-third of the interviewees did not gain 
any form of paid employment during the experiment. Of these interviewees, 
nine had studied full time, one had acted as (an unofficial) caregiver, six had 
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been receiving activation services that promoted employment, and 12 were not 
involved in any of these activities.

ANALYSIS

For our analysis, we first read our data to make sense of it as a whole. Then, 
for closer analysis, we collected all data passages that dealt with interviewees’ 
accounts of the experiments’ effects. For the next stage of the analysis, we 
applied theory-driven content analysis on relevant data passages that were 
organised in correspondence with prior theoretical knowledge (Elo and 
Kyngäs, 2008). 

We analysed our data with respect to the labour, work, and action modalities 
identified by Arendt (1998 [1958]), as well as the assumed effects of basic 
income on these activities (see Jansson, 2019). Nearly all of the interviewees 
touched upon these three modalities in one way or another while making 
sense of their experiences, for example, by making multiple justifications 
when describing factors that contribute to unemployed people’s access to paid 
employment. By analysing these three modalities, we aimed to exemplify the 
diversity of interviewees’ social contexts and manifold accounts of the exper-
iment’s effects. However, by focusing on the analysis of these modalities, we 
excluded several intriguing interview themes that were beyond the scope of 
our analysis. 

The Labour Modality

We identified two different ways in which the interviewees described the 
effects of the basic income experiment related to labour modality activities: 
everyday survival and consumption. The first way concerns interviewees’ 
descriptions that portray the basic income experiment as having been meaning-
ful for meeting their basic human needs and allowing them to secure necessary 
consumption through paid employment. The second way is associated with 
accounts in which the interviewees described the minimal or non-existent 
effects the experiment had on their employment, living conditions, and/or 
consumption. 

In interview accounts in which basic income was said to have strengthened 
the labour modality, the enhanced possibilities for accepting, in particular, 
short-time, part-time and gig jobs were highlighted. Some interviewees stated 
that favourable tax conditions that were a part of the experiment design had 
resulted in them taking jobs that had otherwise been too poorly paid and 
insecure. Others, in turn, had regarded their basic income as allowing them to 
decline job offers perceived as being too insecure or having very poor working 
conditions. For some interviewees, basic income had provided economic secu-
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rity, enhancing their life situation between different jobs, gigs, or contracts. In 
particular, this security was associated with part-time and zero-hour contracts 
in which earnings were varied and job contracts were characterised by breaks 
in between. 

During the basic income experiment, I was in a work trial that resulted in temporary 
contracts, and then an on-demand work contract. (--) When the experiment started, 
it immediately affected my mindset, that if I could get even small bits of work, 
I could have a chance to support myself. (--) Well, my salary was not amazingly 
high, so it [basic income] was a good supplement and I was able to get on very well 
with it during the experiment. And when I finished the temporary contract and got 
another, it was still really a good help for me. In particular, last summer, when I left 
that temporary contract and started this on-demand contract, it was an extra good 
supplement, as my earnings were really uncertain at the time. So it [basic income] 
brought loads of security to my life. (Interviewee 71)

The interviewees, however, talked about the labour modality in various ways, 
representing different ways of reasoning. For example, for some interviewees, 
the basic income experiment offered an opportunity to seek new options in 
the labour market, whereas others said that they had postponed their plans 
to study, for example, since it was worthwhile to work full-time and to have 
the untaxed basic income on top of their earnings. Hence, many interviewees 
stated that having a salary and basic income strengthened their ability to under-
take long-term economic planning, for example, to consume, save money, and 
afford both basic necessities and small luxuries (see Hamilton and Mulvale, 
2019: 588–90). However, some interviewees experienced economic difficul-
ties and extra bureaucratic stress between jobs during the experiment, since 
unemployment insurance funds and trade unions had little knowledge of how 
the basic income affected earnings-related daily unemployment allowances.

Still, basic income combined with a salary was described as offering some 
of the interviewees a better living standard, instead of only covering everyday 
survival (cf. Jansson, 2019). During the experiment, some interviewees were 
able, for instance, to buy proper winter clothes or household appliances, to 
repair their car, to go to the cinema, to visit a restaurant, or to go to the hair-
dressers. Some interviewees had been able to invest in culture, travel, home 
decorating, visiting relatives, or children’s recreational activities. Therefore, 
combining the basic income with a salary offered many interviewees a sense 
of security and continuity in their lives. 

I feel that I am economically a little bit stronger now. On my own, I happened to find 
a therapist whom I meet once a month. Just speaking about my issues has helped 
me to move forward with my life. […] Basically, this basic income has paid for my 
therapy, which has helped me to cope in working life. (Interviewee 4)
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Basic income was described as being particularly motivating in situations in 
which it was combined with a salary paid from subsidised work. However, not 
all interviewees had internalised the benefits of the untaxed basic income until 
subsidised work started, that is, keeping the basic income untaxed on top of 
any earnings. On the one hand, basic income was portrayed as strengthening 
incentives for working in the intermediate labour market. On the other hand, 
the experiment caused disappointment to some interviewees, since despite 
their hopes and wishes, they did not gain access to ‘proper jobs’ within the 
open labour market owing to work ability limitations. 

When I got [from subsidised work with basic income] nearly the same sum as those 
who work as regular labourers, it motivated me insanely to work. To be honest, 
I was really upset when it [basic income] ended. I am a client of integrated services 
[Multi-sectoral Joint Service Promoting Employment], and the staff there told 
me many, many times that now it would be a profitable time to seek a job as one 
can get some extra money. […] I have to say that it has bothered me that I didn’t 
realise I could go somewhere earlier. Or, I don’t know. […] I had no work capacity 
then […] I had long, long episodes in rehabilitative work and at the time, I had no 
strength to do proper jobs. I sort of have to admit it [not having working ability] to 
myself. Well, even these days, I sometimes have problems with my ability to cope, 
and my feelings are not always very good. (Interviewee 32)

Some interviewees described situations in which they had found it difficult to 
find employment, because they lacked work ability, or had only partial work 
capacity due to mental health issues, homelessness, or an otherwise difficult life 
situation. However, in these situations, some people gained paid employment 
at the end of the second year of the experiment. In these interview accounts, 
success in gaining employment is portrayed as a long-term project in which not 
just basic income but also support from officials and non-governmental organ-
isations (NGOs) is described as meaningful. However, during the experiment, 
some participants were able to make longer-term plans for the future and to 
‘sort things out’ after prolonged periods of unemployment. 

I must have been quite difficult to employ before I got into this basic income 
experiment. I had problems with my driving licence and it looked like a knot that 
would not open in any way. […] When this basic income thingy started, I got some 
type of drive. I immediately thought that, God dammit, I have 2 years to get my shit 
together, to do as I want to. And so it went. I am very satisfied with all the things 
I achieved during these 2 years. And as a cherry on the top, during the last month, 
I found a place to work, which seems relatively long lasting. […] I mean, this exper-
iment gave me 2 years’ timeframe to see the horizon. That really, now I have time 
to breathe. (Interviewee 74)

The other way to describe the effects of experiments on the labour modality 
deals with descriptions of minimal or non-existent effects. In these cases, the 
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interviewees had, for example, agreed to take on jobs prior to knowing about 
the experiment and/or jobs were easy to accept despite the experiment. Hence, 
the experiment was associated with little meaning vis-à-vis labour modality.

In other of these accounts, the interviewees made sense of the labour 
modality by presenting structural explanations for their situations. In these 
descriptions, the interviewees shared their aspirations with respect to the 
labour modality; however, heterogeneous reasons, such as their place of 
residence, age, disability, long-term illnesses, their educational background, 
and/or migrant status influenced their opportunities to gain employment (see 
also Calnitsky and Latner, 2017: 375, 390). Some interviewees also included 
descriptions in which the experiment was portrayed as ‘unsuccessful’ or 
‘wasted’ in their cases, since their health or work ability did not allow them to 
strengthen the labour modality as a basic activity in their lives. Thus, in these 
cases, the experiment time was not described as differing significantly from 
the time of receiving traditional welfare. 

Well, all kinds of [services for promoting employment] have been tried. But I just 
can’t [participate in them for health reasons]. […] If I think about [basic income] 
financially, I was 100 percent sure when it came, as it came so steadily. But now 
[with traditional unemployment benefit] it comes in 4-week cycles, and it comes 
when it comes. […] So it was a little easier [with basic income]. […] Otherwise, 
I can’t say, whether my [life situation] would have been any different. In the same 
way, the sun rises in the morning and sets in the evening. (Interviewee 2)

However, interviewees who had long-term illnesses and work ability limita-
tions expressed that the basic income offered some kind of security owing to 
its regularity. The unconditionality of basic income was portrayed as mean-
ingful for covering basic necessities, such as rent and medicine. However, 
the amount of the basic income in the experiment was described as too low to 
cover all necessities for everyday survival. 

The Work Modality

The interview accounts for the effects of the experiment related to work 
modality activities deal with their descriptions of improved possibilities for 
making meaningful and sustainable decisions in the labour market. In particu-
lar, the experiment revealed that the work modality was strengthened in the 
case of interviewees who had either studied or worked as specialists, small 
business owners, or in creative fields. 

Those interviewees who worked in creative fields stated that the basic 
income experiment had particularly positive effects in their situations in 
which freelance fees, hourly paid work and/or grants were combined. These 
interviewees stated that the basic income helped them to accept project-based 
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and sporadic work, as it came with diminished bureaucratic load and lack of 
coercion and sanctions associated with traditional welfare. In addition, the 
basic income experiment was portrayed as having been helpful in terms of 
professional confidence and courage to pursue artistic aspirations, as well 
as strengthening general well-being, sense of control, and agency (see also 
Calnitsky and Latner, 2017: 392). 

Well, for sure, I can say that my well-being was better when I had basic income. 
It is about a feeling of freedom, and these psychological effects have been great. 
Whereas economically, the benefits have been nearly non-existent. But it is rather 
about not having that coercion in the background, so it increases creativity when 
you get the freedom. Then, creativity increases well-being. […] So, it has provided 
me a feeling that I can focus on the matters that are relevant. […] When the constant 
insecurity and regular hassle with benefits are gone, I mean the weariness of them, 
you can see that you are able to achieve miracles. When you don’t always have to 
think whether I can accept this gig or not [without losing my benefits]. (Interviewee 
6)

Interviewees who had worked in creative fields during the experiment said 
that the basic income was a relief for them owing to its economic predictability 
and stability. These aspects were portrayed as strengthening the interviewees’ 
sense of security and helping them to free themselves from the stress related to 
income insecurity. However, these interview accounts on increased creativity 
were related to interviewees who had worked in creative fields prior to the 
experiment.

Not much has changed, as I have reported my doings [to the Public Employment 
Services] in a similar way to before the experiment. I have had similar job gigs. The 
only positive thing I can say as an artist is that when you know that 560 euros will 
be deposited monthly into your account, I don’t have to think about how much my 
monthly income will reduce my unemployment benefit. So, it has brought me some 
economic security. […] And when you work in creative fields, it has a massive 
mental meaning. I mean what goes on in your head and what kinds of stress levels 
you have, so it has a significant meaning. […] 560 euros is no astronomic sum at all. 
[…] Practically, it didn’t increase my annual income at all, but it brought me some 
regularity. (Interviewee 13)

Some of the interviewees also stated that the experiment had freed them 
to educate themselves. In these accounts, descriptions of autonomy were 
emphasised, since during the experiment one could study without the Public 
Employment Services regulating the content, duration or means of those 
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studies. Thus, the basic income experiment freed some interviewees to channel 
their interests and motivated them to study instead of job seek. 

Well, if I am being totally honest, I have to say that it [basic income] has decreased 
[my job seeking] a bit. […] But I have tried to perceive it in a way that I will now 
invest in my studies. First of all, I am a job seeker, so if I will get a job offer, I will 
prioritise it, and my studies will be secondary then. But I haven’t been able to choose 
between these two. So, in that sense, my answer to your questions is that it [basic 
income] has made me a little bit passive. […] However, it has rather enabled me to 
be myself. Because, if I use the word ‘unemployed’, the status of an unemployed 
person, I have never liked it at all. Because it has so much to do with the idea that 
society patronises me. […] And work life for me [as a specialist] has been very 
independent and I have always been trusted. And all of a sudden, I am unemployed 
and all the trust is gone. So, in that sense, the basic income offered me the option 
to be trusted again. During these 2 years, I have been able to actualise myself, to 
participate in different events and study. (Interviewee 8)

The basic income experiment also helped some interviewees to upskill them-
selves in fields that would have been difficult or impossible to access with 
traditional conditional unemployment benefits. In these interview accounts, 
the possibility of advancing participants’ studies was described as more mean-
ingful than trying to achieve economic gains with basic income.

I was studying in a field in which finding a job can be a little difficult. So [the basic 
income] was really a delightful thing for me […] From time to time I thought, as 
I have that [anonymised] qualification, I could have gone to some [place of business] 
in Lapland for the summer, or some other place where there is a shortage of labour. 
But then again, it felt more meaningful to study. […] I thought it was for my future. 
It was tempting to work, to get a basic income and salary, but then again, it felt more 
valuable and more important for me to find my own thing. (Interviewee 43)

Based on some of the interview accounts, the time during the basic income 
experiment was used to provide an option to find a balance in their general life 
situation, to practice ‘self-seeking’, to find one’s ‘own thing’ or to reach for 
one’s long-term hopes and dreams of finding meaningful work and activities. 

When I had basic income, I felt it was really good, as I didn’t feel that my mental 
health was okay at that time. I had hoped that I could have received rehabilitation 
benefits for a little bit longer so I could have been a bit more relaxed at that point and 
taken care of myself better. But I had a slow pace with my mental health recovery 
and it would have required a little bit more time. But then I had this basic income 
option. […] When I was pursuing my dreams [of studies], it helped me to work 
myself. My mental health is loads better now, I feel that I am really stable now. 
(Interviewee 40)
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In interview accounts related to aims to achieve one’s long-term aspirations, 
some interviewees described how the basic income experiment had encour-
aged them to start their own small businesses, since they provided the option to 
experiment with self-employment without any major financial risk. However, 
some interviewees stated that basic income had no effect on these plans, since 
they were made prior to the experiment. Nevertheless, the ability to do mean-
ingful things for a living is at the core of these experiences.

In January, I realised that, hang on a second, I’m on basic income and I could afford 
to do this trick now. […] It was a lot easier and nicer to start a business, when I knew 
I had at least some income in the background. […] I thought that now I will try to 
do this, what I had been interested in doing. I thought that I have 2 years of time, 
and if everything gets fucked, at least I have tried it and I will not starve to death 
in between. Now, I have reached a point in which my business goes so well that 
there is no point of running it down, and get back on unemployment benefits. But 
then again, I have not got rich yet [so I have to do part-time work] […] The biggest 
change is that now I can do things that I have always wanted to. I had an opportunity 
to make my hobby as something that I could do for 12 hours per day in a way that 
someone is paying something for it. So, at the moment, it means a lot to me, that it is 
my life. […] But if the business needs to be shut down, I don’t know. [My part-time 
job], for example, does not give me any of these feelings. It doesn’t give any other 
feelings than that I wish this would be over for the day. (Interviewee 12)

The interviewees described how complex bureaucracy has prevented them 
from trying out self-employment prior to the experiment. However, these 
accounts also included statements that a two-year period was too short to 
establish a profitable business. In these interview accounts, the experiences 
were portrayed rather ambivalently, since they included descriptions of both 
self-actualisation and financial difficulties.

I started my own business in autumn 2017, by invoicing the client through my 
own business. I don’t know whether it would have been possible without this basic 
income, because I can’t even imagine the hassle I would have had with the Social 
Insurance Institution of Finland. I would have needed to negotiate with them and 
send them all kinds of receipts for invoicing. That would have been intolerable. So 
basic income enabled that for me. I could start up my own business; however, in the 
end, it wasn’t cost-effective. […] I had to close it down and think of other ways to 
invoice the clients then. […] So honestly, I can’t brag that it was a great thing to start 
up a business, since it wasn’t profitable. (Interviewee 9)

In addition, within the work modality, the basic income experiment also 
offered some of the interviewees meaningful employment options in their 
fields of specialisation, for example, by gaining more relevant work experi-
ence or having an option not to react the job offers of the Public Employment 
Services. 
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The Action Modality

The interview accounts also included content that can be related to action 
modality activities, that is, descriptions of the basic income experiment’s 
effects on interviewees’ societal and political participation as well as actions 
and interactions benefiting other human beings. These accounts included illus-
trations of how the basic income experiment had provided some interviewees 
with opportunities to participate in different political activities, voluntary 
work, and other non-paid activities, such as care work. 

Overall, in their interview accounts, the interviewees conceptualised various 
activities performed outside paid employment as work. For example, some 
interviewees described how receiving basic income had given them freedom to 
participate actively in different NGOs or cooperative activities, without being 
accountable to the Public Employment Services. 

[During the basic income experiment] I focused on activities of that co-operative. 
I was a chairperson of its board and a responsible account holder. […] I could have 
applied for unemployment benefits, but I didn’t, as I thought that basic income was 
enough. […] I don’t perceive myself as an unemployed person as I work so much. 
Even though I don’t get any money out of it yet. […] I believe I got a bit more 
self-confidence and ambition out of the fact that I didn’t need to worry about the 
money or to all the time have to demonstrate to the Social Insurance Institution of 
Finland or the Public Employment Services that I need money and I do things in an 
active manner. I believe that basic income had a positive effect on my confidence 
and strength. (Interviewee 50)

Some interviewees stated that receiving basic income encouraged them to 
perform voluntary work, since there was no risk of losing benefits. However, 
typically, these interviewees had done voluntary work prior to the experiment 
too. 

If I still would have that basic income, I could do some voluntary work. I have been 
working in a helpline service and as a support person. […] I could do something 
actually meaningful, and reasonable things too. But, now I am sort of hanging here 
and waiting, waiting, and waiting. (Interviewee 3)

Some interviewees described how basic income had inspired them to under-
take social and political activities, for example, to advocate for basic income 
or to deepen their knowledge of social policy in general. Some interviewees 
stated that as a result of the experiment, they had followed the news and daily 
politics in more detail, readjusted their political views, or participated in dif-
ferent events dealing with basic income. In addition, some interviewees shared 
their aspirations for participating in basic income studies as a means of being 
‘useful’ for future research. Thus, some interviewees expressed their desire to 
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help with and be part of knowledge production vis-à-vis basic income (see also 
Calnitsky, 2016: 30).

For sure, I wanted to participate [in this study], and with great inspiration, I am 
involved. This is a hot and topical issue around the world. I am very satisfied that 
I got selected, and I really hoped to participate in this face-to-face interview. Surely, 
this is a slow and tough way to influence, but this is how it works. (Interviewee 70)

Some interviewees also described how they had the flexibility to help and 
assist people during the experiment by adjusting their time use. This help 
included, for example, shopping for groceries for relatives, taking their neigh-
bours’ dogs out for walks, or babysitting their grandchildren. 

I do gigs [at work] because my parent has early dementia and my husband is on 
a sickness benefit. […] So also for my husband’s sake I haven’t been taking on 
permanent work, in case there will be situations that I couldn’t have time off to help 
him. But now, when I do gigs, I can plan my schedule a little bit. […] The guar-
anteed minimum income [basic income] provided me some alone time so I could 
regain some strength, too. […] Also, during those 2 years, I was able to give a bit 
more time to my children and grandchildren, so I could make my working hours 
a little flexible. […] So it [basic income] gave me own kinds of security and enough 
strength to cope with my family life. (Interviewee 47)

In the interview accounts, caring for relatives was portrayed as being easier 
in situations in which basic income was combined with self-employment and 
paid labour. These accounts overlapped all three modalities, since having the 
chance to focus on meaningful activities also freed energy to support close 
ones. 

I take care of my brother’s everyday life so that he survives. […] Even though I am 
not an official guardian, I take care of all kinds of stuff he needs. […] I have to say 
that during last year, I felt I was alive again. As I was able to actualise myself [in 
my own business] and do and try new things. […] I remembered who I am again. 
Because of my family issues, I had years, a couple of years when I didn’t think about 
myself at all. I just worked for other people, took care of them and helped them, so 
I sort of forgot who I am. I was sort of living some other person’s life in a way. So 
during last year, I was able to focus on my own thing, even though I helped others, 
but I was prioritising myself. (Interviewee 16)

In particular, some interviewees stated that basic income had enabled them 
to help their ageing relatives who needed daily assistance, for example in 
cases of acute illnesses. In the interviewee accounts, the care work of elderly 

Olli Kangas, Signe Jauhiainen, Miska Simanainen, and Minna Ylikanno - 9781839104855
Downloaded from PubFactory at 09/12/2022 10:19:24AM

via free access



Experimenting with unconditional basic income164

relatives was placed on a parallel with paid full-time work, compensated by 
basic income.

In my family, both my parents got ill at the same time. They are rather aged, so 
I have been acting as a voluntary care worker for a couple of years now. It has been 
a life situation that has occupied me a lot and it took time, since I have a different 
place of residence than my parents. So, I have moved to their place and been there 
physically. So, I haven’t thought about work issues; rather, I have been making sure 
that my parents’ everyday life flows, all their medical issues are in order, they have 
been to the doctors. […] So I kind of think that this voluntary care work, I perceive it 
as work, it has been work what I have done with my basic income salary. […] I said 
to my mother that you don’t have to give me any money. That I perceive that this 
basic income money is my salary that I will take care of you two. That you don’t 
have to be in any elderly care institution or be assisted by strangers. (Interviewee 28)

In addition, interviewees who were out of the paid labour market during the 
experiment described the economic security of basic income as meaningful for 
their social relationships and ability to help others. 

I have been told that I was remarkably happier [during the experiment than now], 
maybe it was the peace I had with the money being always in my account. It brought 
so much security to my life. Now, when I don’t have it, I am told that I am a similar 
bugbear as before. So in the autumn, I realised that God damn it, the time will come 
to its end. So, I had a little panic about what to do. […] So now when this citizen’s 
wage [basic income] ended, I didn’t even have a chance to visit the swimming hall 
with my friend, as I needed to save money for the bus ticket. […] I was too com-
fortable with my good situation. So, when it ended, it was quite a drop to anxiety. 
(Interviewee 10)

Thus, within the action modality, some interviewees stated that the basic 
income had an effect on their mental and general well-being, which influenced 
their ability to interact with other people on an everyday basis. 

CONCLUSIONS

In this chapter, we analysed interview accounts by 81 participants in Finland’s 
basic income experiment for the effects of the experiment vis-à-vis three 
modalities: labour, work and action (cf. Arendt, 1998 [1958]; Jansson, 2019). 

The interview accounts of activities relating to the labour modality were 
varied. Some of the interviewees described the experiment as having had 
a substantial effect on their labour market behaviour, employment, and daily 
consumption. For example, the financial incentives of the experiment encour-
aged some of the interviewees to seek employment or hold on to their jobs, 
which were often low-paid and had relatively insecure working conditions. 
Some of the interviewees pointed out that the incentive to hold on to such jobs 
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was connected to the additional income provided by the basic income, com-
pensating for a low salary. According to the interview accounts, for some the 
basic income had instead given rise to the opportunity to change jobs, reduce 
hours worked, or decline jobs offers perceived as meaningless in essence or 
as exploiting workers’ rights. Such power to say ‘no’ to undesirable jobs has 
been one of the central arguments for many proponents of a basic income (cf. 
Jansson, 2019; Van Parijs, 2013; Widerquist, 2013).

Some of the interviewees instead recounted that the experiment had little 
if any effects on their activities relating to the labour modality. In particular, 
interviewees who perceived themselves as having limited work capacity 
described the experiment as having had only minor effects on their lives. When 
having difficulties accessing paid employment, the basic income covered 
only the minimum necessities and daily consumption, if even those. Many of 
these interviewees also described difficulties in taking part in work and action 
modality-type activities, a situation which had, however, prevailed even before 
the basic income experiment. However, in such situations, basic income was 
still often described as enhancing the experience of financial security and 
continuity, as well as decreasing negative bureaucratic load and stress related 
to ‘coercive’ activation.

The interview accounts for the effects of the experiment also related to 
the work modality, which can be associated with self-determined life and 
sustainable as well as ethical production as a means to guarantee individu-
als’ autonomy and well-being (cf. Arendt, 1998 [1958]; Jansson, 2019). In 
particular, the interviewees who had worked in creative fields described the 
basic income experiment as having strengthened their autonomy and ability 
to undertake meaningful work. In addition, the interview accounts related 
to self-employment and studying were associated with meaningfulness and 
ability to fulfil one’s own long-term aspirations. 

The interview accounts also included activities that can be associated with 
the action modality. Some interviewees described how receiving a basic 
income had provided them with the opportunity to undertake voluntary work 
and activities, such as care work, which had strengthened their experience of 
well-being. Thus, part of the benefits of the experiment had to do with the 
participants considering modes of social participation, such as performing 
non-paid voluntary or care work, to be more legitimate when obtaining basic 
income than when receiving unemployment benefits. In addition, some inter-
viewees perceived such modes of participation as giving them the option of 
identifying themselves as working rather than belonging to the category of 
the unemployed (cf. the discussion on a basic income obscures the limits of 
‘work’). Thus, our results seem to lend some support to claims (e.g. Pateman, 
2004) that basic income (experiments) may obscure perceptions of the divi-
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sion between ‘work’ and ‘non-work’, in our case, clearly affecting people’s 
self-identity in positive ways. 

The effects of the basic income experiment vis-à-vis the three modalities of 
labour, work and action were to some extent overlapping. Hence, the effects 
are varied and only partially fit the modality framework. Based on our analy-
sis, people act by considering factors relating to all modalities in their activ-
ities. This means, for example, that an ability or will to accept a job is often 
tangled with more general reflections on work, family, economy, health and 
well-being. Often, these reflections seem connected to the variation regarding 
the premises of the interviewees, which are substantial even within the quite 
limited group studied (recipients of basic unemployment benefits from the 
Social Insurance Institution of Finland). Overall, the interview accounts on 
the effects of the experiment were often positive, but not all of them were. 
In particular, some interviewees who remained outside of paid employment 
described themselves as having ‘failed’ in the experiment, since they were not 
able to access the labour market. Thus, the interviews also reflect the explicit 
employment-related aims of the experiment.

However, the diversity in the accounts indicates that a basic income may 
respond to diverse social needs and various life situations in multiple ways 
(cf. Calnitsky and Latner, 2017: 390). Thus, our results can be interlinked with 
varied theoretical assumptions of basic income effects (for assumptions, see, 
for example, Jansson, 2019; Standing, 2002; Torry, 2019; Van Parijs, 2013; 
Widerqvist, 2013), although these often depart from the assumption that basic 
income is introduced to all members of society. 

While our results point to some similarities with previous empirical qual-
itative interview study findings regarding positive aspects of basic income 
(Hamilton and Mulvale, 2019), making comparisons with such research and 
experiments is challenging, since they differ in design, objectives, and general 
socio-political contexts. The Finnish basic income experiment was strongly 
tied to employment policy goals, lasted for only two years, and had a relatively 
low monthly payment, albeit tax exempt. The target group comprised only 
recipients of basic, flat-rate unemployment benefits, and the experiment group 
was fairly small (2000 people). Such factors, as well as the broader framework 
of the welfare system as a whole, have to be considered when assessing our 
empirical results and conclusions. 

In the ‘Nordic welfare state’-type context, in which all residents are, as 
a rule, covered (at least) by some comparatively low, but statutory means-tested 
last-resort economic benefits, receiving (tax-exempted) unconditional basic 
income instead of flat-rate basic unemployment benefits, as in the case of the 
experiment participants, seems to have had varied consequences. 

Most participants emphasised increased economic predictability and greater 
degrees of freedom of action as positive aspects of the income. However, 
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for people engaged in (some) gainful employment, the basic income also 
presented the opportunity to increase living standards, and thus, to move from 
a life of plain ‘survival’ somewhat closer to ‘normal’ consumption levels. 

For experiment participants who were not, for any multitude of possible 
reasons, active in the labour market, the experiment seems to have had limited 
effects on (material) living conditions and (the quite modest) consumption 
levels: often, the basic income amount paid during the experiment, even with 
other possible supplementary benefits (social assistance, housing allowances, 
etc.) received, was described as too low to cover all the necessities for every-
day survival. 

NOTES

1. The locations of the interviews were as follows: 34 interviews at public libraries, 
16 in meeting rooms, four at coffee houses/petrol stations, 25 at interviewees’ 
homes, and two at interviewees’ work offices.

2. Some semantic differences exist between the original and translated data extracts. 
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13. Media coverage of the Finnish basic 
income experiment 
Katja Mäkkylä

INTRODUCTION

In 2017–2018 Finland conducted a basic income experiment. The randomly 
selected experiment group consisted of 2000 unemployed persons between 25 
and 58 years. The group received a monthly payment of €560, unconditionally 
and without means testing. The main purpose of the experiment was to study 
the effects of the basic income on employment and well-being. The Finnish 
basic income experiment was exceptional in many ways and generated interest 
worldwide. Coverage of the Finnish experiment, in both the Finnish and inter-
national media, has been remarkable before, during and after the experiment. 

Social experiments cannot be implemented in a laboratory, but rather take 
place within communities, and their participants are individuals living their 
everyday lives. Social experiments occur in public; therefore, publicity is one 
characteristic of such experiments, and it is important to shed light on it. One 
way to study publicity is to study the media coverage of the issue.

The news media, among other forms of mediated communication, has a sig-
nificant role in the construction of reality (Couldry and Hepp, 2018). One way 
the news media can construct reality is by framing how an issue is approached. 
Frames can be described as ‘organizing principles that are socially shared 
and persistent over time that work symbolically to meaningfully structure the 
social world’ (Reese, 2001: 11).

In this chapter, I explore coverage of the Finnish basic income experiment 
in both the Finnish and international media. Specifically, I address the research 
question of how the Finnish and international media have framed the Finnish 
basic income experiment. To study media coverage, its characteristics, and 
prevailing perspectives, I used media framing analysis, concentrating on iden-
tification of media frames and frame-building.

In this chapter, I first present media framing theory, and the theoretical 
and conceptual approaches to media frames, and the media framing process. 
Thereafter, sections on data and methods used in this study are presented. In 
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the following sections, I present the findings of the analysis, concentrating first 
on the Finnish data, then the international data, and then compare the findings 
of both datasets. In the final section, I summarise the findings and discuss their 
importance.

MEDIA FRAMES AND MEDIA FRAMING

Framing has been studied across different disciplines, such as political science, 
sociology, and media studies. Consequently, there are different approaches, 
theoretical perspectives, and methods of framing (Hertog and McLeod, 2001). 
In this chapter, the focus is on approaches that have emerged in media and 
communication studies.

Communication research has always had a strong focus on the effects of 
media; however, since the turn of the 20th century, there have been various 
paradigm changes. In some stages, media effects have been regarded as strong, 
while in others, the effects have been viewed as more limited. The latest 
stage, which can be described as ‘social constructivism’, began in 1980. The 
social constructivist paradigm emphasises the strong effects of mass media in 
constructing social reality; however, these effects can be perceived as limited 
with regard to the interaction between mass media and its audience (McQuail, 
2005; Scheufele, 1999). In political communication studies, framing can also 
be viewed from the perspective of the social construction of meaning (Gamson 
and Modigliani, 1989).

Agenda-setting and framing are among the most frequently discussed 
approaches in political communication studies that aim to examine politi-
cal news content and how it relates to audience knowledge, attitudes, and 
behaviour (Koch-Baumgarten and Voltmer, 2010). Agenda-setting refers to 
the belief that mass media defines the issues about which the audience forms 
opinions, and framing is ‘based on the assumption that how an issue is char-
acterized in news reports can have an influence on how it is understood by 
audiences’ (Scheufele and Tewksbury, 2007: 11).

Framing studies have their origins in both sociology and psychology (Pan 
and Kosicki, 1993). Scheufele (1999) refers to this distinction in defining 
framing as both a macro-level and a micro-level construct. The focus is on 
media frames in macro-level analysis, and on individual frames in micro-level 
analysis, which refer to the frames in individuals’ minds that help them process 
and interpret information. In this study, the focus is on media frames.

Gamson and Modigliani (1987: 143) suggest that the media frame is 
‘a central organizing idea or story line that provides meaning to an unfolding 
strip of events…. The frame suggest what the controversy is about, the essence 
of the issue.’ Media frames can also be described as devices that help journal-
ists organise a flood of information (Gitlin, 1980).
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A frequently cited definition of framing is that of Entman (1993), who 
suggests that media framing consists of selection and salience; framing a news 
story means to select an aspect to reality and make it salient. Entman suggests 
that framing accomplishes this by defining problems, diagnosing causes, 
making moral evaluations, and recommending remedies. 

According to Entman (1993), frames can be found in four different locations 
within the communication process: the communicator, text, receiver, and 
culture. Based on this classification, framing can be perceived as a process 
(de Vreese and Lecheler, 2012). Scheufele (1999) presented a framing process 
model consisting of different stages: frame-building, frame-setting, and 
the individual effects of framing. Frame-building refers to the internal and 
external factors that influence the construction of media frames within the 
newsroom. Internal factors can be considered media routines, such as values or 
organisational-level questions (Shoemaker and Reese, 1996), or news media’s 
ideological orientation, political or otherwise (Scheufele, 1999). External 
factors that influence frame-building are the interactions between journalists 
and elites, interest groups, (Hänggli, 2012) or social movements (Snow and 
Benford, 1992). When the issue at stake is new for the journalists, it is more 
likely that elites will succeed in framing the issue in their own way (Scheufele, 
1999: 166).

The basic income experiment introduced the concept of social experiments 
to the wider public in Finland for the first time. Furthermore, the Finnish media 
had not reported widely on this kind of issue previously, making it difficult to 
find research on media framing of social experiments. Nevertheless, media 
framing of basic income was studied previously. Perkiö et al. (2019) conducted 
a comparative study on media framing of basic income in Canada, Finland and 
Spain. They compared the frames used in academic literature, activist circles, 
and country-based debates with the frames used in the media, and discovered 
that in all three countries, basic income was generally regarded positively in 
news stories, with the automation of work frame being the most prominent 
frame. The study also suggested that, in Finnish news articles, the most promi-
nent frame was the labour activation frame, which they explained as being due 
to the main purpose of the Finnish basic income experiment, which was to test 
the effects of basic income on work incentives.

In this chapter, the focus of the study is to determine how this new issue – 
the social experiment – is framed in the media. Since the issue had not been 
covered previously, also of interest is examining the internal and external 
factors that influence the construction of media frames to identify why the 
issue is framed in a certain way. 
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DATA AND METHOD

This research used two datasets: one collected from Finnish online news media 
and the other from international online news media. I examined these two data-
sets separately, then together by making comparisons between them. 

The Finnish dataset comprises 347 articles published between 25 October 
2016 and 29 April 2019 from Finnish online newspapers and news sites.1 
The selected articles were published in national and regional media outlets, 
tabloids, and media outlets associated with political parties. Many are short 
news articles, especially those published at the beginning of the experiment 
in January 2017, although there are also more extensive reports, editorials, 
columns, and opinion pieces. However, as the majority are news articles, I will 
use the general term news article here.

The international dataset includes 46 news articles published between 26 
August 2016 and 8 December 2019 in online newspapers and news sites from 
outside of Finland. The selected articles were published in internationally 
well-known media outlets. The data are limited due to language constraints; 
consequently, the selected online newspapers mainly cover publications in 
English. In South Korea, for instance, the Finnish basic income experiment has 
gained much attention and been covered by the Korean media; however, due to 
the language barrier, these articles were not included.

Media coverage of the experiment was not spread out equally over this 
period, but concentrated on certain moments when the experiment’s imple-
mentation proceeded in a significant way and there were related press releases, 
such as the beginning of the experiment in January 2017. The midpoint at the 
beginning of 2018 and the completion of the experiment at the end of 2018 
were also moments that received much media coverage. A significant news 
spike came in February 2019, with the publication of experiment’s preliminary 
results on the effects of basic income on employment and well-being.

The communication and information specialists at Kela helped me compile 
the datasets by using a media monitoring company to collect online news 
articles covering the Finnish experiment. In the data selection process, I paid 
attention to the online news articles’ content. The results found via media mon-
itoring were not all about the Finnish basic income experiment, but included 
some articles on basic income in general, with the Finnish experiment only 
mentioned. Articles such as these were separated from the data and were not 
included in the abovementioned number of news articles. The news articles 
included in the datasets are entirely, or at least partly, about the Finnish 
experiment.

Both datasets were also limited by the unavailability of some articles due 
to issues such as changes in web addresses or paywalls. These articles were 
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excluded from the data. Television and radio programmes were also not 
included in the data; therefore, actual media coverage of the experiment was 
more extensive than was possible to include in this study’s data. Nevertheless, 
the data broadly cover public discussion on the Finnish basic income 
experiment.

Media Framing Analysis as a Method

There is a significant variety in methodological approaches to media framing 
(Matthes and Kohring, 2008). Framing analysis starts by defining the frame 
and determining the frame type: issue-specific or generic (Matthes, 2009). 
Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) categorised generic frames used in news arti-
cles as economic consequence, conflict, human interest, morality, and respon-
sibility frames. Media framing analysis can be qualitative or quantitative, 
and the coding process can be conducted either manually or with computer 
assistance (Matthes, 2009). 

Frames can be deductively or inductively determined. The deductive 
approach uses frames identified and defined in earlier studies. In this approach, 
it is necessary to clarify the kinds of frames likely to be in news stories, to 
prevent them from being overlooked during the identification process. In the 
inductive approach, news stories are analysed carefully and with an open point 
of view, with the aim of identifying possible frames (Semetko and Valkenburg, 
2000).

In the linguistic approach to media framing, the frames are identified in the 
text by ‘[analysing] the selection, placement, and structure of specific words 
and sentences in a text’ (Matthes and Kohring, 2008: 260). Pan and Kosicki 
(1993) developed a linguistic approach, in which they identified the different 
framing devices used in texts: syntactical structure, script structure, thematic 
structure, and rhetorical structure. 

Syntactical structure refers to the general structure of news stories (head-
lines, lead, episodes, background and closing). It also refers to choices 
regarding which experts to interview or quotations to use. Script structure 
refers to the tendency of journalists to organise a news story by asking who, 
what, when, where, why and how. Thematic structure refers to a theme that is 
‘presented or implied, and evidence in the forms of journalists’ observations of 
actions or quotations of a source is presented to support the hypothesis’ (Pan 
and Kosicki, 1993: 60). Rhetorical structure refers to rhetorical choices made 
within news texts. Metaphors and catchphrases are typical rhetorical devices, 
but numbers or rates can also be interpreted as such (Pan and Kosicki, 1993).

This was a qualitative study, and coding was conducted manually with the 
help of the Atlas.ti program. The frames were determined using an abductive 
approach, which combined inductive and deductive approaches (Layder, 1998; 
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Timmermans and Tavory, 2012). Unlike in Pan and Kosicki (1993), the unit of 
analysis in this study was the article, not the paragraph.

After data collection and selection, I began the analysis process by review-
ing the selected news articles to obtain an overview of the data. Next, I applied 
an inductive approach and analysed a sample of news stories with an open 
point of view. In this step, I applied Pan and Kosicki’s model and searched 
for the framing devices that signify a frame. The next step was an attempt to 
identify possible frames. I recognised that it was possible to identify generic 
frames commonly used in news media, which is why the method used in this 
study is more abductive than purely inductive or deductive. The generic frames 
identified were the economic frame, conflict frame, and human-interest frame. 
These frames created the initial codebook, but the codebook was completed 
with issue-specific frames: the social experiment frame, identified in both 
the international and Finnish datasets, and the international attention frame, 
identified in only the Finnish dataset. This approach allowed me to identify 
not only the frames commonly used in news articles but also the issue-specific 
frames, thus creating a more complete description of the issue’s framing.

Frames often overlap, making it possible to identify more than one frame in 
a single news article. The more extensive the news article, the more likely it is 
that more than one frame can be found. However, one frame usually prevails 
in an article; therefore, in my analysis, I attempted to identify each article’s 
prevailing frame. This was the most challenging part of my analysis. The 
economic frame was present in many of the news articles, and in some cases, 
it was difficult to determine whether it actually was the prevailing frame. 
Similarly, with the conflict frame, when the article addressed the issue in terms 
of conflict or disagreement, the subject of the disagreement was usually basic 
income’s economic consequences or measures that should be taken regarding 
employment.

THE FINNISH BASIC INCOME EXPERIMENT CAN 
BEEN FRAMED IN MANY WAYS

In my analysis, I identified five frames in the data, including the economic, 
conflict, and human-interest frames. In previous studies, these were identified 
as prevalent news frames, and therefore can be considered generic frames 
(Neuman et al., 1992; Semetko and Valkenburg, 2000). In addition to these 
frames which journalists use often, two issue-specific frames were identified in 
news articles on the Finnish experiment, which I called the social experiment 
frame and the international attention frame.

In the economic frame, news issues are addressed in terms of the bottom 
line, profit and loss, and the economic consequences of social and political 
issues, such as their costs and gains, are the focus. The economic frame is used 
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in news stories because the economic consequences of chosen policy options 
are seen to have significance for the audience (Neuman et al., 1992). 

The conflict frame approaches the reported issue from the perspective of 
disagreement and conflict. The conflict frame is commonly used in news 
because journalistic practice emphasises telling ‘both sides of the story,’ and 
because creating an interesting story with tension requires presenting the good 
and bad or the right and wrong (Neuman et al., 1992). The presence of conflict 
is repeatedly referred to as one important news criteria when selecting which 
events will be news stories (de Vreese and Holli, 2001).

The human-interest frame describes news issues based on how they affect 
the lives of individuals or groups and by giving the issue a ‘human face’. By 
using stories on an issue’s human impact, it is possible to include direct expres-
sions of emotions and evaluative statements in news articles, when journalists 
tend to avoid making these statements themselves in the name of objectivity 
(Neuman et al., 1992). With this type of frame, social and political decisions 
are presented using human stories, cases, and exemplars, which are said to be 
more effective than statistics presented in news articles (de Vreese, 2014).

The social experiment frame is an issue-specific frame, and it approaches 
the basic income experiment from the perspective of science and research. 
With this frame, political decision-making should make use of the results of 
scientific research, and scientific research should be conducted in such a way 
that it can be utilised in political decision-making. 

The international attention frame is also an issue-specific frame, and was 
identified only in the Finnish dataset. With this frame, the basic income exper-
iment is treated in terms of international media attention. Journalists describe 
international reporting on the Finnish experiment and the observations and 
representations of Finland and the Finnish people in the international media.

Frames in the Finnish Media

The economic frame was the most prominent frame in the Finnish data. The 
economic frame could be identified in many news articles, even when it was 
not the prevailing frame. The Finnish basic income experiment is an issue that 
concerns citizens’ livelihood and income distribution in society; therefore, it is 
frequently framed in economic terms. When the Finnish media places the basic 
income experiment within the economic frame, the focus is on employment 
and work incentives. Therefore, the employment frame could be considered 
a sub-frame of the economic frame. This framing is essentially influenced by 
the experiment’s main purpose, which was to understand how receiving a basic 
income affects participants’ financial and employment status. The experi-
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ment’s participants were randomly selected unemployed persons who received 
unemployment benefits from Kela in November 2016. 

The basic income experiment promises to provide knowledge on how to combine 
low and occasional income with unemployment benefits. The weakness of our 
current social security system is that it is seen as making citizens passive. Finding 
a job, even when it is small and low-paid, should always be incentivised. The aim 
of the experiment is to look for answers to the question: in what situations do the 
unemployed have incentives to find a job? (Keskisuomalainen, 9 January 2017)2

The news media’s political or ideological orientation also influences 
framing. Thus, the economic frame is especially prominent in business- and 
finance-oriented news media.

The conflict frame was identified in Finnish news articles that covered the 
basic income experiment from the perspectives of different political parties. 
Thus, disagreements and confrontations are described mostly between dif-
ferent political parties and their opinions. Basic income is unconditional and 
without work requirements by definition; however, most Finnish political 
parties support models in which income is conditional and recipients are 
obligated to search for work or be active in other ways. This is why the basic 
income experiment has been seen as a controversial issue.

The conflict frame was prominent in news media closely associated with 
political parties, which have written a lot on basic income and the basic income 
experiment. In their reporting, the party newspapers mostly aligned with their 
political party on social security, basic income, and the basic income exper-
iment. The National Coalition Party and Christian Democrats also discussed 
Universal Credit, an alternative model to basic income previously introduced 
in the United Kingdom, which these parties believed could be successful in 
Finland. 

However, some political parties also had internal disagreements on which 
basic income model they wanted to support. Therefore, conflicts appear not 
only between but also within political parties. These conflicts were described 
in the media especially in 2018 and at the beginning of 2019, before the parlia-
mentary election in which social security reform was a central topic. 

The disagreement between conditionality and unconditionality was again 
raised in the Finnish media at the beginning of the experiment’s second year. In 
January 2018, the ‘activation model’ for unemployed persons came into effect, 
which included an obligation that people either actively search for work or 
participate in employment services to receive unemployment benefits (Kyyrä 
et al., 2019). Since the basic income experiment ran simultaneously with the 
activation model, they were usually presented in contrast to each other. 
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It was also possible to identify critical voices other than those of political 
parties. Some high-profile civil servants also expressed their opinions on the 
basic income experiment in Finland.

The government launched the basic income experiment in January, and it has been 
closely followed worldwide. Now, the Chief Secretary of the Ministry of Finance, 
Martti Hetemäki, in his latest column has practically rejected the basic income that 
has been tested in the experiment. (Helsingin Sanomat, 19 July 2017)

In the Finnish media, the human-interest frame was prominent, especially in 
the national tabloids, which are the most widely read newspapers in Finland 
(Kansallinen Mediatutkimus, 2019). The human-interest frame described the 
Finnish experiment mainly from the perspective of its participants. When 
using this type of framing, participants’ stories were mainly positive, and they 
often expressed that they felt lucky to be chosen as part of the experiment.

Mr. Heikkinen, who has been unemployed for more than four years, stated he feels 
he is lucky, because he was one of the 2000 unemployed people who were randomly 
selected to take part in the basic income experiment. During the two-year experi-
ment, Mr. Heikkinen will receive 560 euros, tax-free, in his account each month. 
(Iltalehti, 28 September 2017)

In the interviews with participants, the main considerations were their employ-
ment and livelihood; however, the experiment’s effects on well-being were 
also highlighted. Some participants reported that their stress decreased after 
they started to receive a basic income. However, there were participants who 
reported that receiving basic income had no impact on their lives, or that it 
made things more difficult for them.

The same focus on the effects of basic income on well-being was reflected 
in the news articles which reported the results of a survey study conducted as 
a part of the evaluation study. In the survey, individuals from both the treat-
ment and control groups were asked about their health and well-being, as well 
as their trust in other people and in institutions in society and their confidence 
in their own future and in their ability to influence things. The survey results 
showed that, compared with the members of the control group, those in the 
treatment group (i.e. the experiment’s participants) felt less stressed and more 
confident (see Chapters 7, 8 and 10 in this volume).

Stories on participants appeared, especially in tabloids and national media. 
However, only a small group of participants appeared in the media. Among 
the 2000 participants, 24 provided interviews to different media outlets. This 
number was determined based on the number of individuals who were named 
in the news articles of the database. In the evaluation study the effects of the 
basic income experiment were studied through a phone survey (see Chapter 
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5 in this volume). In the survey, the participants in the experiment group and 
in the control group were also asked if they have given interviews to media 
regarding the basic income. A similar number of participants in the experiment 
group stated they had granted interviews to the media (see Table 13A.1 in the 
appendix).

Those who responded to requests for interviews by media outlets may not 
necessarily be a ‘representative sample’ of the experimental group. Although 
only a small number of participants shared their experiences and opinions in 
the media, their stories were widely covered, and thus contributed to how the 
experiment was portrayed to the public.

The social experiment frame could also be identified in the Finnish data. In 
this frame, the experiment is significant because it not only generates knowl-
edge on basic income but also on incentive traps and the well-being of the 
unemployed. Accordingly, political decision-makers can apply this knowledge 
when planning social security reform. However, this framing was typically 
used when social policy or economics experts evaluate or criticise the experi-
ment’s implementation. Many experts agreed that social experiments are nec-
essary, but repeatedly highlighted flaws in the basic income experiment. Some 
experts also suggested different models for the experiment. With this frame, 
the consensus was about the necessity of experiments, with more experiments 
on different issues suggested.

Let us hope that the experiment gives practical knowledge on the questions hanging 
in the air and measures will be taken based on this knowledge. The model is barely 
ready, and there may be need for more experiments. Now, we finally get started. 
(Kaleva, 6 January 2017)

This frame was influenced by the communication strategies of the Finnish 
Social Security Institution (Kela), which implemented the experiment, and 
the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, as a representative of public 
administration. Both actively communicated details about the experiment in 
press releases and on their social media channels at different stages of the 
experiment. Their press releases sent to media outlets were well received, and 
the reporting on the experiment was based largely on these press releases, 
repeating their viewpoints and what they chose to emphasise. Thus, those 
who planned and implemented the experiment were also able to influence the 
content and direction of public discussion on the topic. 

In addition to these frames, the international attention frame was identified 
in the Finnish dataset. Finnish tabloids in particular reported on the experiment 
in terms of the international attention it gained. These articles usually summa-
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rised international media coverage on the issue and pointed out that Finland 
and the Finnish people have been noticed worldwide. 

Among others, the BBC, the Italian Rai1, the Swiss Radio Tèlévision Suisse, and 
the Japanese media outlets Asahi Shimbun and The Nikkei have contacted Iltalehti 
[Finnish tabloid] in order to ask for the contact information of the participants of the 
experiment. (Iltalehti, 28 September 2017)

In Finland, attention from international media outlets is considered exceptional 
and desirable, probably because relatively little is known internationally 
about Finland and it is a small player in global politics. The Finnish Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and its Unit for Country Image, which works to enhance 
Finland’s positive image, also noticed that the Finnish experiment gained a lot 
of attention worldwide. Consequently, they used the experiment to promote 
the country by presenting it as a typical Finnish social innovation.3

Frames in the International Media

The economic frame was also the most prominent frame in the international 
dataset. As with in the Finnish media, this frame’s prominence can be 
explained by the main purpose of the Finnish experiment being to understand 
how receiving a basic income affects participants’ financial and employment 
status.

The international media often framed the Finnish experiment from a broader 
economic perspective. The background information provided in this framing 
typically focuses on economic challenges, such as the economic recession 
Finland has faced in recent years. In explaining the economic challenges, 
some articles mention the economic sanctions directed towards Russia – an 
important trading partner of Finland – due to the Ukrainian crisis. The collapse 
of Nokia’s mobile phone business and its influence on unemployment in 
Finland was also noted. Thus, the recession and increased unemployment were 
suggested as the motivation behind the basic income experiment.

The Finnish economy has struggled for the last decade due to a string of problems, 
including high labour costs, a decline of Nokia’s former mobile phone business and 
recession in neighbouring Russia, a major trade partner. (Reuters, 18 January 2017)

The economic frame in the international media was often influenced by the 
orientation of the media outlets. Many of the news articles in the dataset were 
published in business and financial news outlets, such as Financial Times, 
Forbes and Business Insider.

The human-interest frame could also be identified in the international 
media. It focuses on the personal stories of the experiment’s participants. With 

Olli Kangas, Signe Jauhiainen, Miska Simanainen, and Minna Ylikanno - 9781839104855
Downloaded from PubFactory at 09/12/2022 10:19:24AM

via free access



Experimenting with unconditional basic income180

this framing, a voice was given to people who had experienced periods of 
unemployment and struggled with the bureaucracy of social security. Without 
exception, the interviewees had a positive attitude towards basic income and 
the experiment. They described how participation in the experiment changed 
their lives, as well as sharing their opinions on the social security system and 
its flaws and suggestions on how to improve it.

Ideas flow out of Järvinen as easily as water from a tap, yet he could exercise 
none of his initiative for fear of arousing bureaucratic scrutiny. (The Guardian, 1 
November 2017)

International media outlets also applied conflict frames. When reporting on 
the Finnish experiment, a juxtaposition was often created between supporters 
and opponents of both the concept of basic income and the experiment itself. 
Notably, the supporters of basic income did not always support the experiment, 
but rather adopted a critical approach to it. They usually criticised the purpose 
of the experiment, initiated by the centre-right government of Prime Minister 
Juha Sipilä, or pointed toward what they viewed to be inadequate implementa-
tion. Further, international media outlets often portrayed trade union represent-
atives as the main critics of basic income and the experiment, as they usually 
had reserved or negative attitudes towards both.

Finnish politics is intricate: the Centre party, Greens and a far-left party back the 
study. So does a libertarian wing of the conservatives, hoping to pare the welfare 
state. Sceptics include traditional conservatives, many Social Democrats and big 
unions. (The Economist, 24 June 2017)

The social experiment frame could also be identified in the international media 
dataset. This frame is an issue-specific frame with a focus on the future, and 
treats political decision-making from the point of view of how we can con-
struct a better future and more functional society. The vision of the future is 
often one in which automation and robotisation have replaced human labour, 
and basic income is needed to secure citizens’ livelihood. This framing sees 
the use of scientific research in political decision-making to be of primary 
importance. In this frame, government employees and researchers did not 
present opinions on whether basic income should be introduced, but merely 
stated that the main purpose of the experiment was to generate knowledge for 
social security reform.

Finland’s centre-right government started the trial under a new framework that 
allows it to try various social policies through randomised tests. Mr. Kanerva says 
the goal is to make Finland ‘the most innovative and experiment-friendly country by 
2020’. (The Financial Times, 28 January 2018)
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The Finnish Social Security Institution (Kela) and the Ministry of Health and 
Social Affairs influenced the use of this frame. Along with the enormous inter-
national attention on the experiment, press releases from Kela and the Ministry 
of Social Affairs and Health were also published in English and, in February 
2019, press releases were published in German, French, Russian and Italian. 
The journalists at international media outlets also interviewed the researchers 
and authorities involved in planning and implementing the experiment.

Differences between the Frames in the Finnish and International Media

When comparing the framing in the Finnish and international media, the 
different premises in the collected data must be taken into account. First, the 
international media dataset consists of publications from large media outlets, 
whereas the Finnish data also include smaller regional newspapers and polit-
ical party newspapers. Second, in many countries, the media has strong polit-
ical and ideological dependence, and this naturally had an effect on how the 
basic income and the Finnish experiment were approached and framed. Still, 
when comparing the reporting on the issue in the Finnish and international 
media, it is possible to perceive differences.

In the international media, the issue was covered in terms of economics, 
employment, and the social security system. Participants’ personal stories 
were often highlighted. These characteristics also appeared in the Finnish 
media, with mostly the same interviewees, experts and participants.

The differences in framing between the Finnish and international media can 
be identified in the social experiment frame. The international media repre-
sented the experiment and its results as significant to the changes in working 
life and explored its consequences, whereas the Finnish media approached 
the issue from the perspective of social security reform. In the Finnish media, 
basic income is not seen as something that could replace salaries that have dis-
appeared due to automation and robotisation of work, but rather as a potential 
model to consider when planning and implementing social security reform.

The conflict frame was more frequent in the Finnish media than in the 
international media. The basic income experiment and the concept of basic 
income itself lead to strong positions in Finnish political parties. Many Finnish 
political parties have suggested alternative models to basic income. In inter-
national media, conflicts and disagreements were not described in such detail, 
and alternative models were not presented.

DISCUSSION ON FRAMES AND CONCLUSIONS

The Finnish basic income experiment has been framed as an economic issue, 
as an issue that creates conflict and disagreement, as a human-interest issue, as 
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a social experiment, and as an issue that draws international attention. As sug-
gested above, media frames contribute to the construction of reality. What kind 
of reality do these media frames construct? Why are these frames selected or, 
in other words, why does the media choose these perspectives when reporting 
on the Finnish experiment?

The Finnish and international media have most commonly framed the 
Finnish experiment in terms of the economy and employment. The focus is on 
the effects of basic income on employment, and, more specifically, on work 
incentives. The purpose of the Finnish basic income experiment was to explore 
whether basic income could incentivise participants to work or start a business, 
and this purpose seems to have influenced media framing as well. The preva-
lence of this framing in media coverage highlights the potential economic con-
sequences of basic income and provides less attention to other possible effects 
basic income could have on recipients. This finding is in line with Perkiö et 
al. (2019), who compared the frames used in academic literature to those used 
in the media, and found that in the Finnish media, the labour activation frame 
was the most prominent. 

In the conflict frame, the focus was on the comments and proposals of dif-
ferent political parties regarding the experiment and basic income. In Finland, 
basic income is seen as an alternative alongside other social security models, 
and the political parties who support basic income have offered definitions 
and plans on how to implement a functioning basic income model, or another 
similar model. With this framing, the proposals of different political parties 
and actors are usually tied to questions on employment and incentive traps. 
Only the Left Party and the Green League offer basic income as a solution 
to increase individuals’ liberty, autonomy and well-being. Thus, the conflict 
frame not only constructs reality full of tension and juxtapositions but also, in 
‘telling both sides of the story’, offers different solutions to questions on social 
policy.

When the Finnish experiment is placed in the human-interest frame, the 
focus is on individuals and their experiences and feelings. With this framing, 
the experiment’s participants and unemployed individuals were able to provide 
an alternative voice to the specialists and authorities who were repeatedly 
interviewed in the articles. In this frame, basic income’s effects on partici-
pants’ well-being were strongly emphasised. The same focus on how basic 
income affects well-being was reflected in the reporting of the survey data 
in which the experiment’s participants were asked about their health and 
well-being as well as their trust in people and in institutions and confidence in 
their own future (Chapters 7, 8 and 10). 

The social experiment frame emphasises the role of scientific research in 
policymaking. With this framing, the basic income experiment was described 
as a research project to produce knowledge on basic income and its effects. In 
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this frame, specialists and authorities did not take a stand for or against basic 
income. This presents the experiment as a value-free project or a tool for gen-
erating knowledge to influence policymaking. 

The international attention frame sheds light on the significant international 
attention the Finnish experiment gained. This framing presented the Finnish 
experiment as an issue that draws mainly positive attention to Finland. The 
experiment was seen as unique, and Finland was viewed as a country that was 
leading the way in implementing social experiments. Mainly positive interna-
tional attention towards the Finnish experiment in general contributed to the 
construction of a positive image of the country.

Focusing on frame-building can also help to improve understanding of the 
motivations behind news frames and the framing process. As suggested earlier 
in this chapter, frame-building is influenced by both internal and external 
factors (Scheufele, 1999). 

Internal factors, such as news values or editorial processes, are especially 
reflected in the use of generic frames. Journalists apply the economic frame 
because the economic consequences of the issue – in this case, the basic 
income experiment in Finland – could have significance for members of the 
public. The employment issues strongly connected to the Finnish experiment 
are also important issues to the public. Use of the conflict frame reflects the 
journalistic tradition of telling both sides of the story. In the case of the Finnish 
experiment, political parties and authorities who did not support the idea of 
basic income or the tested basic income model usually told the ‘other side of 
the story’. Journalists also applied the human-interest frame that enabled them 
to explain the abstract experiment in more concrete terms for a larger public. 
The human-interest frame makes a news story more appealing by highlighting 
individuals’ experiences to evoke both emotions and opinions. Internal factors 
can also include the orientation of a particular news outlet, such as a politi-
cal orientation, which was reflected in the issue’s framing in Finnish news 
media associated with political parties. In addition, in both the Finnish and 
international datasets, the economic frame was prominent when the issue was 
presented in business- and finance-oriented news media.

The most influential external factor in the frame-building of the Finnish 
experiment has been the Social Security Institution (Kela) and the Ministry of 
Social Affairs and Health. Their press releases and social media updates were 
widely noticed, and influenced the way many media outlets framed the issue. 
Kela and the Ministry have framed the basic income experiment from the per-
spective of scientific research. With this framing, the basic income experiment 
and its results are primarily presented as tools for gathering knowledge for 
social security reform. Other external factors influencing frame-building are 
political parties, single politicians, public servants, or basic-income activists, 
who have offered their own framing to media outlets. With a relatively new 
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issue, it is highly likely that political parties and other elites will influence how 
it is framed. The basic income experiment introduced the concept of social 
experiments for the first time to the wider public in Finland. Therefore, the 
media’s reporting on the Finnish experiment mainly followed the framing 
suggested by Kela and the Ministry.

The limitations that apply to this study are regarding the comparison 
between two different datasets. The Finnish dataset is larger and it covers 
smaller regional news media and media outlets associated with political 
parties, while the international dataset consists of internationally well-known 
media outlets. Smaller international media outlets, which were not included in 
the dataset, may have reported on the Finnish experiment in different ways.

This study focused on media frames and the factors that influence 
media-framing. Further studies could be conducted on the effects of media 
frames on the audience (i.e. how individuals in the audience interpret media 
frames). Thus, it would be possible to observe how media coverage of the 
Finnish basic income experiment has shaped the idea of basic income or 
the idea of social experiments among audience members. Finally, as public 
opinion is based on the audience’s ideas and perspectives, public opinion may 
be the determining factor in the future of basic income and social experiments.

NOTES

1. A list of the online newspapers and news sites included in this study can be 
requested from the author.

2. The original language of the quotations of the Finnish news articles is Finnish. The 
author of this article has translated the quotations into English.

3. The Finnish Basic Income-Experiment 2017−2018. Retrieved from: https:// 
toolbox .finland .fi/ life -society/ finlands -basic -income -experiment -2017 -2018/ 
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Table 13A.1 The number and percentages of persons interviewed in the 
media regarding the basic income experiment, according to 
a phone survey

The number of times 
the person was 
interviewed

Experiment group Control group All

n % n % n %

None 430 94.5 814 98.5 1244 97.1

1–5 times 17 3.7 11 1.3 28 2.2

5–10 times 3 0.7 1 0.1 4 0.3

More than 10 times 3 0.7 0 0.0 3 0.2

Unsure 2 0.4 0 0.0 2 0.2

In total 455 100.0 826 100.0 1281 100.0
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14. The feasibility of universal basic 
income
Olli Kangas

INTRODUCTION

The Finnish government’s experiment with universal basic income attracted 
exceptionally broad public interest both within Finland and around the world. 
Although universal basic income had been widely discussed in academic, 
popular, and policy circles for decades, Finland was the first country to give 
universal basic income a nationwide, controlled, randomised trial. Much of 
the feedback surrounding this pilot project has been positive (Chapter 13) and 
has lauded the Finnish government for bravely attempting to develop a new 
model of social security. However, reactions have not all been positive, and 
opponents of universal basic income have used the shortcomings of the Finnish 
experiment to argue against the efficacy of the basic income or related policies. 
Thus, proponents of universal basic income fear that the Finnish experiment 
weakened the political appeal of the scheme and diminished perceptions of its 
political feasibility. These fears are exacerbated by the fact that the results of 
the experiment are often taken out of context, simplified and misrepresented 
by policymakers and mass media seeking sensational news (Widerquist, 2018: 
3). 

The Finnish experiment merged universal basic income with the existing 
system of social security benefits in Finland. In order to properly define 
the functional division of labour between universal basic income and exist-
ing income transfer schemes – and because of the obligatory nature of the 
experiment – Finland devised special legislation pertaining to the experiment 
(Chapters 3 and 4). For instance, because Finland is a member state of the 
European Union (EU), it must adhere to the subsidiary principles of the EU. 
Although these principles hold that social policies are, in principle, the respon-
sibility of national governments, in practice, the implementation of universal 
basic income in an EU member state brings national policy into conversation 
with EU-level agreements on the free movement of labour, labour legislation, 
and other aspects of coordination between member states. Indeed, the relation-
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ship between national universal basic income policy and EU-level legislation 
was considered when the research group began to plan the basic income exper-
iment and to write the first report (Kangas and Pulkka, 2016; Chapter 3; see 
also Kalliomaa-Puha et al., 2017). 

Thus, the Finnish experiment brings up questions regarding the possibility 
of implementing basic income in a single EU member state and the various 
EU-level constraints which would affect the implementation of such a policy 
(see Van Parijs and Vanderborght, 2017). Given that the Finnish experiment is 
central to many discussions regarding the feasibility of universal basic income, 
and the experiment’s status as the only nationwide attempt to institute the 
income on a trial basis, this chapter discusses whether the experiment increased 
the feasibility of universal basic income in Finland. To assess the feasibility, 
we employ the often-used typology of the political feasibility of universal 
basic income provided by De Wispelaere and Noguera (2012; see also Torry, 
2016). This typology suggests that the feasibility of the unconditional income 
transfer scheme depends on four factors – namely, strategic, institutional, 
psychological and behavioural factors. With help from this typology and eval-
uations of the Finnish experiment presented both in this volume and in earlier 
publications (for example, Kangas et al., 2019, 2020), we examine whether the 
experiment makes universal basic income seem like a viable option for future 
social policy in Finland. 

This chapter proceeds in the following way. First, we briefly introduce the 
concept of political feasibility. Then, we introduce the four factors of political 
feasibility outlined above and discuss them in relation to the planning (Kangas 
and Pulkka, 2016) and evaluation (Kangas et al., 2019, 2020; Hämäläinen et 
al., 2020) of the Finnish experiment with universal basic income. Finally, we 
summarise our discussion and argue that the experiment’s findings make it 
highly unlikely that universal basic income will be implemented in Finland in 
the near future.

POLITICAL FEASIBILITY 

A policy is politically feasible ‘when the background conditions are such that 
there is a reasonable probability of the policy becoming actualised in the fore-
seeable future’ (De Wispelaere and Noguera, 2012). In other words, policies 
are politically feasible when reform is preferred to the status quo. Furthermore, 
scholars have asserted that ‘political feasibility refers to constraints arising 
from human will, opposed to natural, physical, and technological impedi-
ments’ (De Wispelaere and Noguera, 2012). Thus, it depends on the actions 
and interactions of human beings.

Politics implies agency and power relations. Both need to be taken into 
account when assessing the political feasibility of a given policy. Following 
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De Wispelaere, and Noguera (2012: 19), we distinguish between discrete and 
diffuse agency in this paper. Discrete agency belongs to readily identifiable 
actors that have specific, defined and distinctive interests, and the capacity to 
carry out reforms. Discrete agents are usually the most visible political agents 
(politicians, social elites, bureaucrats, and organisational actors such as trade 
unions). Diffuse agency is comprised of many kinds of actors and movements 
with little or no clear, strong, leadership or internal coherence (the general 
public, families with children, recipients of social assistance, etc.). 

The distinction we make here is similar to Olson’s (1965) distinction 
between privileged groups (usually small groups) with a concentrated interest 
and large groups with diffuse interests. Needless to say, both types of agents 
and agencies coexist and interact in different ways. We suggest that discrete 
and diffuse agents confront a different pair of the four factors affecting fea-
sibility outlined above. Whereas discrete agents confront the strategic and 
institutional feasibility of universal basic income, diffuse agents confront 
its psychological and behavioural feasibility. Each of these four factors has 
important ramifications for our analysis, so we cover them all individually.

STRATEGIC FEASIBILITY

Strategic feasibility is linked to Weber’s (1989 [1904–5]) and Geertz’s (1973: 
314) statement that policy ideas require strong and committed carriers to be 
feasible, even if they have a high level of public support. Before explaining 
further, it is useful to distinguish between cheap and expensive political 
support (De Wispelaere, 2015: 72–3). Whereas cheap support often vanishes 
in actual political struggles or when the presenter of an idea gains political 
power, expensive support demands strong commitment and participation 
from pressure groups to push an idea through to the realisation of a policy. In 
other words, cheap support is support which lacks ‘either the commitment or 
the capacity to engage in the necessary political action to build a sustainable 
coalition around the policy’ (De Wispelaere and Noguera, 2012: 22). We can 
see that universal basic income in Finland has cheap support insofar as studies 
have found that 60–70 percent of the Finnish public supports it in theory (for 
example, Andersson and Kangas, 2005; Airio et al., 2015; Chapter 11 in this 
volume) but only around 30 percent of the public supports universal basic 
income when confronted by the increases in tax rates that would accompany 
its implementation (Airio et al., 2016; Chrisp et al., 2020). 

In Weber’s (1989 [1904–5]: 90) famous analysis of the relationship between 
capitalism and Protestantism, he emphasised that ideas that have been effec-
tive in history have been supported by dominant or powerful social groups. 
Likewise, Geertz (1973: 314) wrote that ideas must be carried by powerful 
social groups in order to have powerful social effects. In other words, ideas 
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must be institutionalised in order to be reified and actualised – they may not 
take hold or have an effect if they are not sufficiently revered, celebrated, 
defended, and imposed by a sufficiently powerful group of elites (discrete 
agents). 

While there is a loose group of Finnish universal basic income enthusiasts 
representing diffuse interests, two small to medium-sized political parties 
in Finland, the Greens and the Left Alliance, provide discrete support for it. 
However, neither party can be classified as a powerful group because they do 
not possess the political power necessary to implement universal basic income. 
Finland’s three largest political parties – the Social Democratic Party, the 
Finns Party, and the conservative National Coalition – are all against universal 
basic income. In a multi-party political system like Finland’s, politicians must 
build coalitions between parties in order to successfully pass legislation and 
implement policy. One or two of those three bigger parties will be included in 
the subsequent coalition governments, which decreases the political feasibility 
of basic income.

Furthermore, social partners play crucial roles in the adoption and imple-
mentation of Finnish social policies. For instance, the Confederation of 
Finnish Industries and Finland’s Central Trade Union Organisation have 
traditionally agreed upon a wide array of social policy questions relating to 
family leave, sick leave and pensions, during the course of centralised income 
policy negotiations (Alestalo et al., 1985). Both social partners (Chapter 2) and 
semi-private pension companies (Kangas, 2007) have demonstrated the value 
of social partners in Finnish policy by working together on pension policy. 
Due to their involvement in the political process, social partners ‘own’ these 
kinds of policy schemes and form an institutional barrier against political 
interference in those domains. Thus, for universal basic income or any other 
major social policy reform to pass, it must be supported by a robust coalition 
of political parties and social partners. 

INSTITUTIONAL FEASIBILITY

Institutional feasibility is closely related to strategic feasibility. It refers to 
the administrative challenges posed by the implementation of a policy. These 
challenges pertain to updated citizen registers, implementing new payment 
tools, and monitoring payment of benefits (De Wispelaere and Noguera, 2012: 
24–7). Given the accuracy and coverage of the population, social security, 
income and all other registers, there are no major problems in carrying out big 
social policy reforms in Finland. 

Institutionalists emphasise that agents do not act in a vacuum; instead, 
they are constrained by previous policy actions, established institutions, and 
stable, conventional ways of acting and thinking in a given political arena. 
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Political power and agendas of yesterday remain impactful today, frozen in 
present-day institutions and cognitive paradigms. This situation both facilitates 
breakthroughs in some policy areas and rules out policy options or ideas in 
others (Mahoney and Thelen, 2010; Béland and Cox, 2011; Schmidt, 2010). 
For example, Finland’s income-related unemployment protection system is 
fund-based, and its funds are mainly administrated by trade unions. Therefore, 
this formal institution might hinder the implementation of universal basic 
income (see Chapter 2). The same goes for Finland’s employment-related 
pension scheme. 

Current legislation can also constrain actors’ choices and perception of 
viable policy options. As we described in Chapter 3, current legislation can 
pose a major hurdle to the successful implementation of universal basic 
income, largely because of the administrative and legislative challenges 
inherent in integrating the legislation with existing national and EU-level 
social security legislation and norms (see for example, Kangas and Pulkka, 
2016, Kalliomaa-Puha et al., 2016; Tuovinen, 2017). Lawmakers confronted 
two distinct challenges at the national level. First, they had to ensure that uni-
versal basic income laws met constitutional and other legislative stipulations 
(Chapters 3 and 4; see also Scharpf, 2000; Van Parijs, 2000). Second, they had 
to define how other, existing social security benefits should be related to or 
integrated with universal basic income – i.e. which benefits should be replaced 
or reduced if the income were introduced, and if so, by what or by how much. In 
contrast, the EU-level challenges facing lawmakers revolved around whether 
universal basic income could fall under EU regulations regarding the coordi-
nation of social security systems (883/2004). In short, lawmakers pondered 
whether it was possible to implement a universal basic income scheme in only 
one EU member state considering the depth of EU-level coordination vis-à-vis 
national legislation (The European Parliament and the Council, 2004).

In addition, there is one element of institutional feasibility that is specific 
to Finland: the political role of municipalities. Finland contains over 300 
municipalities, and each has its own political duties and purviews. These 
include the duty to organise social and health services and the right to collect 
taxes to finance the fulfilment of this duty. While planning the experiment, 
representatives of the municipalities expressed concern about universal basic 
income’s possible impact on municipalities’ tasks and budgets. In short, the 
municipalities were sceptical of the basic income at the time of the experiment 
(Vogt et al., 2017). 

PSYCHOLOGICAL FEASIBILITY

Psychological feasibility refers to the general public’s acceptance of a policy 
(in this case, universal basic income). General opinion surveys showed that 

Olli Kangas, Signe Jauhiainen, Miska Simanainen, and Minna Ylikanno - 9781839104855
Downloaded from PubFactory at 09/12/2022 10:19:24AM

via free access



Experimenting with unconditional basic income192

Finns’ support for universal basic income ranged between 20 percent and 80 
percent, depending on the formulation of survey questions (Pulkka, 2018). 
General framing, such as, ‘Is universal basic income a good idea?’ garnered 
high and robust support for it. In 2015, as much as 69 percent of the Finns said 
that it is a good or very good idea (Airio et al., 2015). The 2020 survey (see 
Chapter 11) that used the same question displayed significantly lower support 
levels (60 percent). 

Furthermore, when survey respondents are told that taxes would be 
increased to pay for universal basic income, support for it drops to around 
30 percent (Chapter 11; Airio et al., 2016; Chrisp et al., 2020). When survey 
questions are too general, they might paint too optimistic a picture of the pos-
sibilities of and popular support for universal basic income. The inverse is true 
for survey questions which are too specific. Even though research shows that 
it is unlikely that a universal basic income programme could be financed with 
increases in income tax alone (Van Parijs and Vanderborght, 2017; Andrade 
et al., 2019; Standing, 2020), the focus on tax revenue as the primary means to 
fund such programmes has undoubtedly skewed the psychological feasibility 
of the income and made the public’s genuine support for it difficult to measure. 

Because votes for politicians in democratic societies depend on constitu-
encies’ support, public opinion matters when these politicians set their policy 
and reform agendas. However, the simple ‘bottom-up’ view that constituents’ 
opinions are directly and genuinely mirrored in political decisions is too simple 
and naïve. Democracy entails negotiations and is deliberative (Elster, 1998). 
Political elites negotiate and deliberate using techniques and devices which 
can effectively reframe, reformulate and manipulate public opinion. Thus, we 
can understand idea or policy framing as tools that elites use to legitimise their 
policy choices to the public (Campbell, 2002).

As we saw in Chapter 3, framing is an essential part of the political struggle 
of interpretation in which linguistic concepts and symbols give conceptual 
meaning to an issue and steer political debate. Ideas and policies are strate-
gically framed so as to create a basis for political decisions and help political 
actors legitimise their decisions to their constituents. Via framing, political 
actors may, for instance, socially construct the sense of a need for policy 
reform (Kangas et al., 2014). Of course, politicians are neither the only nor 
the most powerful actors in framing political realities or future ambitions. As 
we saw in Chapter 13, national and international media alike framed public 
perception of the Finnish experiment and the basic income more generally, and 
as shown by Widerquist (2018) media oftentimes tend to be sensational rather 
than objective and spin the results to favour this or that interpretation. 
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BEHAVIOURAL FEASIBILITY

In order to be behaviourally feasible, a policy must neither fail to produce its 
desired outcomes nor produce counterproductive effects (De Wispelaere and 
Noguera, 2012: 29–32). Because the Finnish government undertook its exper-
iment to determine whether basic income can effectively fortify incentives to 
seek paid work and combat disincentives, we should measure the behavioural 
feasibility of the experiment with reference to its effects on Finns’ employment 
and incentive to work (Kangas et al., 2019, 2020). Evaluation of the experi-
ment shows that universal basic income recipients did not work significantly 
more or less than the control population (Hämäläinen et al., 2020 and Chapter 
6 in this volume). Thus, the experiment did not produce the desired outcome 
insofar as it did not increase or decrease Finns’ employment. 

This result opened the experiment itself up to vicious critiques, because its 
ability to enhance Finns’ employment became the defining criteria of evalua-
tion for many observers. However, evaluations of the experiment have demon-
strated that it had many other effects. For instance, reception of universal basic 
income was positively and significantly associated with improvements in 
Finns’ mental and social well-being (Chapter 7). Universal basic income recip-
ients reported less financial and mental stress than their control counterparts 
(Chapter 8), and reported that they felt more confident, felt that they had more 
control over their lives, and felt that they were more trusting of other people 
and societal institutions (Chapter 10). Thus, when assessing the behavioural 
feasibility of universal basic income, researchers should attempt to weigh its 
recipients’ quality of life alongside the large-scale economic effects of it.

CONCLUSION

This chapter asked whether Finland’s pilot project with universal basic income 
increased the political feasibility of implementing  universal basic income in 
Finland in the future by assessing its strategic, institutional, psychological, 
and behavioural feasibility. We will address each of these in turn, here, and 
then make more general comments regarding the pilot project’s effects on the 
perceived feasibility of universal basic income in the future.

Regarding strategic feasibility, we found that universal basic income advo-
cates do not form a discrete group powerful enough to impose their idea onto 
their peers. Instead, they form a diffuse group and lack the political power and 
organisation to translate their advocacy into powerful social action. Regarding 
institutional feasibility, we identified several rigid constraints which limit 
the implementation of universal basic income in Finland: the Finnish social 
security system (in which social partners have a strong influence on the admin-
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istration of the main social insurance programmes), the ways in which political 
power and will are frozen in formal institutions, and the difficulty of coordinat-
ing national and EU-level policy with regard to universal basic income. 

Here, we suggest that although modest basic income benefits could be 
carried out at the national level, true universal basic income would be difficult 
to enact in the EU – unless residents in a country which enacted universal basic 
income are willing to finance benefits that can be exported from the country 
to some other EU country or outside the EU. Regarding the psychological 
feasibility of the basic income, we found that popular support for it depends in 
part on how we measure it and that the relatively cheap popular support that 
it enjoys is not strong enough to make significant changes to the prevailing 
discourse surrounding social policy. Finally, regarding its behavioural fea-
sibility, we found that the experiment did not necessarily have its intended 
effect on Finns’ employment – or at least not significantly enough. However, 
we also suggested, in line with other studies (for example, Van Parijs, 1995; 
Standing, 2020; Bregman, 2017; Van Parijs and Vanderborght, 2017), that uni-
versal basic income may improve recipients’ feelings of freedom, dignity and 
self-determination. This suggests both that basic income bears a huge burden 
of proof regarding its behavioural feasibility and that some analysts misplace 
this burden by emphasising only its potential employment, rather than any of 
its possible human, impacts. 

Thus, there are serious obstacles in the political feasibility of basic income 
in Finland. Usually, exceptional times open up new possibilities. However, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has not increased or intensified political discussions on 
the implementation of basic income in Finland as it has done in many other 
countries. The main reason is that the welfare state’s stress test caused by the 
pandemic has shown that the existing welfare state has worked very well under 
exceptional circumstances and it has cushioned the effects of the pandemic 
rather well. Only a very few temporary measures have been introduced to 
protect vulnerable groups (for example, Kangas & Kalliomaa-Puha, 2021). 
Institutional continuity rather than significant changes in the policy paradigm 
prevails. To sum up our analysis on the feasibility of basic income in Finland, 
we can conclude that for the time being universal basic income is not a realistic 
policy option. However, never say never.   
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