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Conceptually, a universal basic income (UBI) program provides a modest cash income at regular intervals (e.g., each month or year) to all individuals meeting minimal eligibility criteria. A UBI can serve as a social insurance program, a method for distributing income generated by a government-owned asset (e.g., the Alaska Permanent Fund Dividend), or both. Other terms for a UBI are a “basic income guarantee” or “unconditional basic income.” Whereas some countries—like Finland and Canada—have experimented with UBIs, for the United States, UBI discussions are largely notional: the United States does not have a country-wide UBI, and UBI proposals have not been introduced in the 115th Congress. Specific UBI policy proposals for the United States, however, have been offered by members of the social policy community, business world, and the technology industry (e.g., the company Y Combinator has announced plans to conduct a basic income experiment in California). Defining Features Key defining characteristics of UBI proposals are the following:  Universality of Benefit. The UBI benefit is provided to all persons subject to minimal criteria such as citizenship, adulthood, and non-incarceration.  Unconditional Benefit Receipt and Usage. Beyond meeting minimal eligibility criteria, UBI proposals do not generally condition benefit receipt on particular attributes, behaviors, or outcomes; means-tests and work requirements are not common features of UBI proposals. Likewise, few proposals place restrictions on UBI recipients’ use of the cash benefit.  “Basic” Benefit or Profit-Sharing Dividend. Where a UBI is proposed as a social insurance program, the proposed benefit amount is generally selected to be large enough to cover basic living expenses. Two recent proposals, for example, place the disposable UBI benefit between $10,000 and $12,000 per year (Table 1), which is near the official poverty threshold for a single person under age 65 years with no children ($12,752 in 2017). Where a UBI is used to distribute income generated by a government-owned asset, the dividend amount varies from year-to-year based on the performance of the financing instrument (e.g., the Alaska Permanent Fund Dividend). Financing Proposed UBI financial mechanisms depend on the underlying objectives for the program. Some UBI proponents view the benefit as a replacement for some or all existing social transfers, such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and housing assistance, other targeted federal spending (e.g., agricultural subsidies), and the tax expenditures such as the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). These proposals suggest that a UBI could be financed in large part by forgone costs of such programs. Some have suggested, however, that new taxes may be needed to cover full UBI program costs. Others view a UBI as a mechanism for distributing income generated from a state-owned resource. For example, the Alaska Permanent Fund Dividend provides an annual payment to eligible Alaskan residents generated from an investment fund seeded by Alaskan oil sales; the annual dividend was $1,100 in 2017. Some Native American tribes similarly distribute a share of profits generated from tribeowned casinos to tribe members.
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