
Giving	everyone	some	money,	from	birth	to	death:
defining	a	Citizen’s	Basic	Income

Discussion	of	a	Citizen’s	Basic	Income	–	an	unconditional,	nonwithdrawable	income	for	every	individual	–
is	now	a	mainstream	global	social	policy	debate.	But	how	would	it	work?	Malcolm	Torry	explains	the
elements	that	make	up	this	idea	and	underlines	the	importance	of	agreeing	on	a	shared	definition	to	be
used	by	all	involved	in	the	debate.

A	Citizen’s	Basic	Income	is	an	unconditional	income	paid	to	every	individual.	It’s	as	simple	as	that.	It	has
a	number	of	different	names:	Citizen’s	Income,	Basic	Income,	Citizen’s	Basic	Income,	Universal	Basic	Income.	They
all	mean	exactly	the	same.

The	amount	you	received	would	not	depend	on	your	income,	it	would	not	depend	on	your	wealth,	it	would	not
depend	on	your	household	structure,	it	would	not	depend	on	your	employment	status,	and	it	would	not	depend	on
anything	else.	Every	individual	of	the	same	age	would	receive	exactly	the	same:	the	same	amount,	every	week	or
every	month,	automatically.

What’s	unique	about	Citizen’s	Basic	Income,	what	matters,	and	what	makes	it	work,	is	that	it	can	be	turned	on	at
your	birth,	and	turned	off	at	your	death,	and	no	active	administration	would	be	required	in	between.

Sometimes	words	are	added,	but	they	aren’t	necessary.

Citizen’s	Basic	Income	is	unconditional,	so	within	the	jurisdiction	in	which	it’s	paid	everybody	would	get	it,	so	it
is	universal.	There	is	no	need	to	say	that	it	is.
Citizen’s	Basic	Income	is	unconditional,	which	means	that	it	would	not	fall	if	your	other	income	rose,	so	it	is
nonwithdrawable.	There	is	no	need	to	say	that	it	is.

It	is	universal,	and	it	is	nonwithdrawable.	But	all	we	need	to	say	is	this:	Every	individual	of	the	same	age	would
receive	exactly	the	same	income,	unconditionally.

Assumptions

However,	it	might	be	necessary	to	say	something	about	assumptions	that	are	generally	made	but	not	expressed.	It	is
generally	assumed	that	a	Citizen’s	Basic	Income	would	be	paid	monthly,	fortnightly,	or	weekly;	it	is	assumed	that	the
income	would	not	vary	during	the	year,	but	that	regular	annual	upratings	would	be	expected;	and	it	is	assumed	that
the	income	would	vary	with	the	recipient’s	age,	with	a	‘standard’	amount	being	paid	to	working	age	adults,	smaller
amounts	for	children	and	perhaps	to	young	adults,	and	larger	amounts	to	individuals	over	a	defined	state	pension
age.

Conditionalities

This	last	assumption	would	appear	to	breach	the	‘unconditional’	requirement,	and	strictly	speaking	it	does:	but
because	this	conditionality	is	of	a	particular	type,	the	breach	is	permitted.	In	relation	to	social	security	benefits,
conditionalities	exhibit	two	variables:	ease	of	administration,	and	whether	or	not	enquiry	has	to	be	made	into	an
individual’s	situation	or	activity.

Two	of	the	expected	advantages	of	a	Citizen’s	Basic	Income	are	that	it	will	be	simple	to	administer,	and	it	will	require
no	bureaucratic	intrusion	into	the	lives	of	recipients.	Their	Citizen’s	Basic	Income	would	begin	at	their	birth,	the
computer	would	automatically	increase	or	decrease	their	Citizen’s	Basic	Incomes	as	they	ceased	to	be	children,
when	they	became	working	age	adults,	and	when	they	passed	state	retirement	age,	and	it	would	turn	off	their
Citizen’s	Basic	Incomes	when	they	died.	There	would	be	no	bureaucratic	intrusion,	and,	indeed,	no	active
administration	at	all.

With	these	principles	in	mind,	the	current	Ontario	‘Basic	Income’	pilot	does	not	constitute	a	Citizen’s	Basic	Income.	It
describes	its	‘Basic	Income’	as:
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The	payment	will	account	for	other	income	and	ensure	a	minimum	level	of	income	is	provided.	Participants	will
receive:

Up	to	$16,989	per	year	for	a	single	person,	less	50%	of	any	earned	income
Up	to	$24,027	per	year	for	a	couple,	less	50%	of	any	earned	income
Up	to	an	additional	$6,000	per	year	for	a	person	with	a	disability.

Such	payments	are	neither	‘individual’	nor	‘unconditional’.

The	amount	of	the	payment

All	of	the	above	would	be	generally	agreed	by	academics	and	others	who	engage	in	debate	about	Citizen’s	Basic
Income:	and	that	is	important,	because	only	if	everyone	involved	in	a	debate	shares	the	same	definition	of	a	term	can
rational	debate	occur.	But	there	is	one	issue	over	which	there	is	frequent	disagreement.

A	survey	of	organisations	affiliated	to	BIEN,	the	global	Citizen’s	Basic	Income	organisation	shows	that	for	some
national	organisations	only	an	unconditional,	nonwithdrawable,	regular	and	individual	income	that	is	paid	to	each
working	age	adult	at	‘subsistence	level’	can	qualify	as	a	Citizen’s	Basic	Income,	whereas	for	other	organisations	it
needs	not	be	at	‘subsistence	level’	to	count.

This	is	a	dilemma,	not	only	for	BIEN,	but	also	for	the	debate	as	a	whole.	One	solution	is	to	call	a	Citizen’s	Basic
Income	at	subsistence	level	(somehow	defined)	a	‘full	Citizen’s	Basic	Income’,	and	anything	paid	at	a	level	below	that
a	‘partial	Citizen’s	Basic	Income’.	My	preferred	solution	is	to	call	the	latter	‘a	Citizen’s	Basic	Income	that	is	enough	to
live	on’.	This	would	retain	the	term	‘Citizen’s	Basic	Income’	for	the	most	basic	definition.

________

Note:	Malcolm	recently	spoke	at	the	Citizen’s	Basic	Income	Day	as	part	of	the	2018	LSE	Festival,	Beveridge	2.0.
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