A UBI solves for this welfare stigma by ensuring economic security for all
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There is a firmly held notion that receiving support through the existing income assistance system is shameful and demeaning. Stigma arises from negative social attitudes of others toward benefit recipients, and negative self-characterizations (i.e., feeling like a failure, shame) which, as a consequence, devalues recipients to a class lower than non-recipients, sometimes referred to as “the undeserving poor.” Stigma affects both the take-up of income assistance benefits and the mental and physical well-being of those who receive them (Friedrichsen et al., 2017; Geiger, 2015; Ribar, 2014). Sources of stigma are also inherent within the system itself in various aspects: individual attributions of responsibility for poverty, how the program is implemented, including wait times, and negative interactions with caseworkers (Stuber & Schlesinger, 2006). For example, a program that singles out low-income persons/households, such as a means-tested cash transfer, is more stigmatizing than a program that provides a cash transfer to nearly everyone (such as the Canada Child Benefit). Addressing stigma is important to achieving the goal of alleviating poverty: the higher the stigma associated with a program, the lower the take-up of benefits and the less effective the program is at achieving its goals, which may include the alleviation of poverty (Celhay et al., 2017; Friedrichsen et al., 2017; Geiger, 2015; Moffitt, 1983; Ribar, 2014). A basic income should reduce, if not eliminate, stigma—feelings of shame and the signalling out of a group that is perceived as “less than”—associated with traditional welfare programs and help bolster dignity by ensuring that people are not only treated with respect by the system but are also worthy of such respect. A key component of fostering respect is to ensure that people have autonomy over how they use the assistance provided. Economic Security Economic security is generally defined as the assurance of an adequate income (Rejda, 2012). Economic security depends on three things: financial security, financial stability, and financial continuity. Mapping this back to the definition of economic security, adequacy is achieved through both financial security and financial stability, while assurance is achieved through financial continuity. Financial security is the ability of a person/household to secure a basic quality of life. Financial stability is the ability of households to weather unexpected income shocks, such as unexpected expenses or declines in income. Financial continuity is a reasonable expectation that a base level of income will continue in both the near term and the future. Economic insecurity thus arises when people face limited financial resources, an inability to cover basic expenses, and/or uncertainty in income. The lack of economic security has significant effects on mental health, including fear, worry, anxiety, frustration, and depression. Dealing with economic instability requires constant juggling, which adversely affects decisionmaking. People who are distressed and distracted by their financial burdens may be more likely to err on the job, increasing their chances of being fired. Investing in human capital itself becomes more difficult: attending training programs requires overcoming the recurring inclination to skip a class as one deals with day-to-day struggles, like finding a babysitter or solving the challenges of long commutes. Even learning becomes more difficult when dealing with economic insecurity (Gennetian & Shafir, 2015). The current social assistance system does not support economic security. Social assistance often does not provide sufficient income to cover basic needs and earning additional income results in either a reduction in or revocation of benefits (or fear of the revocation). Many support programs also require individuals to deplete their assets and financial reserves in order to qualify for income support. Furthermore, few of the existing programs in the assistance system provide assurance of a permanent income. Support under many of these programs is neither guaranteed nor fully continuous. There are, however, programs that are continuous for a year, such as the Canada Child Benefit and the GST/HST tax credit—that is, once you are assessed as qualifying for the benefit, your benefit is guaranteed for the next 12 months. In addition, disability assistance can often be guaranteed for life depending on the nature of the disability. A basic income, instead, enhances economic security. A basic income helps cover basic needs and is generally an assured stream of income. Eligibility for a basic income does not require financial reserves to be depleted, which aids beneficiaries in weathering shocks; at minimum, a basic income does not make these shocks any harder to manage then they already are. This aspect of economic security, which is a key part of a basic income, is also essential to a person achieving autonomy. Autonomy occurs as economic security allows people more choices in how they lead their lives. Social Inclusion As outlined stated in United Nations (2016, p. 17) “social inclusion is the process of improving participation in society, particularly for people who are disadvantaged, through enhancing opportunities, access to resources, voice, and respect of rights.” Participation in society is limited when people lack access to material resources, including income and employment, or to services such as health care (United Nations, 2016). Poignantly, this recognizes that people are not able to fully participate in any given sphere without having autonomy to use these material resources to achieve social involvement. That is, social exclusion occurs when individuals face barriers to participating fully or effectively in society. Income poverty is one factor in social exclusion. The current social assistance system attempts to promote social inclusion mainly through paid work; however, this focus on paid work often does not take into account the wellbeing of the recipient. Beneficiaries are encouraged (and in some cases forced) to apply for and accept paid work as quickly as possible without consideration for the quality, sufficiency, or permanency of that paid work.3 Additionally, paid work is not the only path toward social inclusion and the focus on paid work could actually decrease participation in socially beneficial activities. For example, for recipients of social assistance, job search requirements (such as job training or monthly reporting) may reduce the recipient’s ability to pursue other activities that may be both personally and socially beneficial. These other activities may include volunteering, training, caregiving, and education. Comparatively, a basic income promotes opportunity, inclusion, and full participation in society. It does this by altering the choice set of those for whom participation in the formal labour market may not be optimal. For example, for a person considering whether to stay home and care for their young child or enter the labour force, basic income provides a value for the otherwise unpaid child-care option. This enhances social inclusion by valuing unpaid work and providing a source of income to those who choose to engage in unpaid work such as child care and volunteering, education, training, and entrepreneurship. The idea is not that people are unwilling to work, but rather that participation in the formal labour force may not be the optimal choice for all persons. Some advocates of a basic income argue that it should provide for absolute freedom in choosing how to participate, even if that activity is to stay home and bingewatch Netflix all day. However, which activities should be encouraged over others is a program design feature. For example, earnings supplements and earning exemptions that can be paired with basic income programs ensure that work pays, even the first dollar.
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