Link turn: unconditional UBIs like the aff’s increases democratic participation because people have more access to resources – Alaska proves.
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This paper analyzes the link between a UBI and aggregate turnout. I hypothesize the Alaskan Permanent Fund Dividend as a case of a UBI—celebrated by some to be the only UBI in the world—to have a positive effect on turnout. I employ a DiD estimation strategy to compare the pre- to post-treatment change in turnout for the state of Alaska—where the dividend program is introduced in 1982—relative to the development in all other US states. This paper provides compelling evidence that a UBI increases turnout among an entire electorate persisting over an almost 20-year period—in spite of the dividend payments staying below USD 2,000 and varying considerably.
Among several possible explanations, I analogously to Clinton and Sances (Reference Clinton and Sances2018) argue that two mechanisms are able to account for the lasting increase in turnout, both occurring simultaneously (Pierson, Reference Pierson1993; Schlozman et al., Reference Schlozman, Brady and Verba2018). On the one hand the additional income increases resources for every Alaskan through the dividend, resources that are necessary in order to navigate the voting process. Analyzing the marginal effect of the dividend on voting at different values of educational attainment showed that especially Alaskans with a lower socioeconomic background reflected a strong and significant turnout effect, corroborating findings on the “diminishing marginal utility of income” (Pacheco and Plutzer, Reference Pacheco and Plutzer2008; Ojeda, Reference Ojeda2018, 814). On the other hand, owing to the fact that turnout increased on average as well as the size of the dividend payments may well be expected to have a smaller effect on more affluent Alaskans, it cannot be the increase in resources alone affecting turnout. Rather, an interpretive effect seems to be in place that is grounded on the unconditional nature of the payments. This interpretive effect may emerge, as the role an administration plays in the lives of citizens changes where everyone becomes a program beneficiary. Beyond presenting suggestive evidence I however cannot determine how the discussed mechanisms of interpretive and resource effects interplay.
The basic income in Alaska is able to open new perspectives for the range of effects an unconditional cash transfers may have. Besides findings on economic and wellbeing effects, this paper contributes to the relatively scarce groundwork on political effects of a UBI. The turnout-enhancing estimations of this paper are observed for transfer payment sizes that are well-below those of basic social security benefits in Western Europe. The results are therefore encouraging not only for researchers and practitioners focusing on the UBI but hold insights for the design of welfare systems and redistributive measures in general. With a worldwide economic recession unfolding which will most likely have far-reaching political consequences, the analyses of this paper provide evidence that introducing or redesigning transfer payments in a way in which they appear inclusive, where anyone can unconditionally become a beneficiary, can stabilize political systems. The findings hence also add to the discussion of how to mitigate the development of decreasing turnout rates exhibited in most western democracies for decades now.
First results to partly still ongoing UBI experiments in Finland and the Netherlands have been published only recently, offering a good occasion to test the application of my findings to different contexts (Kangas et al., Reference Kangas, Jauhiainen and Simanainen2019; Verlaat et al., Reference Verlaat, de Kruijk, Rosenkranz, Groot and Sanders2020). My analyses show that a UBI has the potential to get larger parts of the population “back at the table”. Taken together, this research suggests the need to investigate the link between unconditional cash payments and turnout further, first by elaborating more on heterogeneous effects by different socioeconomic backgrounds and including information on income or wealth in the form of asset holdings, for example. UBI recipients could also be surveyed to find out more about how the turnout-enhancing mechanisms play out as within-person changes in income are observed over time.
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