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Is Basic Income a reasonable response 
to a changing economy?

• Precarious work is becoming more 
prevalent (22% of Canadian workforce)   

• Short term contracts 
• Low unionization rates 
• More self-employment and subcontracting 
• Few workplace-based benefits 
• Often (but not always) low wages



Policy Challenges For High-Income 
Countries

• Manufacturing 
– Globalization and off-shore production 
– Labour-saving technological change 

• Knowledge Sector 
– Technological change has allowed “unbundling of jobs” 

– subcontracting and outsourcing 
– Exposure to international competition 
– Labour saving technology 

• Service Sector 
– Often low-paid, insecure jobs



The labour market has changed 

Perhaps with a bit of hysteria 
about the future.



The labour market has changed

For employees as well as employers.



Self employment and contract 
employment are growing

• Employers are attracted to more flexible 
employment models in the wake of 
technological change 

• For some workers, self-employment is the only 
option 

• For others, it is a matter of work-life balance 
pursued out of choice



The emerging digital economy is 
especially challenging

• “Unbundling” of work – complex projects are 
broken down into constituent parts and 
contracted out to contingent workers on-line 

• Online Freelancing: Upwork, Freelancer, Hourly 
Nerd, Proz, Fiverr 

• Microwork: Mechanical Turk 

• Online Marketplace for physical services: Uber, 
Taskrabbit



The global pin factory



Consequences

• Economic changes expose workers in high-
income countries to new competition and 
opportunities 

• Virtual work challenges existing regulatory 
frameworks like minimum wage and labour 
standards 

• Organizing labour is increasingly difficult



Policy Challenges

• Access to social programs must be separated 
from employment status as full-time waged 
employment declines  

• We need to strengthen the regulatory 
framework that governs labour standards 

• We need to re-imagine what we mean by 
“work” as full-time jobs with benefits become 
a scarce commodity – Keynes (1930); Kuznets 
(1934); Skidelsky and Skidelsky (2012)



Basic Income Experimentation is 
Proliferating as a response

• Experiments underway or planned in high-
income countries 

• Finland 
• Utrecht + other Dutch cities 
• France 
• Canada (Ontario and perhaps Quebec) 
• Y Combinator in Oakland 

• Low-income countries continue to 
experiment



Political contexts are very different

• European experiments – driven primarily by an 
attempt to simplify income assistance 

• Low-income countries – driven by failures of 
traditional top-down development projects 

• Y Combinator – robots are taking our jobs! 

• Canada – balancing between poverty reduction 
and providing income security in the face of a 
changing labour market



Therefore, BI proposals differ

• Demogrant is more popular in Europe than 
in North America  

• Simpler 
• No marriage penalty 

• In North America, a negative income tax is 
the only thing under serious consideration 

• Upfront costs are lower 
• Similar to existing programmes (Canadian Child 

Benefit or OAS/GIS in Canada)



A conversation is underway about 
what a BI should look like in Canada



A conversation is underway about 
what a BI should look like in Canada

• No longer a debate about pros and cons 
– BI versus status quo 
– BI versus unstated alternatives 

• Debate is now about what we want a BI 
to look like in Canada



Emerging consensus

1. BI is ONE ARROW in a quiver – not a silver bullet. 
2. We require many different policies to address different 

issues. 
3. BI is being considered as one tool of reform. 
4. No recipient of any existing support program should be 

made worse off. 



Some of our existing income supports 
work relatively well

• EI and CPP are insurance programs and can 
pay for themselves 

• Canada Child Benefit is a form of BI for 
families with dependent children 

• OAS/GIS is a form of BI for seniors and has 
halved the poverty rate among that group. 
Rates can be increased without changing the 
structure.



Some programs are less successful

• Income assistance 
– Many rules and regulations introduce uncertainty for 

recipients 
– Stigmatizing 
– There is still a “welfare wall” that keeps people 

dependent 

• Disability Support Program: 
– Too many people with disabilities do not qualify 
– The procedure for qualification can be demeaning and 

discouraging 
– The “periodic reviews” are intrusive 



Some programs really don’t exist

• Support or subsidies for working poor 
– GST credit 
– WITB 
– Some provincial tax credits 

• Framework is in place, but the effects are 
limited



ELDERLY, SENIORS AND ON SA  
  2014 

(Based on after-tax LIM)
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Not living in poverty
Seniors living in poverty
Non-elderly persons living in poverty, not on SA



Canada’s Income Security System

• Now pays out $170 billion ($153 billion in 
2013) 

• 8.5% of GDP ($2.0 trillion economy)  
• $30 billion “POVERTY GAP” 
• $170 + $30 = $200 billion  
• 10% of GDP 
• 1.5 percentage points additional 



Can we afford a BI?

• Costs are incredibly sensitive to the 
design 

• A GAI (or targeted BI) costs about 10% of a 
demogrant 
– The higher the guarantee, the higher to cost 
– The lower the tax-back rate, the higher the 

cost



One possibility

• Replace Income assistance for adults and 
the financial support component of 
disability assistance by a targeted BI 

• Keep CPP, EI, CCB, OAS/GIS and all other 
programs in place 

• Strengthen labour legislation



Canada experimented with BI in the 
1970s

• In 1974, the governments of Canada and 
Manitoba implemented a large field 
experiment to assess the impact of a 
Guaranteed Income on work effort 

• MINCOME ended in some disarray in 1979 
with no significant analysis and no final 
report



 
MINCOME was part of many larger developments

• Four similar field experiments were conducted in the US 
as part of President Johnson’s War on Poverty 

• Many changes had been made to the Canadian social 
support system during the 1960s and 1970s: 

– Universal Health Insurance 
– Canada Pension Plan to augment Old Age Security 
– Disability Pensions enhanced 
– Unemployment Insurance enhanced



MINCOME

• 2 sites 
– A dispersed sample in Winnipeg 
– A saturation site in Dauphin, MB 

• In Dauphin: every family was eligible to 
participate 

• In both sites, the stipend depended on 
income



DAUPHIN

WINNIPEG



MINCOME

PURPOSE:  what effects will a Basic Income have 
on the labour market? 
– Some feared young men would stop working 

PAYMENT DESIGN:  Negative Income Tax 
(refundable tax credit) 
– Base rate slightly above “Mother’s Allowance” 
– Benefit was taxed back by 50 cents for every dollar 

earned in Dauphin 
– In Winnipeg, the rates varied



Labour market results:

• Virtually no effect on primary earners 

• Significant effects on secondary and 
tertiary earners  
– Married women returned to work less quickly 

after childbirth – used the basic income to 
BUY longer parental leave 

– Adolescents entered the workforce later



Health and Social Effects?

• Research funding for analysis ran out midway 
through the experiment 
– Families were paid 
– Research concentrated on labour market 

• Social issues were not a primary research 
question  
– Data collected (by questionnaire) 
– No database constructed for social issues 
– No analysis of social issues 
– Data “disappeared” after the experiment ended



I found the “data”

Library and Archives Canada

1800 boxes of paper files. No  
database for social issues had  
been constructed. 



OUR CHALLENGE

• Many things have happened since 1974 

• How do we know that any changes we find 
are the result of MINCOME? 

• Constrained by design decisions of original 
researchers



In Dauphin, high school completion 
increased

Grade 12 Enrolment as % 
Previous Year Grade 11 

Enrolment
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SOLUTION

• A quasi-experimental design with a 
matched comparison group 

• First, we hard-matched on geography to 
find the sample from which our 
comparison group would be selected



DAUPHIN

WINNIPEG





PROPENSITY SCORE MATCHING

• Individual: age, sex 
• Family: number of children, single parent 

female led 
• Community: rural/small town 

• 3 excellent controls for every Dauphin 
resident





Hospitalization Rates

• Fell 8.5% relative to controls during 
experiment 

• Primary reasons 
– Fewer accident and injury hospitalizations 
– Fewer hospitalizations due to mental health 

issues



Primary Causes

• Decline in “accidents and injuries” 
• Decline in “mental health issues”



Physician contacts– same pattern

• Slight decline in overall physician visits 
among Dauphin residents during MINCOME 
relative to controls 

• Only mental health diagnoses are 
significant



Birth Outcomes

• Low Birthweight, At-risk birthweight, Small 
for gestational age births, perinatal death 
– No Effect 

• Why? 
– Small numbers 
– Universal health insurance in Manitoba (unlike 

US) 
– Rural area (poverty does not manifest as food 

insecurity)



We also looked at:

• Birth rates 
• Divorce rates 

• These had become key political issues in 
US Senate



CHILDREN MAY HAVE BEEN MOST 
AFFECTED

• Stayed in high school longer 
• Had first child later 
• Had fewer children over a lifetime



Amy 
Richardson 

Richardson family 
1970s



Amy Richardson

• “It was to bring your income up to where 
it should be. It was enough to add some 
cream to the coffee. Everybody was the 
same so there was no shame.”



So why does Canada need another 
experiment???

• We know the labour market effects were 
small 

• Health and quality of life improved 
• Educational outcomes improved 
• We have already introduced programs like 

a BI for two population groups: 
• Families with dependent children (National Child 

Benefit) 
• Seniors (OAS + GIS)



What can we learn from a new 
experiment?

• Concerns about the labour market continue to 
resonate with the public – an experiment can 
be an exercise in political marketing 

• The labour market has changed fundamentally 
– Can we generalize from the context of the 1970s? 

• Should consider the interaction effects that 
appear in a saturation site, specifically in the 
labour market for vulnerable demographic 
groups?



Can the enthusiasm for 
experimentation backfire?

• A true experiment will take 3 or 4 years – 
the attention span of the public is closer 
to 3 or 4 hours 

• Secular changes in the labour market 
cannot be captured in an experiment – we 
observe short-run fluctuations 

• Large-scale field experiments require 
government support – governments change




