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Abstract
This  thesis  investigates  the  relationship  between  unconditional  basic  income  (UBI)  and

economic  growth.  Expectations  about  this  relationship  were  analysed  as  well  as  their

interrelation with attitudes towards economic growth. Based on a literature review, problem-

centred interviews were conducted with 8 individuals who are active for the Swiss popular

initiative  “For an unconditional  Basic Income”.  It  is  found that UBI cannot be ascribed

exclusively to either the growth or the degrowth paradigm. The actual effect is likely to

depend  on  various  institutional  circumstances  of  the  implementation.  Thus,  for  a  given

region, the intention with which UBI gets implemented is of utmost importance. Interviewees

have different attitudes towards economic growth,  nevertheless,  they often expect  similar

effects.  Beside  unclear  definitions,  this  is  mainly  due  to  uncertainties  about  how  much

economic activity will take place outside the sphere of market and state. In any case, there is

broad agreement that the indicator of GDP will lose importance in an economy where UBI is

implemented. Moreover, Van Parijs' normative principle of “leximin real freedom” has no a

priori preference for either growth or degrowth, but advises the economic path that allows

the highest sustainable UBI.
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Zusammenfassung
Diese Arbeit untersucht die Beziehung zwischen bedingungslosem Grundeinkommen (BGE)

und Wirtschaftswachstum. Analysiert wurden Erwartungen über diese Beziehung ebenso wie

deren  Zusammenhang  mit  Einstellungen  zu  Wirtschaftswachstum.  Ausgehend  von  einem

Literatur Review wurden problemzentrierte Interviews mit 8 Personen durchgeführt, die sich

für die Schweizer Volksinitiative “Für ein bedingungsloses Grundeinkommen” engagieren. Es

zeigt  sich,  dass  das  BGE  weder  dem  Wachstumsparadigma  noch  dem  Paradigma  der

Wachstumsrücknahme ausschließlich zugeordnet werden kann. Es ist wahrscheinlich, dass der

tatsächliche  Effekt  von  institutionellen  Rahmenbedingungen  abhängt.  Für  eine  gegebene

Region  ist  die  Intention,  mit  der  das  BGE  eingeführt  wird,  daher  entscheidend.  Die

interviewten  Personen  haben  unterschiedliche  Einstellungen  zum  Wirtschaftswachstum,

erwarten  jedoch  oft  ähnliche  Effekte.  Neben  unklaren  Definitionen  ist  dies  vor  allem

Unsicherheiten darüber geschuldet, wie viel ökonomische Aktivität außerhalb der Sphäre von

Markt und Staat stattfinden wird. Jedenfalls besteht weitgehende Übereinstimmung, dass in

einer Ökonomie mit BGE das BIP als Indikator an Bedeutung verlieren wird. Darüber hinaus

hat  Van  Parijs  normatives  Prinzip  “leximin  real  freedom”  keine  a  priori  Präferenz  für

Wachstum oder Wachstumsrücknahme, sondern empfiehlt den ökonomischen Pfad, welcher

das höchste nachhaltige BGE ermöglicht.
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 1 Introduction 
Economic growth is not only one of the main policy objectives of our times. It is also one of

the most controversial issues in the sustainability debate. In this light, it is of great interest

how the introduction of an unconditional basic income (UBI) will affect economic growth.

When  reviewing  the  literature  on  UBI,  one  finds  that  this  question  is  answered  rather

inconsistently. It is striking that some propose UBI as a means to stimulate economic growth

(even as early as Milner 1920) while others propose it as a means to facilitate economic

degrowth  (e.g.  Fitzpatrick  1999).  The  same  instrument  is  suggested  with  diametrically

opposed intentions. UBI seems to be attractive from the viewpoints of conflicting paradigms.

At the same time,  UBI remains highly controversial  within the different  paradigms – in

particular, there are many advocates of economic growth who fear that UBI will hamper

growth (e.g. Economiesuisse 2012). Table 1 summarises the four main positions in this debate

depending on the attitude towards growth and the supposed effect of UBI on growth.

Attitude towards Economic Growth

pro contra

Su
pp

os
ed

 E
ffe

ct
 o

f U
B

I o
n 

Ec
on

om
ic

 G
ro

w
th

ne
ga

tiv
e “UBI hampers growth”

→ contra UBI

“UBI facilitates degrowth”

→ pro UBI

po
sit

iv
e “UBI facilitates growth”

→ pro UBI

“UBI hampers degrowth”

→ contra UBI

Table 1: Outline of the main positions in the debate about UBI and economic growth
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Quite some discussion is taking place about the relationship between UBI and economic

(de)growth – usually within either paradigm. However, this discussion is not comprehensive

in a sense that takes into account the support of UBI by paradigms that are conflicting in

regard to economic growth. Furthermore, the discussion is not systematic in a sense that

reflects the great spectrum of arguments about UBI and economic growth. This problem is

reinforced by the fact that many discussions about UBI do not explicitly mention economic

growth even though they concern aspects that are relevant in this regard.

So far, the most thorough investigator of the relationship between UBI and economic growth

has probably been Philippe Van Parijs. In the closing reflections of the BIEN congress 20142,

where also parts of this thesis were presented, Van Parijs (2014) pointed out that economic

growth was at the core of many presentations and discussions at the conference. To shed

some  light  on  the  subject,  he  suggested  to  distinguish  the  factual  question  from  the

normative  question.  First,  what  is  the  relationship  between  UBI  and  economic  growth?

Second, how do we want this relationship be?3 Van Parijs stressed that the factual question is

very complex and cannot be answered generally. The actual effect of UBI on economic growth

depends on various details and circumstances of the implementation. It can be added that

the empirical data available to discuss the factual question is very sparse. The few conducted

pilot projects were limited in time and involved rather small regions, i.e. they were financed

exogenously. The comparability with cases of a long-term and nationwide introduction (with

endogenous financing) is thus limited. Therefore we are dealing with expectations rather than

facts: What do people expect the relationship between UBI and economic growth to be? In

theoretical discussions that unfold around this question preanalytic visions play a key role.

What we expect interrelates with how we want things to be. Hence, the normative question is

2 15th International Congress of the Basic Income Earth Network in Montreal, 2014

3 “So, how can we sort this out? (…) Well  we need to distinguish the factual question and the

normative question. Factual question, is basic income good or bad for growth? Normative question,

should it be good for growth, or bad for growth?” (Van Parijs 2014, sec. 04:30–04:52 [mm:ss]).
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of utmost importance. Attitudes towards economic growth should always be kept in mind

when investigating expectations about the relationship between UBI and economic growth.

 1.1 Research Outline

This  thesis aims to take a closer look at how UBI is associated with economic growth and

degrowth. Not only the expectations about this relationship but also their interrelation with

attitudes towards economic growth should be examined. Therefore it is important to make

the normative aspects of the discussion as explicit as possible. The analysis is simplified by

narrowing down the scope to a regional debate.  The focus of  this  thesis is on the Swiss

popular  initiative  “For  an unconditional  Basic  Income”.  The  popular  initiative  serves  as

example of a UBI campaign that is currently very lively. Extensive direct democratic rights in

Switzerland offer opportunities that UBI movements in other countries are missing. Even in

other countries the discussion is stimulated by the current events in Switzerland4. Therefore

the Swiss popular initiative is a sample of particular interest.

The following research question is dealt with in this thesis: Which attitudes towards economic

growth are represented among activists for the Swiss popular initiative “For an unconditional

Basic  Income”,  what  do  they  expect  about  the  relationship  between  UBI  and  economic

growth and how do attitudes and expectations interrelate with each other? In order to answer

this question, problem-centred interviews were carried out with 8 individuals who are active

for the popular initiative. Interview guidelines were developed on the basis of a preliminary

literature review which is presented in chapter 2. Section 2.1 gives an overview of the main

attitudes  towards  economic  growth.  UBI  is  discussed  from  the  perspective  of  growth

advocates in section 2.2 and from a degrowth perspective in 2.3. The qualitative research is

illustrated in chapter  3 where section 3.1 explains the method and section 3.2 presents the

main results from the problem-centred interviews.  Key issues that arise from the empirical

results are discussed in chapter 4. Chapter 5 concludes.

4 For the United States see for example Lowrey (2013).
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 1.2 What is UBI?

Following  Van Parijs (2000, 3), UBI5 is understood here as “an income paid by a political

community  to  all  its  members  on  an  individual  basis,  without  means  test  or  work

requirement”. Furthermore, UBI is paid in cash6 and on a regular basis, e.g. each month.

Depending on the proposal, the membership in a political community is interpreted either as

citizenship  or  as  permanent  residence.  Especially  the  absence of  means  tests  and  work

requirements  differentiates UBI from  most existing minimum income schemes. By avoiding

means testing, UBI is a universal income that facilitates saying yes to jobs regardless of their

pay. At the same time, the absence of work requirements (not even regarding willingness to

work) facilitates saying no on the labour market.

In contrast to some other definitions, this one does not include that UBI should cover basic

needs. That UBI stands for unconditional basic income simply refers to its characteristic of

providing a basis that can be topped up with other earnings. The message here is not that

the level of UBI is irrelevant. On the contrary, the respective level does make a considerable

difference – also when it comes to the relationship between UBI and economic growth. The

precise amount is of particular importance in the political debate. A broad definition as used

in this thesis allows to differentiate between a full (at least subsistence) and a partial (below

subsistence level) UBI.

Van Parijs  (1995) justifies  UBI from what he calls  a real-libertarian view. This  political

philosophy is  expressed  in  the  statement  that  “a  free  society  is  one  in  which  people's

5 Often, the idea is also referred to as basic income, simply leaving away the adjective unconditional,

however with the same meaning. Similar proposals have been made under various terms like state

bonus, national or social dividend, citizen's income or wage etc. However, the formation of the

Basic Income Earth Network (BIEN) has contributed to the spread of the terms basic income and

UBI.

6 “In most variants, it supplements, rather than substitutes, existing in-kind transfers such as free

education or basic health insurance” (Van Parijs 2000, 3).
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opportunities are being leximinned7 subject to the protection of their formal freedom, that is,

in respect of a structure of rights that incorporates self-ownership” (ibid., 27). In other words,

the aim is to maximise real freedom8 of the worst-off. This idea is summarised by the phrase

real-freedom-for-all.  In  order  to  institutionalise  this  conception  of  freedom,  Van  Parijs

suggests the introduction of “the highest sustainable basic income” (ibid., 31–57). As pointed

out by Sturn und Dujmovits (2000, 221), UBI is a first-best policy for implementing leximin

real freedom only in a not too complicated neoclassical world. In more complex worlds it

might be more promising to explicitly argue for UBI as a second-best policy.

 1.3 The Swiss Popular Initiative “For an unconditional Basic

Income”9

The popular initiative was launched in March 2012 to demand a full UBI as a constitutional

right in Switzerland. A total of 126,408 valid signatures were delivered in October 2013,

exceeding the necessary number of 100,000 signatures. The initiative was formally accepted

one month later (Schweizerische Bundeskanzlei 2015). The national referendum will be held

in autumn 2016 (Müller and Straub 2015).

The campaign promoting the popular initiative is not executed by one organisation with a

strict top-down hierarchy but rather by a loose network of different groups and individuals.

Furthermore, it is not associated with any political party or religious group. The initiative

committee mainly fulfils a function according to Swiss law. An administrative office is based

in  Zurich (Müller  and  Straub  n.d.).  The  associations  Initiative  Grundeinkommen and

Generation Grundeinkommen both concentrated in Basel are known for their media activities

(Unternehmen Mitte n.d.). BIEN Switzerland is based in Geneva and most active in Western

7 lexiographic maximin

8 “Unlike the formal freedom, the opportunity, and hence the real freedom, to do whatever one

might want to do can only be a matter of degree” (Van Parijs 1995, 23).

9 German:  Eidgenössische  Volksinitiative  “Für  ein  bedingungsloses  Grundeinkommen”;  French:

Initiative populaire fédérale “Pour un revenu de base inconditionnel”; Italian:  Iniziativa popolare

federale “Per un reddito di base incondizionato”
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Switzerland  (BIEN-Suisse 2014).  There  exist  local  groups in many other regions  (Wehrle

n.d.).

 2 Literature Review
The  literature  review  consists  of  three  parts.  Section  2.1 outlines  the  discussion  about

economic  growth.  Two  main  paradigms  –  growth  and  degrowth  –  are  identified.  The

perspectives of these paradigms on the relationship between UBI and economic growth are

presented in section 2.2 and 2.3.

 2.1 Attitudes towards Economic Growth

To understand the discourse about UBI in regard to economic growth it is necessary to take

a brief look at the controversy about growth itself. Basically, the protagonists can be divided

into advocates of growth on the one hand and critics of growth (or advocates of degrowth) on

the other hand. The former accept what will in this text be called the paradigm of growth,

the latter accept the paradigm of degrowth. Obviously, the classification into advocates of

growth and degrowth is simplifying. The discourse about economic growth has a long history

and is very diverse. Nevertheless, this simple classification should be sufficient starting point

that allows interesting insights into the debate. Two main questions can be identified in this

debate. First,  is exponential economic growth possible? Are there limits? Second, even if

there are no limits, is it desirable?

 2.1.1 Possibility and Desirability

Economic  growth,  measured as  the  annual  percentage  change  of  gross  domestic  product

(GDP) is favoured by many economists as a main policy objective. More precisely, it is the

growth of GDP per capita that is seen as the solution to major problems of society. First, per

capita income is associated with demographic transition. Hence, income growth addresses

overpopulation. Second, economic growth is seen as a convenient solution to the problem of

poverty, avoiding conflictual redistribution. A comprehensive discussion of these two issues is

given by Perman (2003, chap. 2). Third, employment correlates with economic growth, as for

example expressed in Okun's (1962) law. In this sense, growth is an answer to technological
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unemployment. These three considerations are the basis of a strong normative foundation for

the growth paradigm (Daly 1999, 14).

At the same time, criticism of economic growth gained significance during the second half of

the 20th century. An increasing number of scientific publications questioned the possibility of

continued economic growth. The most prominent example is Limits to Growth by Meadows'

et al.  (1972).  The book concludes that “if the present growth trends in world population,

industrialization, pollution, food production and resource depletion continue unchanged, the

limits to growth on this planet will be reached sometime within the next hundred years. The

most probable result will be a rather sudden and uncontrollable decline in both population

and industrial capacity” (ibid., 23). The publication contributed largely to raising awareness

of sustainability issues. At the same time the book was criticised by many economists for not

paying respect to the market mechanism. According to their criticism, prices are sufficient

signals in case of scarcities to change patterns of resource use. The political task is only to

assure properly functioning markets. This reflects an optimistic view of technology, assuming

highly substitutable environmental resources and services (Perman 2003, 47).

No matter whether continued growth is possible, one can ask whether it is desirable. Even

though the terminology suggests that  economic growth is in fact economic10,  there is  no

a priori reason why it could not be uneconomic. Analogous to any microeconomic activity the

marginal cost of GDP could be larger than its marginal benefits. Macroeconomic analysis

does not usually argue that way but this possibility – an aggregate amount of some type of

activity  (market  mediated  production  and  its  growth)  being  uneconomic  –  is  perfectly

consistent  with economic  theory  (Daly 1999,  3–4).  This  kind of  market  failure  could be

implied by external costs (like ecological impacts), i.e. no mechanism would exist that assures

an optimal level of economic output. The plausibility of such a case increases significantly if

we include future costs and benefits of present economic activity.

10 in the sense of economic efficiency
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Figure 1: Total costs and benefits of GDP, adapted from Daly (1991, 28)

Figure 1 shows total benefits (TB) and total costs (TC) of GDP as a function of GDP. The

TB curve  exhibits  diminishing  marginal  benefits  (MB).  This  represents  individuals  who

rationally satisfy their  urgent needs first11.  The TC curve has the property of increasing

marginal costs (MC) since the most productive (known and accessible) factors of production

are  used  first.  MC incorporate  the  increasing  marginal  sacrifices  in  terms  of  depletion,

pollution  and  working  conditions.  At  a  GDP  level  of  QD these  costs  become  infinite,

representing some worst case scenario of ecological disaster. Further growth would simply not

be possible. To determine whether growth is desirable we need to consider the net benefit of

GDP, the  vertical  distance  between the two curves (TB minus TC).  This  net benefit is

positive for GDP levels between 0 and QBE, which corresponds to a kind of break-even point.

11 This idea is further  elaborated by Hirsch  (1977) in his  book  Social  Limits to Growth.  “[T]he

satisfaction that individuals derive from goods and services depends in increasing measure not only

on their own consumption but on consumption by others as well” (ibid., 2). His argument is that

there are limits to increasing utility – which regards the desirability of GDP growth (not limits as

discussed in this subsection). In happiness economics, the  Easterlin Paradox refers to a similar

concept (Easterlin 1974).
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At QBE the TB are exactly offset by TC. However, it would be uneconomic to grow that far.

From Q* on every additional unit of GDP costs more than it benefits. The net benefit of

GDP is maximized at a GDP level of Q* where MB equal MC. Between 0 and Q* growth in

GDP is economic,  further  growth is uneconomic.  Q* represents  the optimal  scale of  the

economy where growth should cease (Daly 1991, 28–29).

This is, however, not the end of the story. The above analysis is prone to criticism due to its

static  nature.  Technical  progress  might  shift  the  TC  curve.  Similarly,  changes  in  the

preference structure might shift the TB curve. As a result, Q* could move continuously to

the right, mandating further growth. Whether this turns out to be the case depends on two

factors. First, it is crucial how the curves shift apart. For Q* to move it is necessary that the

relative slopes of the curves change. Second, there could be limits to how far the curves can

be  shifted.  Especially  shifting  the  TC  curve  might  be  limited  due  to  the  laws  of

thermodynamics and the fragility of ecosystems (ibid., 29). Hence, both considerations about

the  possibility  of  continued  growth  and  its  desirability  amount  to  a  discussion  about

technological possibilities. This discussion is often lead under the heading of  decoupling –

asking  to  what  extent  GDP  growth  can  be  decoupled  from  growing  resource  use  and

environmental pollution12.

 2.1.2 Decoupling

“It's  vital  here  to  distinguish  between  ‘relative’  and  ‘absolute’  decoupling.  Relative

decoupling refers to a decline in the ecological intensity per unit of economic output. In this

situation, resource impacts decline relative to the GDP. But they don’t necessarily decline in

absolute terms. Impacts may still increase, but do so at a slower pace than growth in the

GDP. The situation in which resource impacts decline in absolute terms is called ‘absolute

decoupling’. Needless to say, this latter situation is essential if economic activity is to remain

within ecological limits” (Jackson 2009, 48).

Empirical data show some progress in relative decoupling. For example, the input of primary

energy needed to produce each dollar of economic output has decreased on a global scale.

12 This issue is also discussed in literature on the environmental Kuznets curve.
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Energy intensity of GDP has fallen by 35 percent globally between 1970 and 2010.  Yet,

improvements differ hugely between countries. In some regions, like the Middle East, energy

intensity has even increased. Nevertheless, this does not change the fact that globally relative

decoupling  was  successful  in  the  case  of  primary  energy  (IPCC  2014a,  365–366).

Concurrently,  the  global  carbon  intensity  has  declined  as  well.  Again  there  are  huge

differences between countries, but at the world level it fell by about a quarter during the last

thirty years. All this is in line with what we would expect from profit maximising firms. Since

resource inputs show up in the cost function, firms try to improve the efficiency of their

resource use.  For some materials,  however,  relative decoupling is not occurring. Resource

intensities are rising globally for some structural materials like iron ore, bauxite and cement,

accelerating the absolute throughput of these materials (Jackson 2009, 48–52).

To make matters worse, even the success stories of relative decoupling show no evidence for

absolute  decoupling.  Energy  and  carbon  intensities  are  declining,  whereas  total  primary

energy  consumption  and  carbon  dioxide  (CO2)  emissions  are  on  the  rise.  Global

anthropogenic fossil CO2 emissions have more than doubled since 1970  (IPCC 2014a, 358).

Total energy use has grown by 130 percent over the same period, with energy use per capita

tending to be higher in regions with high per capita income (ibid., 355). For some resources,

data show that material  throughput has stabilized in absolute  terms – at least in  some

developed countries. Particularly since the late 1980s direct material input has more or less

been steady in five OECD counties examined by  Matthews et al.  (2000). However, their

analysis  does  not  take  into  account  resources  embedded  in  finished  and  semi-finished

products that were imported from abroad. As the structure of modern developed countries is

shifting towards the service sector and away from domestic manufacturing, these countries

import more finished and semi-finished products. Hence, resource intense production might

just have been transferred to other parts of the world (Jackson 2009, 51).

Progress in relative decoupling has been insufficient to achieve absolute decoupling so far.

Economic  output  has  grown so much that  any relative  improvements  are  offset.  This  is

supported by a phenomenon known as  rebound effect. Technological progress increases the
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efficiency of resource use, resulting in a decline of its relative price. More of the resource is

consumed at the same level of utility instead of other goods and services (substitution effect).

Because real income increases, a higher level of utility can be achieved by consuming more of

all goods and services, including the resource (income effect)13. As a result, total resource use

might  decline  less  than  relative  resource  use  or  it  might  even  rise  (Sorrell  2007).  “The

message here is not that decoupling is unnecessary. On the contrary, absolute reductions in

throughput are essential. The question is, (…) [h]ow much decoupling is technologically and

economically viable? With the right political will, could relative decoupling really proceed

fast enough (…) and allow for continued economic growth?” (Jackson 2009, 52).

In the case of climate change, not only absolute decoupling, but a reduction of absolute

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions is required to mitigate a rise of global mean temperature. In

order to meet a concentration target of 450 ppm CO2-eq14, emissions need to decrease at an

average rate of 4.9 percent per year until 2050. This can only be realised with enormous

reductions of carbon intensity, as long as the world economy continues to grow. With an

annual population growth rate of 0.7 percent15 and global income growth of 1.4 percent per

year, carbon intensity has to decline by 7 percent every year. This means that in 2050 carbon

intensity would need to be about 21 times lower than the current global average. Yet, this

scenario assumes big global inequalities. Let us now assume an idealistic scenario, where in

2050 the incomes of all 9 billion people equal average EU per capita income that has been

growing by 2 percent per annum. In this scenario the world economy grows almost 15 times

and carbon intensity would need to be almost 130 times lower than global average today.

13 For producers there exists a corresponding output effect: Higher levels of output can be produced

which  increases  the  consumption  of  all  inputs,  including  the  resource.  Producers  also  react

according to a substitution effect where they use more of the resource for the same level of output

instead of other inputs.

14 “Scenarios  leading to CO2-eq  concentrations in 2100 of  about  450 ppm or lower are  likely to

maintain  warming  below  2°C  over  the  21st  century  relative  to  pre-industrial  levels  (high

confidence)” (IPCC 2014b, 81).

15 That corresponds to approximately 9 billion people in 2050.
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Technological  progress  on  an  unprecedented  scale  is  required  urgently,  not  only  (but

especially) if we are serious about global distributive justice (Jackson 2009, 54–56).

 2.1.3 The Dilemma of Growth

The  previous  two  subsections  suggest  that  our  modern  economies  are  facing  a  serious

dilemma. Economic growth is a solution to major problems of society. Especially the link

between growth and employment shows that macroeconomic stability depends on growth – at

least under current conditions. By the experience of recessions we know what devastating

downward spiral occurs in absence of growth. At the same time, economic growth seems to be

unsustainable – at least in its current form. The ecological impact of economic activity is still

increasing  in  crucial  areas.  Absolute  decoupling  seems  out  of  reach,  despite  successful

examples  of  relative  decoupling.  Jackson (ibid.,  46)  calls  this  the  dilemma of  growth.  A

growing economy is not sustainable, however, without growth our economy is not stable. It

looks like modern societies are stuck in an impossibility theorem. Substantial changes seem

necessary to confront this dilemma. Sections  2.2 and  2.3 touch upon the question to what

extent UBI might contribute in this regard.

 2.1.4 Preanalytic Visions

Daly  (1996,  6) suggests  that  the  controversy  about  economic  growth  embodies  what

Schumpeter (1954) called preanalytic visions16. This is reflected by the fact that there are two

distinct schools of economic thought that deal with the environment.

Environmental economics on the one hand is the neoclassical approach to the subject. It is

optimistic  of  the  substitutability  of  environmental  resources  and  services  as  well  as  of

decoupling. As Simon  (1996) concludes, “the ultimate resource is people – skilled, spirited,

16 “(...) [A]nalytic effort is of necessity preceded by a preanalytic cognitive act that supplies the raw

material for the analytic effort. In this book, this preanalytic cognitive act will be called Vision. It

is interesting to note that vision of this kind not only must precede historically the emergence of

analytic effort in any field but also may re-enter the history of every established science each time

somebody teaches us to see things in a light of which the source is not to be found in the facts,

methods, and results of the pre-existing state of the science” (Schumpeter 1954, 41).
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and hopeful people who will exert their wills and imaginations for their own benefit (...)”.

Consequently,  the tradition of environmental  economics is optimistic  of  continued growth

(Perman 2003, 4–8). In an effort to assure the sustainability of economic growth, proposals

like a Green New Deal, green growth and qualitative growth17 are made (Markantonatou 2013,

6).  All  these  concepts  attempt  to make  progress  with  decoupling  economic  output  from

ecological  impact.  While  there  are  conflicting  opinions  on  details  like  the  role  of  state

intervention,  the desirability  of  economic growth is  a  shared vision.  This  growth-friendly

vision is here referred to as paradigm of growth.

Ecological  economics  on the  other  hand is  the  heterodox approach to the  same field  of

research.  It  emphasises  that the  economy is  a subsystem of  the larger  ecosystem and is

sceptical of the substitutability of environmental resources and services. Therefore ecological

economics stands in a tradition that is critical of economic growth  (Perman 2003, 8–10).

Alternative proposals range from ignoring GDP (Van den Bergh's (2011) a-growth18) to, more

radically, reducing GDP deliberately. A concept with strong roots in the history of economic

thought is Daly's steady-state economy19 – “an economy with constant stocks of people and

artifacts,  maintained  at  some  desired,  sufficient  levels  by  low  rates  of  maintenance

'throughput', that is, by lowest feasible flows of matter and energy (...)“ (Daly 1991, 17). In

recent  years,  the concept  of  degrowth20 has  been revived,  stressing  that  our economy is

already beyond its optimal scale (right of Q* in  Figure 1). The aim is “a downscaling of

17 As further elaborated in the discussion (chapter  4), it is unclear whether qualitative growth can

indeed be classified in this paradigm.

18 “The  notion  'a-growth'  suggests  agnosticism  and  by  implication  indifference  about  economic

growth as commonly interpreted” (Van den Bergh 2011, 890). Instead, policy should build upon

more appropriate indicators of social welfare.

19 Not to be confused with the steady state in neoclassical growth models, where the term refers to

the state when investment equals depreciation – which allows for economic growth.

20 Some prefer the French term décroissance. which first appeared in the scientific discourse in 1979

“when  Jacques  Grinevald  and  Ivo  Rens  (…)  translated  some of  the  major  works  of  Nicholas

Georgescu-Roegen into French” (Kerschner 2010, 544).
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production and consumption that increases human well-being” (Research & Degrowth n.d.).

According  to  Kerschner  (2010),  degrowth  and  steady-state  economy  are  complementary

concepts, the first simply being the transition to the second. “[E]conomic de-growth in the

North provides a  path for approximating the  goal of a globally equitable SSE [steady-state

economy], by allowing some more economic growth in the South” (ibid., 549). This vision is

here  referred  to  as  paradigm  of  degrowth,  adopting  the  understanding  that  degrowth

incorporates the goal of a steady-state economy.

 2.2 UBI according to the Growth Paradigm

This section deals with UBI in the light of the growth paradigm as portrayed in the previous

subsection. If one accepts this paradigm – as it is currently done in the mainstream economic

discourse – it is of paramount importance that any major social reform has a positive impact

on economic growth. Therefore, under the current political conditions the feasibility of UBI

depends largely on the availability of economic efficiency arguments. As Van Parijs (1992a)

points out, it is not necessary, to show that UBI is optimal for growth. It is sufficient to show

that it has “a positive impact on both the situation of  the worst  off ('justice')  and the

national product ('efficiency')” (ibid., 26). For the bigger part of this text, the justice aspects

are  left  aside.  Instead  the  focus  is  on  efficiency,  in  terms  of  the  extent  to  which  UBI

contributes to economic growth.

Economic efficiency arguments of that kind have a long tradition in the history of the UBI

discourse. After the first world war the idea was discussed in the United Kingdom under the

name of “state bonus”. Back then, Milner (1920) published “Higher production by a bonus on

national  output:  A  proposal  for  a  minimum  income  for  all  varying  with  national

productivity” which became the first known book, entirely devoted to UBI. The book covers

many arguments that were important in the subsequent debate,  including that the state

bonus can be justified for efficiency reasons. One efficiency argument often mentioned in the

debate during the following decades is that UBI would stimulate aggregate demand. This

kind  of  reasoning  is  used  by  Douglas  (1920) and  Duboin  (1932) as  well  as  some early

Keynesians in the tradition of the social dividend, such as Robinson  (1937), Mead  (1938),
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Lerner (1944) and Cole (1944). However, this argument is valid for conditional redistribution

as well. Therefore it does not constitute an advantage of UBI compared to a means-tested

minimum income scheme (Van Parijs 1992a, 25).

This raises the question why it is the very unconditional nature of UBI that is supposed to

foster economic growth. Only if it can be answered satisfyingly, the preference for UBI over

means-tested  minimum  income  scheme  is  justified.  But  this  is  far  from  being  obvious.

Actually, many economists think that the opposite is true. For them, the unconditionality of

UBI is a major disadvantage in regard to economic growth. According to Van Parijs (1992b)

there are two main lines of argument in favour of and two against this attitude. On the one

hand,  a decent  UBI could hamper growth because it raises the bargaining power of  the

labour force and requires higher marginal tax rates in order to finance it. On the other hand,

UBI could foster growth by making our economy more flexible and less conflict-ridden.

 2.2.1 Bargaining Power

It is often stated that UBI would be a major disincentive to hold down a job. Siebert (2007),

for example, expects a destruction of the working morale. Once people receive an income

without work requirement the might decide to escape from the wage relation. However, it is

unlikely that many people would actually use this opportunity. First, monetary incentives to

work remain in force, because UBI provides an income floor that can be topped up with

income from other sources.  In doing so, UBI avoids the unemployment trap generated by

means-tested minimum income schemes. In other words, monetary incentives even increase

for low-wage earners since the UBI floor is not cut if one receives additional earnings (Van

Parijs 2000, 7–8). Second, work is an important source of identity, creativity and meaning,

thus it provides crucial non-monetary incentives. These non-monetary incentives are generally

associated with high intrinsic motivation and therefore mitigate the principle-agent problem

(Bénabou and Tirole 2003).

Nevertheless, a decent UBI increases bargaining power of the workforce. While UBI relies on

the market mechanism, it grants “the real freedom to say no to market interaction as far as

factor markets (for labour, in particular) are concerned”  (Sturn and Dujmovits 2000, 199).
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The resulting increase of bargaining power can be used to demand higher wages and better

working conditions in return for taking a jobs. This might be especially true for unalluring

jobs. The reduced labour supply and the accompanying rise in wages lead to a decrease in

GDP. For some economic sectors the opposite might be true. More people might decide to

take popular but low-paid jobs. However, this could also apply to work outside the labour

market. For instance, an increasing number of people might engage in gardening or creative

activities – maybe without the intention of  selling anything on the market,  thus further

reducing GDP. Again,  this would have a negative impact on the GDP. This dynamic is

accelerated as the rate of return on capital might drop dramatically. Some economists, like

Siebert (2007), fear that this would lead to a major capital flight. Consequently, they regard

it as likely that the overall effect of UBI on economic growth is negative.

From a real-libertarian point of view, increased bargaining power is an important argument

in favour of UBI. Bargaining power is tied to an individuals freedom “to do whatever she

might  want  to  do” (Van  Parijs  1995,  25). Real-libertarianism has  no  moral  preference

between  different  conceptions  of  the  good  life.  UBI  –  as  the  institutionalisation  of  this

political philosophy – is therefore not biased in favour of those who choose to work. For many

opponents of UBI this is an excess of freedom. Flassbeck et al. (2012), for example, point out

that UBI offers opportunities that would lead to economic collapse if many people decide to

exhaust them.

Considerations about bargaining power obviously depend on the level of UBI. A partial UBI

provides less real freedom than a full one. Butterwegge (2007, 30) argues that a partial UBI

would result in a wage subsidy scheme that even leads to an increase of low-paid jobs. Wages

may decrease and labour supply may rise as new parts of the workforce enter the labour

market. This applies to those who's marginal productivity was below some minimum wage

before. The effect on the rate of return on capital as well as the effect on economic growth

could be positive in this scenario. However, this scenario is only plausible if a partial UBI

substitutes a  full  minimum-income  schemes.  Otherwise,  if  a  partial  UBI  supplements an

existing minimum-income scheme, real-freedom-for-all is still increased and thus bargaining
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power. It should be noted in this context that UBI, unlike other wage subsidy schemes, is

paid without work requirements – which is essential for the real freedom to say no the labour

market. The next subsection illustrates that, regardless of the effect on bargaining power,

UBI might lead to a reduction of labour supply due to an increased tax burden.

 2.2.2 Taxes

UBI  is  often  accused  of  being  unacceptably  costly  for  tax  payers.  Hauser  (2006),  who

compares various schemes of minimum income for the case of Germany,  considers this a

major disadvantage of UBI. Many people who are not entitled to any benefits under a means-

tested minimum income scheme would be granted a transfer. Therefore, if UBI is set at the

same level as its means-tested equivalent it is bound to be more costly. As a consequence the

tax yield has to be raised and/or other government expenditures need to be cut.

There is some room for the latter strategy since UBI substitutes some means-tested transfers

like unemployment benefits or pensions. These transfers could simply be relabelled. Also,

various  tax  exemptions  and  rebates  become  dispensable.  As  a  consequence,  the

administrative effort and cost are significantly reduced. Since a large proportion of this cost is

caused by checking the eligibility for benefits, less conditionality of the benefits means lower

cost  (Van Parijs  1992b,  230).  This  is  also  what  Friedman  (1962) had in mind with his

negative income tax proposal. What he suggests is a radical simplification of the welfare state

compared to the patchwork of  existing transfers.  By reducing state intervention negative

income tax is a step towards his ideal of a capitalist society. As a result, is there even hope

for a reduced tax burden?
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Like bargaining power, the effect on taxes depends heavily on the level of UBI. For an UBI at

or above subsistence level a higher tax revenue seams unavoidable. The increase of marginal

tax rates has a negative effect on labour supply that could result in a reduction of GDP. As a

consequence the tax base decreases and even higher tax rates are necessary in order to fund a

full UBI. Hence, there is the danger of a downward spiral (Groot 2004, 116).

Van Parijs  (1992b) illustrates  this  discussion with the aid  of  Figure  2 that  outlines  the

relationship between social policy and the economy. The horizontal axis represents the share

of  UBI in average disposable income (t*).  The vertical axis represents the corresponding

expected level of average disposable income (Y*) as well as the corresponding expected level

of UBI (G = t*.Y*). Note that the G-curve is a variant of the well-known Laffer curve.

According to the latter's terminology, t* is said to lie in the normal range when its increase

results in a rising G (left of R*). Conversely, t* is said to lie in the prohibitive range when its

increase  reduces  G  (right  if  R*).  B  corresponds  to  the  subsistence  level  –  the  income

necessary to cover an individual's basic needs. R* is the value of t* at which the expected
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UBI is maximized. It lies right of the maximum of the Y* curve per definition. The shape of

the  Y* curve  depends  on assumptions  about  the  economic  value  of  social  policy.  For  a

positive slope, the economically valuable factors21 overweight the economically damaging ones

in terms of marginal analysis. For a negative slope the opposite is the case.

Figure  2(a)  displays a  pessimistic  scenario.  It  is  assumed that  a  means-tested minimum

income at the level of B is replaced by UBI. A small UBI (low level of t*) hardly hampers

Y*. The effect on labour supply (both due to bargaining power and marginal tax rates) is

small and the grants are mainly financed by reducing existing transfers and tax allowances.

At higher levels of t* labour supply is reduced and the average disposable income decreases.

These effects are reflected in the G-curve as well. Even at the maximum level of G (where t*

has a value of R*) the expected level of UBI is below the subsistence level B. This is the

rationale of what Groot  (2004, 117) calls the impossibility theorem, stating that “a basic

income is either too low to be socially accepted or too high to be economically feasible”. It

expresses the wide-spread belief that UBI is an utopian idea.

 2.2.3 Flexibility and Conflicts

So far it seems that UBI hampers economic growth. Its unconditionality seems to be a major

disadvantage  when  comparing  it  with  means-tested  minimum  income  schemes.  Should

advocates  of  growth  reject  UBI?  If  this  were  the  end  of  the  story,  yes  –  “(...)  just  as

Schumpeter could have agreed with all that has been said about the static inefficiency of

monopoly capitalism. But just as  Schumpeter argued that  this  was  no more  than petty

accountancy, relative to the massive dynamic efficiency of the creative destruction associated

with monopolistic firms, contemporary economic advocates of basic income argue similarly

that quibbling about marginal tax rates is of little significance in the face of basic income's

massive  contribution  to  making  our  economy  more  dynamic,  less  cripplingly  rigid,  less

stiflingly conflictual than it would otherwise be” (Van Parijs 1992b, 232).

21 For example the reduction of criminality or of industrial disputes and strikes. Further economically

valuable factors for the case of UBI are presented in the following subsection.
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UBI would increase the flexibility of the economy both on the individual and on the societal

level. For individuals various kinds of adjustment are facilitated since their income does no

longer depend on paid labour or on conditional benefits. This enables people to concentrate

on activities that do not (immediately) yield an income at or above subsistence level. For

example, it becomes easier to change jobs. People have more freedom to invest time and

effort when searching for an appropriate job. This promotes the match between supply and

demand  on  heterogeneous  labour  markets.  The  result  is  a  more  efficient  allocation  of

resources. Furthermore, people can participate in education and training more easily. This

fosters the development of human capital. Last but not least, it becomes less risky to launch

new  businesses.  Thus,  UBI  creates  an  innovation-friendly  environment  and  “(...)  an

entrepreneurial  spirit  would  be  encourages  throughout  society”  (ibid.).  Currently,  the

multitudinous  specialized  schemes  aimed  at  facilitating  these  adjustments  are  more

conditional, hence limiting the scope of possible adjustments. Often they are highly complex

and opaque. UBI allows for more flexibility in respect to matter and duration of adjustments.

These effects on the individual level would be reinforced by effects on the societal level. Some

of the current labour market restrictions like minimum wage legislation become dispensable.

As soon as income security is ensured by UBI they lose importance. Consequently, we could

better  meet  the  requirements  of  our  modern,  highly  specialized  economies.  It  becomes

possible to adapt to fast technical progress without ignoring the interests of the working class

(ibid.). The increase of flexibility (and the promotion of an innovation-friendly environment

in particular) could contribute to decoupling economic activity from ecological impact and

thereby mitigate the dilemma of growth.

Another (less developed and more speculative) line of argument for growth-friendly effects

stresses  the  role  that  UBI  could  play  in  easing  costly  conflicts  that  occur  in  modern

economies.  First,  negative  externalities  (especially  in  the  form of  environmental  impact)

constitute conflictual problems of collective action22. Second, an increasing share of overall

production is made up by information goods, raising the issue of excludability. Both conflicts

22 For an introduction to problems of collective action see Holzinger (2003).
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in question arise from challenges regarding the institution of property rights. In the first case

they often do not exist and are hard to define, in the second case they are hard to enforce. As

a consequence markets often fail in their function of social coordination. These conflicts could

be eased by “reducing what is at stake in the market game” (ibid., 233). According to Van

Parijs, UBI achieves this by increasing the part of peoples welfare that depends on society's

overall productivity rather than on individual contribution. However, it can be countered

that even today people's  incomes depend on overall  productivity.  Production is far from

being self-sufficient and it seems hard to show that interdependency increases in an economy

with UBI.

Regardless of the effect on conflicts,  UBI could foster economic growth due to increased

economic  flexibility.  These  effects  might  predominate  the  negative  impacts  of  higher

bargaining power and marginal tax rates. If the growth-friendly effects increase the tax base

enough to generate the required tax yield, it might not even be necessary to raise tax rates.

Similarly, the negative impact on the rate of return on capital due to workers' increased

bargaining power might be negligible in comparison to the effects just outlined. A possible

representation of this optimistic scenario is shown in Figure 2(b). Now the expected level of

average disposable  income (Y*) has  a  different  curve  shape.  The  slope is  obviously still

negative for high levels of t*, but for any t* we get higher levels of Y* this time, representing

the growth fostering effects of UBI. The highest possible level of UBI, G(R*), is now clearly

above subsistence level (ibid., 233).

 2.3 UBI according to the Degrowth Paradigm

Let  us  now  consider  UBI  from  a  degrowth  perspective.  Per  definition,  an  advocate  of

degrowth does not accept the condition that social reforms must foster growth in order to be

politically feasible. This very condition for political feasibility is being challenged. Once the

desirability of economic growth is no longer taken for granted, many practical constraints for

social reforms are lifted. At the same time, new constraints come into effect.
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As it was mentioned in subsection  2.1.1, growth is often seen as a convenient solution to

major problems of society. Therefore any proposal for an economy that does not rely on

growth has to address  the problems of  overpopulation,  poverty and unemployment.  This

poses some institutional challenges. According to Kallis  (2011, 876) “proposals on 'how to

degrow' are still fragmented and diverse, including a wide range of ideas ranging from radical

'exit from the economy' alternatives (...) to more reformist institutional and policy changes at

the State level (...)”. In any case it is crucial that prosperity is sustained. What advocates of

degrowth call  for  is  not  a recession,  but  a controlled downscaling of  the economy while

maintaining economic and social stability. Nevertheless, it remains a controversial question

whether lasting prosperity is possible without economic growth  (Jackson 2009). If UBI is

shown to contribute to economic stability in absence of growth, it offers a serious solution to

the dilemma of growth.

 2.3.1 The Right to be Lazy

The most straightforward approach to combining degrowth and UBI would be to set the

latter at a level that is high enough to stop economic growth. What seems threatening from

the perspective of the growth paradigm could be useful from a degrowth perspective. The

effects due to worker's improved bargaining power and higher marginal tax rates could be

used deliberately to break the growth process. Many advocates of degrowth belief that “we

work too much” (Mylondo 2012, 1). Accordingly, it is most welcome that people opt out of

the labour market. UBI could be used as an incentive for people to work less, promoting the

right to be lazy23. The higher the level of UBI, the fewer people engage in paid labour, the

smaller is their contribution to GDP (Fitzpatrick 1999, cited in Widerquist et al. 2013, 264).

It is apparent from Figure 2 that – even in a (growth) optimistic scenario – when the share of

UBI  in  average  disposable  income  reaches  very  high  levels,  the  latter  goes  down.

Theoretically this share (t*) could be raised to hundred percent. However, there is a clear

limit to how far the level of UBI (G) can be raised. As soon as the share of UBI in average

disposable income goes beyond point R* the level of UBI declines. Together with the level of

23 in reference to Lafargue's (1883) The Right to Be Lazy
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UBI the incentive to reduce working time declines. According to Fitzpatrick (1999, cited in

Widerquist et al. 2013, 264–265), people would be increasingly encouraged to re-enter the

labour market, thereby stimulating economic growth again. This motivates the assumption

that there is an optimal level of UBI in terms of slowing down economic growth. “There are

obviously important questions as to what level of income this optimal UBI would imply. If it

were still  a  relatively modest  level  then no great market  exodus would occur and GDP

growth would not slow down to any great extent after all (...)” (ibid., 265). Thus it is far

from obvious,  whether  this  straightforward approach to  dampen economic  growth would

work.

Even if it would work, the outlined approach is prone to criticism – “(...) a basic income

would constitute an extremely crude, unsophisticated way of braking the growth process for

ecological purposes” (Van Parijs 1992a, 27). It would be more cost-effective to tax pollution

and resource depletion24 than to “tax output indiscriminately (as most schemes would) and

distribute the proceeds in an ecologically insensitive way. To rescue the argument, one would

need to show that it is paid labour as such that needs to be discouraged, because of some

externality intrinsically associated with it (...)” (ibid.). Of course, UBI could be financed from

environmental  taxation or  natural  resource  rents.  However,  in  doing so the  level  of  UBI

depends on activities that are harmful to the environment (Andersson 2009). In Addition, the

fact remains that the grant is distributed in an ecologically insensitive way. Hence, UBI does

not seem to be suitable for stopping economic growth directly. Therefore the following two

subsections deal with more indirect contributions of UBI to degrowth.

 2.3.2 Economic Stability

The stability of our current market economies depends heavily upon growth. The system is

not very resilient.  If  growth slows down for any reason,  unemployment rises.  Purchasing

power is reduced. As a consequence, the reduced aggregate demand hampers growth even

more. In addition, the government struggles with maintaining public spending, re-stimulating

demand and servicing its debts. The same feedback mechanisms that accelerate growth in

24 In order to reduce these activities. As a consequence, also economic performance might be reduced.
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times of expansion aggravate the decline during a recession. Serious economic turbulences

lead to impoverishment of the masses and can even result in humanitarian loss, reflected in a

reduction  of  life  expectancy  (Jackson  2009,  46–47).  The  relationship  between  economic

growth and unemployment is also outlined in Okun's (1962) law. Technical progress leads to

a constant increase in labour productivity. Therefore a given output can be produced with

less and less input of labour. In order to keep the demand for labour constant, more and

more output needs to be produced (ibid, 47). 

“In order to break this unholy link between growth and security, basic income is needed. The

introduction  of  a  generous  basic  income  would  challenge  the  prevalent  productivist  and

consumerist hegemony”  (Andersson 2009, 2). In any case, a degrowth economy requires a

reduction of working hours  (Jackson 2009, 80). UBI might not be the only possibility to

achieve this target. However, for the sake of social stability, any scheme to reduce average

working hours has to ensure income security. UBI fulfils this requirement by providing an

appropriate  means  for  decoupling  income security  and economic  stability  from economic

growth. This is exactly the solution to the dilemma of growth that is desired by the degrowth

paradigm. Ensuring social stability is a crucial – if not the crucial – requirement for the

political  feasibility  of  degrowth.  Prosperity  needs  to  be  sustained.  As  stated  in  the

introduction of  this  section,  degrowth must  not  be  the  same thing  as  a  recession.  It  is

supposed to be a controlled and socially stable downscaling of the economy.

 2.3.3 Income Distribution

UBI has also been suggested as an institution for income distribution in an economy without

growth. Daly (1991, 53–56) argues that distribution is a major institutional challenge for his

proposal  of  a  steady-state  economy.  Distribution builds  a  moral  basis  for  the  other  two

institutions suggested by Daly which both rely on the market mechanism. He intends to

regulate births and resource depletion with the help of transferable licences or quotas. This

allows to politically set both the stocks of population and man-made capital at a sustainable

level while leaving the allocation over to the market. However, as precondition for extending

the market to these vital areas it must be ensured that exchanges on these markets happen
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between relative equals so that they can be mutually beneficial. As a consequence, Daly puts

forward a minimum and a maximum limit to income as well as a maximum limit to wealth.

A minimum limit to wealth is not applicable since wealth can easily be spent and it is not

feasible to replace every individual's wealth every time it has been spent. “But maximum

limits  on  both  wealth  and  income  are  necessary,  since  wealth  and  income  are  largely

interchangeable  and  since,  beyond  some  point,  the  concentration  of  wealth  becomes

inconsistent with both a market economy and political democracy” (Daly 1991, 54).

While  the  idea  of  minimum income levels  is  at  the  core  of  UBI,  the  proposal  to  limit

maximum income and wealth might be irritating for some advocates of UBI. Upper limits

might be regarded as excessive state intervention, especially in the paradigm of growth. In a

growing economy the situation of the poor can be improved without making anyone worse-off

(Perman  2003,  44).  This  kind  of  Pareto  improvement  is  not  possible  in  the  degrowth

paradigm. Because the aggregate level of income (and wealth) is limited, growing income (or

wealth) of any individual means a declining income (or wealth) for other individuals. This

motivates the different approach to distribution including maximum limits.

Daly  (1991) mentions the possibility to realize minimum incomes by means of a negative

income tax, though he does not go into detail of the implementation. UBI seems to equally

meet the distributional requirements of a degrowth economy in respect to minimum limits.

At the same time, UBI would not be sufficient due to the considerations about maximum

limits.

 2.3.4 Consumption and the Autonomous Sphere

We will now come back to a concern that has already been expressed in subsection 2.3.1 –

namely that UBI is distributed in an ecologically insensitive way. It is up to people to decide

how they will spend this income. Will the way it is spent be compatible with degrowth? Does

UBI reinforce consumerism or does it promote sustainable consumption patterns?

The issue of consumerism is the main reason, why advocates of degrowth might reject UBI. Is

it not possible that consumption will increase? Indeed, UBI redistributes money from the rich
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to the poor, who save a smaller portion of their income and therefore spend more money on

consumption.  This  effect  hampers  degrowth  (Mylondo  2012,  3).  The  growth  paradigm

counterpart of this argument was already raised in section 2.2 where it was stated that UBI

could stimulate aggregate demand and therefore boost economic growth. It was rejected for

being too unspecific since it does not constitute an advantage of UBI compared to any other

minimum  income  scheme.  Similarly,  it  is  true  in  the  degrowth  paradigm  that  the

consumption increasing effect does not constitute a disadvantage of UBI compared to any

other minimum income scheme. The increase in demand is caused by redistribution and not

by the unconditional nature of UBI. Therefore it is not a proper argument against UBI. No

more  should  it  be  –  form a degrowth perspective  –  an  argument  against  redistribution,

considering what has been said in the previous subsection.

A different issue concerns  the question whether UBI can contribute to breaking the social

logic of consumerism. Consumption goods play a huge symbolic role in defining our social

status. Hirsch (1977) emphasises the role of what he calls “positional goods”. In rich societies

where satisfying the basic (biological) needs is not a main concern anymore, absolute levels of

consumption loose importance. At the same time it becomes increasingly important how large

an individual's consumption is relative to that of others. The satisfaction of owning a car

depends on its relative size compared to the neighbours' cars. This kind of logic leads to a

status competition that fuels economic growth. To dismantle this social logic we need to find

“sources  of  identity,  creativity  and  meaning  that  lie  outside  the  realm  of  the  market”

(Jackson 2009, 10).

There  are  plausible  grounds  to  expect  that  UBI  might  ease  the  dynamic  of  status

competition. It  becomes easier to be creative or find non-market sources of  identity and

meaning.  Boulanger  (2009) concludes  that  UBI  facilitates  decommodification.

“Decommodification  of  consumption  consists  in  substituting  non-commercial  goods  and

services for commercial ones” (ibid., 6). It is the contrary process to commodification which is

the tendency to design an increasing number of things in a way that is suited for selling

them. Alternative modes of provision at the family, neighbourhood or local community level
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might be promoted. An increasing number of goods and services might be exchanged via

cooperatives as well as so called local exchange and trade systems. These community-based‐

modes of provision have the advantage that satisfaction is not only gained through mere

consumption but also through social interaction. Furthermore, they operate more locally and

more time-intensive which complies with a degrowth economy.

Following Gorz (1997, 93) this kind of economic activity belongs to the sphere of autonomy,

or,  autonomous  sphere.  The  autonomous  sphere  is  the  counterpart  of  the  heteronomous

sphere. The latter comprises all goods and services that are sold on the market or provided

by the state. The provision of all other goods and services – be it to oneself or to other

people – lie in the autonomous sphere. While economic activities in the autonomous sphere

are not environmental friendly by definition, Van Parijs (2009, 4) argues that they might well

be less resource intense on average. Accordingly, the paradigm of degrowth is associated with

the  promotion  of  the  autonomous  sphere.  The  most  straightforward  way  to  promote

production  and  consumption  in  the  autonomous  sphere  is  UBI  –  “a  subsidy  of  the

autonomous sphere funded out of the product of the heteronomous sphere” (ibid., 5). Sturn

(2014, 184) argues that UBI has “a pro-market tendency on the expenditure side” but “an

anti-market tendency on the revenue side of the public budget”. A higher tax burden on

market activities shifts economic activities to the autonomous sphere, thereby reducing the

tax base. As a consequence, the highest sustainable UBI is reduced – until an equilibrium

between the two spheres is reached.

 3 Qualitative Interviews
This chapter illustrates the qualitative research which was based on the above literature

review. While the literature review is more general, the focus of this chapter is explicitly on

positions in the Swiss popular initiative. Section 3.1 explains the method behind this research

and in section 3.2 the results are presented.
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 3.1 Method

Problem-centred  interviews  were  conducted  in  order  to  analyse  attitudes  as  well  as

expectations regarding UBI and economic growth among activists for the public initiative. As

a variant of qualitative interviews, problem-centred interviews are a non-standardised survey

method. They are, however, semi-structured interviews that use an interview guideline (which

distinguishes them from narrative interviews). The interview guideline contains predefined

topics  and a list  of  questions.  The sequence of  question and the exact  wording may be

adapted  by  the  interviewer  to  allow  a  natural  course  of  conversation.  For  instance,

interviewees might bring up an issue that was intended for a later point of conversation and

it would be counterproductive to stop their flow of thoughts. In addition, it is often useful to

clarify answers by posing further questions which cannot be specified beforehand. Hence, the

interview guideline serves as a reminder of the indispensable questions  (Gläser and Laudel

2010, 41–42).

 3.1.1 Preliminary Considerations

Before  designing  the  interview guideline,  it  was  useful  to  consider  how the  interrelation

between attitudes and expectations might look like structurally. In this context, attitudes and

expectations  may  be  thought  of  as  variables.  Following  Gläser  und  Laudel  (2010,  79),

variables are understood here as complex, multidimensional constructs, whose characteristics

may vary  independently  of  each other.  Furthermore,  all  their  dimensions  may be  scaled

nominally. This is in contrast to the concept of variables used in statistics.

Table 1 in the introduction assumes that someone's attitude towards UBI depends on her

attitude  towards  growth  and  her  expectations  about  the  relationship  between  UBI  and

growth. As outlined in Figure 3, this implies that the attitude towards growth is stronger (i.e.

more influential) than the attitude towards UBI. For example, one might like UBI  because

one thinks economic growth is desirable and UBI will foster growth.
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Figure 3: Attitudes towards UBI like in Table 1

Figure  3 might,  however,  be  too  simplifying  to  explain  attitudes  towards  UBI

comprehensively.  Obviously,  someone's  attitude  towards  UBI  is  also  influenced  by  other

attitudes  and  expectations.  In  Figure  4,  X  stands  for  any  aspect  that  is  discussed  in

connection with UBI, e.g. freedom or justice. Similarly, someone's attitude towards economic

growth might also be influenced by other variables, such as expectations about the possibility

of continued economic growth. Of course, for every variable one could find another one that

influences the former. However, building endless causal chains would not give an advantage to

the research. Instead, let us illustrate Figure 4. For example, one might like UBI because one

thinks  continued economic  growth is  possible  plus desirable  and UBI will  foster  growth.

Moreover,  one likes UBI  because one thinks real-freedom-for-all  is  desirable  and UBI will

increase real-freedom-for-all.

Figure 4: Attitudes towards UBI influenced by various attitudes and expectations

For quite a few people, other attitudes and expectations (regarding X) will actually have a

stronger influence on what they think about UBI (than their attitude towards economic

growth). As outlined in Figure 5, it might even be the case that the relationship is the other

way round. Someone might consider economic growth so irrelevant that her attitude towards

growth depends on what she thinks about UBI and about how it relates to growth. For

example, one might like UBI because one thinks real-freedom-for-all is desirable and UBI will
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increase real-freedom-for-all.  Moreover,  one expects that UBI will foster economic growth,

therefore one might think that growth is desirable.

Figure 5: Attitude towards economic growth not important

It need, however, not be the case that expectations about the relationship between UBI and

economic growth are rational.  As outlined in  Figure 6, it is quite possible that they are

subject to wishful thinking. What someone expects might be influenced by how she wants

this relationship to be. For example, one might expect – or rather hope – that UBI will foster

growth, because one thinks both UBI and economic growth are desirable.

Figure 6: Wishful expectations

In any of these cases it is assumed that people try to bring their attitudes and expectations

into accordance by one means or another. This need not be the case, for example if someone

has not thought about the relationship between UBI and growth before. Furthermore,  it

should be noted that the interrelations need not be linear and static as portrayed above. It is

quite likely that expectations and attitudes are mutually dependent. Over time, they might

interact in a way that combines relationships outlined above. Finally, someone's attitudes and

expectations are not isolated. Activists discuss UBI (and possibly economic growth) with

other people, write or read about it etc. (like in Figure 7). Hence, they influence each other's

attitudes and expectations. This has to be considered especially if activists are involved in
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the same campaign and many of them know each other – like in case of the Swiss popular

initiative.

Figure 7: Discourse about attitudes and expectations

 3.1.2 Interview Guideline

The research question, the literature review and the preliminary considerations above served

as basis for developing the interview guideline. This process aimed to translate information

needs into interview questions. The result was a clearly arranged list of all topics that needed

to be inquired so that the research question could later be answered (Gläser and Laudel 2010,

142–143).  The  guideline  was  tested  in  advance  on  a  person  outside  the  survey  group.

Experience and feedback were used for minor revisions.

One key task for the creation of a guideline is formulating interview questions. These should

be open and neutral, leaving freedom to interviewees to decide about content and extent of

their answer. Furthermore, questions should be clear and relate to the reality of interviewees

(ibid., 120–142). In context of this research, neutrality of questions was especially important

since the aim was partly to investigate attitudes. Relating to interviewees required special

attention as well. The challenge lay in “translating” economic issues into a language that does

not  scare  off  non-economists,  however,  without  being  too  simplistic.  This  problem  was

somewhat mitigated by the fact that interviewees had experience in discussing UBI.
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The other key task consists in arranging the sequence of questions. Associated topics should

come in close succession, in order to approximate a natural course of conversation.  Some

topics necessarily build upon previous topics. Other questions work better if certain memories

or thoughts have not been retrieved yet (ibid., 146–147). The guideline was designed in an

attempt to follow these principles.

• The first set of questions inquired activists'  motivations for campaigning for UBI.

Beside serving as an easy warm-up, the aim was to learn about each personal focus

(which might correspond to X in Figure 4). By positioning this topic in the beginning,

it  was also possible to analyse whether the personal  focus is  somehow related to

economic  growth  (i.e.  whether  someone  brings  up  issues  related  to  the  research

question by herself, before the topic is retrieved by interview questions).

• The  next  section  contained  the  first  part  of  questions  regarding  the  relationship

between UBI and economic growth. These questions were deliberately asked before

talking  about  attitudes  towards  growth.  The  intention  was  not  to  evoke  wishful

thinking as portrayed in  Figure 6. Statements about expectations might have been

more reserved in case an interviewee had realised that her expectations contradict her

attitudes.  The  opposite  was  considered  to  be  less  likely,  namely,  that  someone

withholds  her  attitude  towards  growth,  even  if  it  contradicts  her  expectations

expressed earlier.

• The following set of questions inquired attitudes towards economic growth. Moreover,

underlying  expectations  about  the  possibility  of  continued  economic  growth  were

broached.

• Subsequently, a second part of questions concerning the relationship between UBI and

economic growth was posed. This part necessarily built upon the previously raised

topic of attitudes.

• The next section dealt with positions regarding UBI and economic growth that the

interviewee had observed among activists and in the public debate (corresponding to
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Figure 7). For this topic it was only required that the interviewee had talked about

her own attitudes and expectations before.

• The final  question,  asking  the  interviewee  for  additions,  allowed the  collection  of

informations that were not considered in the guideline and was intended to end the

interview pleasantly.

 3.1.3 Sample

The interviews  were  carried  out  with  a  sample  of  eight  individuals,  i.e.  a  subset  of  all

activists for the public initiative.  The aim was to choose a sample that is representative.

Activists for the initiative do not form a homogeneous group and it is difficult to define

relevant subgroups ex ante. This task is further complicated as the campaign is not executed

by an organisation with a strict top-down hierarchy but rather by a loose network of many

different groups. Fortunately, the initiatives online appearance makes it easy to determine at

least two factors indicating that an individual might be representative in some respect. First,

it  is  possible  to  spot  individuals  who  appear  publicly  in  connection  with  the  popular

initiative. Second, those listed as contact persons are likely to have some kind of coordinative

function within the organisation – at least on a local level.

Based on these selection criteria, interview requests were sent via e-mail to members of the

initiative  committee  and local  contact  persons,  that  are  listed on the  initiative's  official

website  (Müller and Straub n.d.). Some of the potential interviewees for whom no contact

information was available were contacted indirectly via the initiative's administrative office

which kindly forwarded the interview request. Ten people responded to the interview request.

In  an  attempt  to  form  a  heterogeneous  group  with  respect  to  residence,  gender  and

organisational function, eight interviewees were selected. Among the eight interviewees were

six men and two women. Since more men responded to the interview request, it was not

possible to select a more gender balanced sample. Furthermore, it was only possible to win

one interviewee from Western Switzerland. This might partly be owed to language barriers as

there were no resources for conducting interviews in French.
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 3.1.4 Data Collection

The problem-centred interviews took place in Switzerland during April and May 2014. The

selected activists were interviewed face-to-face, one person at a time. All  interviews were

conducted in German language. In advance, interviewees were informed about the research

objective and the protection of  personal  data and anonymity.  Informed consent to audio

recording was given by all interviewees. Interviews were based on the previously developed

guideline,  i.e.  the survey procedure was not standardised while  still  following a thematic

framework.  Directly  after  each  interview a  brief  report  was  recorded,  regarding  external

circumstances and the course of conversation.

 3.1.5 Data Analysis

The  qualitative  data  analysis  starts  with  transcribing  the  interviews.  Interviews  were

transcribed  according  to  transcription  rules  of  Bohnsack,  Nentwig-Gesemann,  and  Nohl

(2013, 399). More than 9 hours of audio recordings resulted in a total of 112 pages.

Transcribed interview texts constituted the data base for coding. “The core idea of coding is

that the texts containing the raw data are indexed. Codes – keywords, phrases, mnemonics,

or numbers – that signal the occurrence of specific information are assigned to segments of

the text. In the list of codes, each code is linked to all text segments to which the code has

been  assigned”  (Gläser  and  Laudel  2013,  14).  The  approach  used  in  this  research  was

indexing themes, i.e.  the index contains labels that indicate the themes that were talked

about, but not what was actually said. The content is to be found in the text which the

index refers to (ibid., 10).

The list of codes was derived from the literature review (chapter  2) and the preliminary

considerations (subsection 3.1.1). It is based on the same theoretical framework already used

for the interview guideline. Therefore, codes are closely related to the variables from the

preliminary  considerations  (ibid.,  23).  In  order  to  open  this  theory-guided  approach  to

unanticipated information, adapting the list of codes is allowed. The list may be changed and

extended at any point during coding (ibid., 18).
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The last step of data analysis made use of the coded interview texts. Once texts are coded,

information can be found more easily, however it is still scattered. Therefore, information

needs to be summarised.  The aim is to aggregate related statements that were made in

different passages of the interview. During this procedure, the information was also translated

into English. Text segments tagged with the same code were extracted. Information with the

same meaning was aggregated, whereas different information remained. Obvious errors were

corrected, but contradictions that might be useful at a later stage were kept (ibid., 28). The

result were presented in two different kinds of displays.  Within-case displays portray each

interviewee individually. Cross-case displays aggregate all interviewees' statements for each

topic (ibid., 19).

 3.2 Results

In this section, the main results from the qualitative interviews are presented by means of

cross-case displays. They aggregate across cases the information of all codes relevant for the

research question. The full-length portrayals of each interviewee (within-case displays) can be

found in the appendix.

Interviewees are experts in the sense that they have all dealt with UBI intensively – at least

since their involvement in the campaign. During their work for the initiative they have been

involved in numerous discussions about UBI, confronting them with the common pros and

cons. Interviewees are, however, not necessarily experts for issues of economic growth. The

degree to which interviewees have dealt with economic issues was no criteria for selection.

This is not necessary since the aim here is not to investigate what the relationship between

UBI and economic growth  will  be,  but to better understand the interrelation of relevant

attitudes and expectations. Correspondingly, many statements are of a normative nature. The

opinions expressed in the portrayals are those of the interviewees.

In order to guarantee anonymity, capital letters from M to T and only feminine pronouns are

used to refer to interviewees25. Due to the small group of people the sample was drawn from,

25 Hence, M does not refer to the Head of Secret Service MI6 in Ian Fleming's James Bond series –

and Q is definitely not the corresponding quartermaster.
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stating the gender of interviewees might come at the risk of carelessly giving away their

identity. The corresponding loss of information is justified – or even demanded – by research

ethics  concerning  anonymity.  Additionally,  the  organisational  function  of  interviewees

(member of  initiative  committee,  local  coordinator  etc.)  will  not  be stated for  the  same

reason. Table 2 gives an overview of all interviews.

Case Interview Duration [hh:mm:ss] Date

M 01:03:53 09 April 2014

N 01:17:36 09 April 2014

O 01:08:51 10 April 2014

P 01:16:14 14 April 2014

Q 00:56:41 15 April 2014

R 00:55:12 22 April 2014

S 01:32:28 28 April 2014

T 00:53:07 02 May 2014

Table 2: Overview of Interviews

 3.2.1 Attitudes towards economic growth

Nobody gets clearly enthusiastic about economic growth. All  but one interviewee express

criticism about the economy's current growth path and its consequences, yet some are more

explicit about it than others. M, O, P, Q, S and T find very strong words for criticising

growth.  The  pictures  they  associate  with  economic  growth  have  a  negative  connotation

(cancer, environmental destruction, recklessness, theatre of the absurd etc.). While N hints

that she had been more radical some years ago, her criticism of growth is now rather cautious

and diplomatic. R is the only one who expresses positive associations with economic growth,

mentioning the rise in prosperity and labour productivity during the post–World War II

economic expansion. However, apart from that she remains rather non-committal.

36



Interviewees put emphasis on different aspects, nevertheless there are three main themes of

criticism that are generally shared. First,  a common theme is the ecological impact of a

growing economy. Resource consumption and environmental pollution are the main reasons

why interviewees say that maintaining business as usual is not possible. The second theme

concerns the desirability of the economy's current growth path, that is to say, growth does

not  (or  hardly)  generate  economic  welfare.  Our  (material)  needs  are  satisfied,  therefore

consumerism does not make us better of – rather we consume a lot due to frustration. The

third theme is somewhat related, saying that we work too much and/or in jobs that do not

create meaning. This kind of criticism also concerns the link between economic growth and

full-employment policies. Society depends on economic growth for the purpose of creating or

keeping  jobs,  regardless  whether  the  corresponding  production  is  desirable.  Yet  another

theme is  global  inequality,  which  is  mainly  emphasised  by  S.  She  argues that  economic

growth in rich countries widens the divide toward poor countries. C and G also mention

explicitly that different criteria must be applied to poor countries when criticising economic

growth. T stresses that she only refers to the situation in Switzerland and M limits many of

her statements to Central Europe.

Even though most interviewees agree about the undesirability of the current growth path,

they draw different conclusions. This is where expectations about the possibility of continued

economic growth come into play. While there is agreement on ecological limits to resource

consumption  and  pollution,  interviewees  disagree  about  the  possibility  of  decoupling

economic growth from ecological impacts.

In many cases this problem is framed by differentiating quantitative growth from qualitative

growth. P, Q and T criticise the current focus on quantity which they associate with negative

effects like resource consumption. Qualitative growth, on the other hand, is associated with

various kinds of  improvements.  They range from improvements in terms of  resource and

energy efficiency, growth of care and other service sectors, to more generally, improvements in

a cultural sense. This list includes both improvements that make material production less

resource intensive and production that is immaterial in itself. The shared assumption is that
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these improvements might result in the creation of monetary values and therefore lead to

GDP growth. Whether the contrasting notion of quantity only refers to material throughput

remains vague. The term is used mainly in this context, especially by Q and T, whereas P

states that qualitative growth does not contradict quantitative growth. In this sense quantity

might also be interpreted as the monetary dimension of GDP. Although N does not use the

term  qualitative  growth,  her  statements  about  “favourable  growth”  point  in  a  similar

direction  –  namely  that  continued  growth  is  possible  if  we  shift  to  a  more  immaterial

production and that it is desirable as long as it generates utility.

Others question economic growth more fundamentally. While M refers – partly appreciatory –

to  qualitative  growth  as  well,  she  is  sceptical  that  decoupling  economic  growth  from

ecological impact is possible. Accordingly, she expresses sympathy for economic degrowth.

The  degrowth  option  is  also  favoured  by  O  and  S.  Although  O  recognises  efficiency

improvements of the past decades, she does not consider the possibility of decoupling and

strongly argues for degrowth instead.  S is less pessimistic  about decoupling but calls for

degrowth in rich countries nevertheless, in order to combat global inequalities.

In  contrast,  R  states  that  she  does  not  regard  the  possibility  of  continued  growth  an

interesting question. This statement can be interpreted in different directions. One possibility

is that R is actually indifferent when it comes to economic growth. From the interview it is

apparent that many other issues in the context of UBI are more relevant to her. Furthermore,

she expresses her dislike for abstract political discussions which also concerns the discussion

about economic growth. However, it remains open whether she dislikes praise of economic

growth as much as its criticism. R might disapprove of economic growth so much that she

does not even want to talk about it. On the other hand, it could be argued that, by rejecting

the discussion about it, she might accept the current growth path indirectly. Her statements

might also – but need not – be concordant with a position in favour of qualitative growth

since she mentions the importance of reflecting about economic activity.

Interviewees favouring degrowth seem to be more ambivalent about their own proposal than

those favouring qualitative growth. This is especially true for M (who argues a lot in favour
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of degrowth but still expresses some undecidedness in regard to qualitative growth) and S

(who worries about negative consequences that degrowth could have on domestic prosperity).

As further discussed in section  4.1, ambivalence might even be a reason for expectations

conflicting with attitudes. However, in most cases both advocates of qualitative growth and

degrowth expect that UBI will increase the chances of their favoured option.

 3.2.2 Expectations  about  the  relationship  between  UBI  and

economic growth

A central idea apparently shared by all interviewees is that the concept of GDP will lose

importance,  but  apart  from that,  expectations  are  diverse.  According  to  M and  S,  the

economic performance will be better with UBI, however, M doubts it will be in terms of GDP

growth while S suspects this is possible. P, Q and R show little interest in the effect of UBI

on (quantitative) growth and emphasise the positive effect on qualitative aspects, though P

even deems quantitative growth possible. N and O, on the other hand, expect that GDP will

decrease while more will be produced outside the market. In several cases uncertainties were

expressed about the effect UBI will have on economic growth, most explicitly by T. Unlike

these general statements, the expectations about various details are rather homogeneous.

There  is  broad  agreement  on  the  mechanisms  through  which  UBI  will  affect  aggregate

demand. Four main arguments are mentioned by interviewees. First, once people find more

meaning in the work they do, they will have less wants (i.e., consume less due to frustration).

Second,  those  who  cannot  satisfy  their  needs  sufficiently  nowadays  will  consume  more,

leading to a one-off rise. Third, O, P and Q expect that demand will concentrate on more

environmentally friendly, socially acceptable or generally better products. Fourth, M, N, O

and T anticipate a shift towards the autonomous sphere, as more demand might be satisfied

outside the market economy – self-sufficiently or by way of barter and gifts.

Expectations about the effect of UBI on work habits show great similarities as well. There is

agreement that intrinsic motivation will become more important and intrinsically motivated

people do a better job. Per definition, this only applies to jobs that someone regards as
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meaningful, whereas less people will be willing to do unattractive jobs. The freedom to choose

meaningful activities is generally one of the main reasons, why some interviewees expect that

UBI will lead to qualitative growth. M, N, O, Q, S and T say it is likely that people will be

more active, although M and S expect that this effect will take some years to become visible.

In contrast, P argues that UBI is exactly about letting go of the question whether people will

work more or less and also R points in a similar direction. Nevertheless, they all agree that

the current focus on paid labour is too narrow. The role that paid labour will still play is

more controversial again. Q, S and T state explicitly that probably still a lot of paid labour

will be performed, albeit in a different quality. M and O, on the other hand, expect (or even

hope) that paid labour will decrease.

Unsurprisingly, activists agree that financing UBI is possible, although M and S admit some

uncertainty about the details. M raises the question whether UBI can be financed without

economic growth, but supposes it is possible. Beside the relabelling of existing transfers up to

the level of UBI, some interviewees put forward the argument that UBI will replace existing

incomes. O, Q and T argue explicitly in this way and assume that wages will generally be

lower once people's living does no longer depend on the wage they earn. Finally, there are

different preferences for the kind of taxes used for financing, though it is often stated that the

time has not yet come to discuss this issue.

The increased dynamics due to an innovation friendly atmosphere is another common theme,

emphasised mainly by N, O, P, Q and T. Especially small start-up companies are expected to

benefit.  Additionally,  M,  P  and  S  mention  that  technological  development  leading  to

automation is facilitated since it no longer threatens peoples existence. These developments

might be  supported by changes in the  demand structure mentioned above.  Furthermore,

issues arising from the non-excludability of goods might be mitigated. N argues that the

provision of  public  goods  will  be  encouraged and Q points  out  that  sharing intellectual

property will be promoted. It is a shortcoming of the interview preparation that the issue of

human capital was not included in the guideline. Nevertheless, P and T raise the topic by

themselves, expecting that both quality and spread of education will benefit enormously. It
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can be assumed that expectations about this topic would have been rather uncontroversial as

well.

Finally,  some interviewees think that  UBI could break or at  least  reduce our economy's

dependency  on  growth.  The  reasoning  is  similar  to  the  argument  that  automation  is

facilitated.  By (partially) decoupling income from employment, income security would no

longer  depend  on  full  employment  backed  by  economic  growth.  M,  N,  P,  S  and  T

acknowledge this issue in one way or the other, not always referring to the dependency on

economic growth explicitly. Sometimes the emphasis is just on the link between income and

employment (for example in context of automation).

 3.2.3 Discussions  among activists  for  the  Swiss  popular  initiative

and in the general public

Economic growth has not been a main subject of discussion among activists for the popular

initiative, nevertheless interviewees have some idea of other activist's positions. No specific

debates about economic growth are reported, except for a discussion event that was held by

one of the local activist groups together with a  local décroissance group. Debates among

activists  have  rather  concentrated  on  underlying  details  like  the  (partial)  decoupling  of

income and labour. According to P, the focus was mainly on the preliminary discussion about

the purpose of economics. In most cases, interviewees only make assumptions about other

activist's positions and often they openly express their uncertainties. M and N expect that

many other activists take a position in regard to economic growth that is different from their

own, at least in the core group. O, Q and S simply acknowledge that there are different

positions among activists and T guesses that most positions are similar to her own. The

heterogeneity is underlined by O, Q and R as a major strength of the movement.

In the public  debate,  the relationship between economic growth and UBI as  well  as  the

underlying mechanisms have been important subjects. Some interviewees state that economic

growth has not been a major theme, however this seems to be a matter of definition. They

report debates about the same underlying mechanisms as those interviewees who say that

41



economic growth was indeed an important topic. Statements like “UBI cannot be financed”

and “nobody will do a decent job anymore” were among the main responses in the street.

They were sometimes linked to worries that the economy will collapse if UBI is introduced. A

phenomenon reported by several interviewees is that many people say they would still work if

they received an UBI, while expecting others to turn lazy. M, P, Q and R suspect that the

discussion is often influenced by emotions of fear. According to Q it is fear of losing control

over what people will do and P notes similarities to the discussion prior to the abolition of

slavery. M, on the other hand, says that especially people who are  deprived in the current

system are scared by proposals to change this very system. T expresses full appreciation for

everybody who thinks UBI is too risky and she emphasises that UBI should not be treated

cult-like. At the same time, Q, R and T wish for well-founded opposition as they currently

deem  most  criticism  superficial  –  like  the  assessment  by  economiesuisse (2012).  The

assessment concludes that UBI is too costly and will badly affect GDP, however, the model

they use is accused by T of being too simplistic. At the other end of the spectrum, the

degrowth movement is reported by O and S to be sympathetic to UBI. In any case, there is

agreement among interviewees that both the incentive to work and the issue of financing will

still be important topics for the future campaign.

 4 Discussion
Key issues that arise from the empirical results are discussed in this chapter. In doing so, the

findings of  the qualitative research are related to the theoretical  considerations from the

literature review. Section 4.1 analyses how attitudes interrelate with expectations and tries to

clarify some contradictions in this regard. The issue of financing deserves a whole section

(4.2) since it seems to be a critical point in the whole discussion. Finally, section 4.3 tries to

condense the main lines of arguments about the relationship between UBI and economic

growth found both in the literature review and the empirical results.
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 4.1 Interrelation of Attitudes and Expectations

There seem to be some contradictions with regard to attitudes and expectations – at least at

first sight. Some of the expectations expressed by interviewees seem to contradict their own

attitudes. For instance, S calls for degrowth but expects something like qualitative growth;

and N, who is not strictly against economic growth, expects a degrowth scenario. Hence,

interviewees often expect similar effects of UBI on economic growth, even though they call for

different alternatives to the current growth path. In order to investigate these contradictions

let us take a closer look at the main positions regarding economic growth that were found in

the qualitative research. These range from qualitative growth to degrowth and even ignoring

growth.

In light of the classification developed in section  2.1 it might be surprising that forthright

critics of economic growth do not necessarily favour degrowth. On close inspection this is not

paradoxical. While these activists criticise the current growth path, they are in favour of a

different kind of economic growth – qualitative growth as it is often called in context of the

Swiss popular initiative. What does, however, cause some confusion is the unclear definition

of  qualitative  growth.  Indeed,  the  notion  has  considerable  advantages  from  a  strategic

perspective.  Language  is  important.  In  many  contexts,  the  term  growth has  a  positive

connotation, while stagnation or even decline is undesirable. This is especially true when the

term of growth is combined with the term of quality. Who can be against better quality? The

notion  of  qualitative  growth  might  therefore  be  more  acceptable  to  the  general  public.

Nevertheless,  a  shared  understanding  of  the  concept‘s  meaning  is  important.  A  lack  of

definition is not tolerable for the scientific debate, but it is also confusing the political debate.

It entails the danger of using the same terms without noticing that one talks about different

things (or not noticing that one talks about the same thing by using different terms). This

confusion could be unravelled by discussing the following question. Does qualitative growth

mean that (1) some quality becomes better while GDP stagnates (or even declines) – or (2)

does GDP grow but in some qualitatively better way? Only by answering this question, self-

declared advocates of qualitative growth can be classified in the paradigms of growth and
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degrowth as defined in subsection  2.1.4. In case (1) qualitative growth is in line with the

degrowth paradigm – just using a more acceptable notion. In case (2) qualitative growth aims

at  decoupling  economic  growth  from  ecological  impact  as  associated  with  the  growth

paradigm.

In contrast, the proposal of degrowth is rather unambiguous. This very directness is, at the

same time, a major challenge. Those who advocate of both UBI and degrowth are fighting a

battle on two fronts. They do not only question the widespread convictions about work and

income, but defy the success story of modernity even more radically. The common conception

of prosperity is closely linked to economic growth. Therefore, the notion of degrowth is likely

to trigger fears of losing prosperity. This might explain some ambivalence that is present in

cases committed to the degrowth paradigm. While O is convinced that our standard of living

can  be  maintained  in  a  degrowth  economy,  M  and  S  also  acknowledge  some  negative

consequences.  Moreover,  some  ambivalence  might  be  caused  by  uncertainties  about  the

autonomous sphere‘s extent. There is widespread agreement among interviewees about the

positive effect of UBI on labour productivity and partially also on labour supply. However,

expectations are more diverse when it comes to the share of production and consumption

that will take place in the autonomous sphere. This kind of economic activity is not captured

by  GDP.  UBI‘s  supposed  effect  on  GDP  consequently  depends  on  expectations  about

economic activity in the autonomous sphere. In this context, different understandings of the

concept  of  economic  growth  might  also  have  caused  occasional  communication  problems

during the interviews – owing to different  understandings whether  economic growth only

refers to growth in GDP (as defined earlier in this thesis) or whether economic activity in the

autonomous sphere is included.

This leads to the question how relevant the indicator of GDP will be in an economy with

UBI. Interviewees apparently agree that GDP will be less important, but obviously, they lay

different stress on this issue. Most explicitly, R openly shows her disinterest in the possibility

of continued economic growth. This attitude is closely related to Van den Bergh‘s (2011) a-

growth, briefly mentioned in subsection 2.1.4. The main idea behind a-growth is to oppose the
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GDP indicator rather than GDP growth. Given that it is an insufficient measure of social

welfare,  Van  den  Bergh  suggests  to  ignore  GDP as  an  indicator  and,  consequently,  be

indifferent  about  GDP  growth.  Instead  more  meaningful  indicators  should  be  used  to

measure social welfare (including environmental quality). This is particularly  relevant with

regard to the autonomous sphere that might benefit significantly from UBI. As elaborated in

subsection 2.3.4, economic activity in the autonomous sphere might have a smaller resource

intensity, but obviously, it still has some ecological impact. A decline of GDP is therefore no

sufficient condition for better environmental quality. Also as a measure of social welfare, the

indicator  of  GDP  becomes  increasingly  irrelevant  as  more  demand  is  satisfied  in  the

autonomous sphere. Interestingly, the reasoning for a-growth shows great similarities with the

idea of qualitative growth. Both agree that GDP does not capture what actually matters for

our society. Therefore, the focus should be shifted away from GDP in order to facilitate

qualitative improvements.

Ignoring economic growth will be acceptable for many advocates of UBI, however, it might

not satisfy enthusiastic advocates of both growth and degrowth. This corresponds to the

preliminary considerations of subsection  3.1.1. Someone who is very convinced of UBI and

gives  little  importance  to  economic  growth  might  be  willing  to  ignore  GDP completely

(Figure 5).  Someone who, on the other hand, has a very strong opinion about economic

growth will not give up this attitude easily. This person might rather change her attitude

towards UBI if she expects that it undermines importance of the beloved growth or degrowth

paradigm (Figures  3 and  4).  A-growth eliminates  the  basis  of  both the growth and the

degrowth paradigm.

 4.2 Issue of Financing

Financing is probably the most contested issue in context of UBI. The financial infeasibility

is among the main themes of criticism, but it is also reflected in vagueness among activists.

Furthermore, the issue of financing UBI remains important, regardless of which position one

adopts towards economic growth.
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In several cases (O, Q and T) it was argued that financing UBI is based decreasing wages, or

in other words, that UBI replaces what are presently incomes from wage relations. This kind

of reasoning is somewhat confusing. It is true that for some people disposable income (or

rather purchasing power26) will be lower since they pay more tax than they receive as UBI.

As  long  as  UBI  is  financed  endogenously  (through  whatever  kind  of  tax),  increasing

purchasing power of some people necessarily requires a decreasing purchasing power of others.

Nevertheless, wages (gross income) will still be up to bargaining on the labour market. As

shown in subsection 2.2.1 bargaining power of the workforce will benefit from UBI. Therefore,

lower wages can only be expected where non-monetary incentives are high. Since it remains

uncertain to what extent this will be the case, there are no grounds whatsoever for expecting

lower wages on average.

Another kind of statement that might erode confidence claims that „UBI is already financed“.

Of course, it is true that the money needed for paying an UBI is already circulating in the

economy. UBI would distribute this money in a different way. However, the mere existence of

an amount of money somewhere in the economic cycle does not imply that this amount can

in  fact  be  redistributed.  There  is  obviously  an  upper  limit.  The  level  of  this  highest

sustainable UBI depends on the maximum tax revenue that can be collected (see subsection

2.2.2). Once the highest sustainable UBI has been set as a policy objective, all that can (and

should)  be  done  is  finding the  revenue  maximizing tax  system,  and more generally,  the

optimal institutional setting for achieving this objective27. It might turn out that the highest

sustainable level is in fact a partial UBI, at least in the short run. However, this amount is

26 Depending on the kind of tax and tax incidence, not only disposable income but also prices might

change, therefore it is more meaningful to consider purchasing power.

27 This task might actually be quite challenging. A fictitious “UBI-board” in charge of introducing

UBI along the lines of leximin real freedom would not merely be concerned with technicalities. “[I]t

soon  would  become  clear  that  certain  aspects  include  far-reaching  interdependences,  reaching

beyond  the  economic  sphere.  Hence  economic  reasoning  must  be  complemented  by  multi-

disciplinary discussions, including sociology and ecology”  (Sturn 2014, 189). Even for a simple

normative principle like leximin real freedom the devil lies in the details.
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the best we can hope for. Per definition, a higher amount is not feasible. At the same time,

proposing the highest sustainable UBI invalidates any concerns about financial infeasibility.

After  all  that  has  been said about  the  paradigms of  growth and degrowth,  it  is  worth

reconsidering the normative principle of leximin real freedom that underlies the proposal of

highest sustainable UBI. Leximin as well as maximin could be regarded as having a bias

towards economic growth. An increase of GDP also raises the maximum tax revenue that can

be  collected  –  and  redistributed  as  UBI.  According  to  Van  Parijs  (1995,  40),  „a  socio-

economic regime that generates faster technological progress or faster accumulation, with a

given rate of depletion of natural resources and a given level basic income can hope to be at

advantage (...).  This is not so because growth as such is valued (...).  Rather, a superior

propensity towards a net increase in productive potential at a given level of basic income

makes  room for  a  higher  sustainable  level  of  basic  income  from the  present  generation

onwards.“ This argument represents the common hypothesis that economic growth extends

the scope for improving the situation of the worst-off. Is it, however, an imperative of leximin

real freedom to choose an institutional setting that generates economic growth? What if we

take into account external costs of economic activity? Van Parijs  (1995, 39–40) states that

sustainability of a given level of UBI requires the productive potential not to shrink over

time. According to him, some technological progress or net accumulation of man-made capital

is needed to compensate for the depletion of natural resources. This kind of technological

optimism is  often  associated  with  the  paradigm of  growth.  The  necessary  compensation

might, however, not be possible in a way that satisfies leximin real freedom. In case economic

growth reduces opportunities of future generations, it is in conflict with real freedom for all

which includes  future  generations.  If  there  exists  another  institutional  setting where  the

situation of  the  worst-off is  improved (no matter  which  generation they belong to),  the

criterion of leximin prefers this institutional setting. It is possible that a degrowth economy

turns out as the superior option for providing the highest  sustainable UBI. The higher the

costs  that  current  economic  activity  imposes  on  future  generations,  the  more  likely  a

degrowth option is preferable. But even if we only consider the present generation, economic
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growth might not be advised by leximin real freedom. Real freedom concerns „the whole set

of external means that affect people‘s capacity to pursue their conception of the good life,

irrespective of whether they are natural or produced“ (Van Parijs 1991, 113). In this sense,

external costs entailed by economic growth are of great importance for assessing real freedom

of both present  and future generations.  In adaptation of  subsection  2.1.1,  an increase  of

economic output is undesirable if it reduces leximin real freedom, i.e. if the loss in terms of

leximin real freedom resulting from the degradation of natural capital is not compensated by

a gain of leximin real freedom through the accumulation of man-made capital. Thus, leximin

real freedom has no a priori preference for either growth or degrowth – and therefore has an

a-growth tendency as well.

 4.3 Main Lines of Arguments

As outlined in Figure 8, all major arguments about UBI‘s effect on economic growth can be

traced back to two key features of UBI that were introduced in section 1.2. First, UBI is a

universal  income  that  avoids  means  testing.  Second,  it  is  an  income  without  work

requirement.  The  diagram can  be  read  as  follows.  Arrows  marked  with  „+“  indicate  a

positive correlation. Arrows marked with „–“ indicate a negative correlation. For instance,

the more income people receive without work requirement, the higher the bargaining power of

the  workforce  becomes.  This  has  a  negative  effect  on  labour  supply.  The  less  labour  is

supplied, the less output can be produced. All other lines of arguments can be read following

the same principle.  The purpose  of  Figure 8 is  to give a general  overview of  arguments

developed both in the literature review and in the empirical part.
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Figure 8: The main lines of argument

Most of  Figure 8 is self-explanatory, yet a few further remarks are due. First, the cluster

containing arguments about human capital, innovation, automation, productivity and labour

market matching was pooled in the literature review under the heading of  flexibility. It is

worthwhile noting that these are arguments often used in a context of promoting qualitative

growth. Second, the arguments regarding progressive redistribution are drawn with a dashed

line indicating that they are true for any other kind of progressive redistribution rather than

being a specific argument about UBI. Third, it should be noted that only the direction of

effects is shown in the diagram, not their intensity. This implies that it is not possible to tell

the overall result of all effects which work in different directions. Depending on the relative

intensity of different effects, the dynamics turn out as a growth or a degrowth scenario. In

contrast, it is apparent from the diagram that the indicator of GDP becomes less relevant if

the share of the autonomous sphere increases. Total resource throughput therefore depends
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on total output (GDP plus economic activity in the autonomous sphere) and on resource

intensity of total output (which might decrease as the autonomous sphere grows). Finally,

social  welfare  is  not  explicitly  depicted  but  influenced  by  several  factors  shown  in  the

diagram,  most  importantly  total  output,  resource  throughput  (or  rather  its  inverse,

environmental quality), human capital and happiness of the workforce.

 5 Conclusion
UBI cannot be ascribed exclusively to either the growth or the degrowth paradigm. This

ambivalence appears on a theoretical level regarding the normative principle of leximin real

freedom, as well as on the level of political advocacy. While advocates of economic growth

and degrowth disagree on strategies to deal with the dilemma of growth28, pro-UBI exponents

of  both  paradigms expect  that  UBI  will  facilitate  their  respective  strategy  to  solve  the

dilemma of growth. According to the former, UBI will promote decoupling economic activity

from ecological impact, thus facilitating sustainable economic growth. According to the latter,

UBI will decouple economic stability from growth, thus facilitating economic degrowth.

Modelling the relationship between UBI and economic growth in a meaningful way would

face enormous challenges. Not only the distributive effects but also effects on human capital

and innovation (which are hard to model) would need to be simulated. In addition, it seems

impossible to predict the share of the autonomous sphere. Some issues that were beyond the

scope of this thesis, like the role of international competition and population dynamics, might

be suited for modelling, but are interesting topics for further research in general. In other

words,  how  UBI  would  actually  affect  economic  growth  is  likely  to  depend  on  various

circumstances of the implementation. Some of these circumstances are given by the region of

implementation. For example, if UBI is implemented in a country without an established

welfare system, it could raise aggregate demand and thereby foster economic growth. This

effect is unlikely to occur if UBI replaces a means-tested minimum income scheme. Other

circumstances are subject to political decisions. The overall institutional framework will play

a key role in determining the effect on economic growth. Thus, for a given region, the decisive

28 Economic growth is not sustainable, however, without growth our economy is not stable.
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factor  is  the  intention with which UBI is  implemented.  How do we  want UBI to affect

economic growth? This question was given special attention in the qualitative research.

None of the interviewees gets enthusiastic about economic growth and the majority is in fact

very critical. However, the proposed alternatives differ considerably with positions ranging

from qualitative  growth to degrowth and even ignoring growth.  At the same time,  their

expectations about the relationship between UBI and economic growth are remarkably often

in agreement with each other. As a result, dividing lines between activists are rather blurry.

Some of  what  seems to  be  conflicting  positions  might  be  due  to  unclear  definitions,  in

particular  with  regard  to  the  concept  of  qualitative  growth.  Self-declared  advocates  of

qualitative  growth  might  be  related  to  either  the  growth  or  the  degrowth  paradigm.

Furthermore,  uncertainties  about  the  autonomous  sphere‘s  extent  cause  some  ambiguity.

Interviewees give very different importance to issues of  economic growth,  however,  broad

agreement is found on the declining importance of GDP as an indicator.

UBI has some tendency to what is discussed in the literature as a-growth, i.e. ignoring GDP

as an indicator and being indifferent about GDP growth as a consequence. It is a common

theme  in  the  interviews  that  there  are  more  important  things  in  life  than  GDP.  The

discussion about UBI also points up that the satisfaction of demand might be captured by

GDP but might as well happen in the autonomous sphere. Also the normative principle of

leximin real freedom reflects an a-growth position. This principle advises the economic path

that is optimal regarding real freedom for  all (living today or in the future). Whether the

highest sustainable UBI is achieved in a growth or a degrowth scenario, depends on the

(external)  costs  that  current  economic  activity  imposes  on  future  generations.  In  case

degrowth turns out as the superior option, UBI facilitates to actually build institutions which

follow that path. Economic stability is increased independently of growth. Thus, UBI extends

the scope for decision-making – both on the individual and the political level. It opens up the

opportunity for society to choose whatever economic path might be optimal for it – be it

growth or degrowth.
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Appendix A
The following appendix contains the within-case displays which portray the individual cases

of all interviewees. The portrayals focus on the activist's attitudes towards economic growth

as  well  as  their  expectations  about  the  relationship  between UBI and economic  growth.

Beside  that,  they  contain  information  about  the  individual  approaches  to  UBI  and

motivations  for  involving  in  the  campaign.  Also  some  insights  are  given  on  how  the

interviewees perceived discussions about UBI and economic growth in public  and among

activists for the initiative.

Case M

M, who is  politically very interested and active,  regards the  public  initiative  as  a great

possibility to get involved with.  There are two main aspects why UBI is appealing for M.

First, it enables society to distribute necessary but unpaid work in a fairer way. Second, it

increases the individual freedom to decide which work one wants to perform. However, UBI is

no panacea, therefore UBI should be discussed together with other issues like gender and

environment. “Economic growth is one of those aspects that need to be considered.”

It is very important to M that UBI has a redistributive effect. She is afraid that UBI could

be used as a disguise to fob off people with a small amount of money. This might be the case

with “neoliberal models” of UBI where the focus is on the efficient organisation of the welfare

state. The redistribution effect of UBI is described by M as a main point of conflict within

the UBI movement. This issue is often linked to discussions about which tax should be used

to finance UBI.

When  asked  about  pictures  that  M  associates  with  economic  growth,  she  names

environmental  destruction,  consumerism  and  growing  for  the  sake  of  growth.  She  also

mentions qualitative growth. First, M says that she has positive associations with the term.

Then  she  qualifies  this  statement  saying  she  is  not  sure  whether  she  was  in  favour  of

décroissance or whether qualitative growth was possible and desirable. While she believes

that immaterial values can grow, M is sceptical that economic growth can be maintained
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without resource depletion. M finds some aspects of a subsistence economy attractive but is

concerned  about  being  less  mobile  and  having  less  educational  services  and  cultural

opportunities. Still, she is in favour of some kind of slowdown. Many of our wants (like long-

haul journeys) have to do with compensation, because “we generate too little meaning in our

local  surroundings.”  It  is  M's  belief  that  mankind  should  consume  less  environmental

resources and concentrate more on its own sources of meaning. UBI would be promising in

this regard. Furthermore, the initiative's aims seem more realistic to her than those of very

idealistic political movements, for example ones that want to do away with money.

“In the long run, the economy will do better with UBI.” However, M is not sure whether she

would call that economic growth. The supposed effect of UBI on economic growth depends on

our conception of man. “Do we assume that they want to be more creative, more efficient,

more active? Or (…) will they be lazy?” M expects that in the short run some people who are

burned out will rest themselves. In the long run people will be active, leading to an economic

upturn.  There  are  also  empirical  findings  that  intrinsically  motivated  people  are  more

efficient. However, future is uncertain, consequently, those who belief that people will be lazy

expect an economic downturn.

M  does  not  expect  an  economic  collapse,  however,  she  says  the  economy  might  be

restructured. This could happen if more needs and wants were satisfied outside the market.

In this case, economic growth in terms of GDP might decrease. Less people might participate

in the labour market. Especially, there will be fewer people willing to manufacture senseless

and destructive  products  like  weapons.  Instead self-sufficient  work could increase.  “Some

people might complain that they have a smaller budget. Others will be happy that they can

produce more for themselves.” Consumerism, especially consuming due to frustration, will

decrease. M talks about a dampening effect of UBI “in a positive sense”. When asked whether

UBI makes us less dependent on economic growth, M raises the question whether we need

economic growth in order to finance UBI. She admits that she is not an expert on financial

issues, however, her belief is that it is possible to finance UBI without economic growth.
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M supposes that the policy of full employment has no prospects. More and more people have

difficulties finding “a job to support themselves, not to mention a family”. In addition, M is

convinced that society in Central Europe is working and producing too much. “Four hours of

paid labour would be enough.” Anyway, there is a lot of necessary but unpaid work to do, like

housework and relationship work. Paid working time should be reduced while promoting a

right to be lazy. With UBI, society could go with rationalisation more easily, because people's

existence will no longer depend on having a job. We will be more flexible to decide where

human work is needed. However, it does not make sense to rationalise wherever it is possible.

Some jobs may not be necessary, but they may be meaningful. For example, while postal mail

delivery could be rationalised further, postal carriers often have an important social function.

The attitude of the core group around the initiative is described by M as “we will be better

off” in a qualitative sense. Nobody wants to increase resource consumption or environmental

destruction.  Still  there  is  some disagreement  about  the  desirability  of  economic  growth.

According to M, the support of UBI by conflicting paradigms in regard to economic growth is

just one of many contradictions in the whole debate about UBI. “This is exactly (…) what

makes  UBI  so  fascinating  for  me.”  When  discussing  UBI,  one  is  led  back  to  basic

philosophical and even spiritual questions, e.g. about the meaning of life.

M expects that the relationship between UBI and economic growth will be an important

aspect in the campaign prior to the referendum. The optimistic attitude and the positive,

youthful  appearance  have  added  to  the  success  of  the  initiative  so  far.  The  initiative's

message in public has not been, “we have to fight some disaster, or we have to fight poverty”,

but rather, “we want to do something good for the economy, we will rather become richer, we

will be more motivated, we will have qualitative growth.” People are concerned about the

economic future of the country. Different conceptions of man determine what people expect

about UBI's effect on the incentive to work. The side to which public opinion swings will be

decisive for the whole campaign. M thinks that the majority of people is rather pessimistic in

this regard. A lot of people say they would still work if they received an UBI but expect

others to turn lazy. When collecting signatures in the street, M made the experience that
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people deprived in the current system were often the ones most afraid of losing prosperity. M

succeeded in convincing some people who were sceptical of UBI. Since many of those who

were afraid of losing prosperity also believed that society cannot proceed with business as

usual, some agreed to sign the initiative.

Case N

N is optimistic that UBI is politically feasible because people from contrasting ideological

backgrounds all have their reasons to get enthusiastic about the idea. Sometimes, N doubts

whether her involvement for UBI is still efficient. She is convinced that the introduction of

UBI is a very good idea, and the sooner the better. However, N would not involve in the

campaign if she thought it takes another thirty years until UBI is implemented. In this case

she would consider other ways. Furthermore, UBI is rather well-known by now – in contrast

to the situation some years ago. Thus, N asks herself whether she should involve somewhere

else.

When N started to get active for the UBI campaign, she used to consider it a necessary

measure. N was very concerned about social and ecological problems. “I saw the world like

that – we are standing in front of this abyss. And I saw this bridge – basic income.” Any

other political involvement seemed pointless to her. By now, N does no longer regard UBI as

the only alternative. She sees multiple (political) options that lead into the right direction,

that is, enlarging peoples freedom. However, UBI would be a “shortcut” or a “catalyst”. 

Also her attitude towards economic growth has changed during the last few years. N used to

think  that  exponential  economic  growth  will  approach  a  limit.  Meanwhile,  she  thinks

economic growth can continue if we manage to shift to a more immaterial production. At the

same time,  N raises  the  question,  whether  it  would make  sense  to  capture  this  kind of

qualitative development as growth. After some point, exponential growth becomes absurd.

We might have a situation where minimal qualitative improvements are valued extremely

high. “The scales reach absurd dimensions.” Measuring society’s well-being might become less

and less important as scarcity decreases. Economic growth is desirable as long as it increases
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people's  utility.  N thinks  that  most  environmentally  harmful  products  that  we  consume

nowadays  do  not  generate  a  genuine utility.  “These  are  not  consumption  decisions by  a

rational homo economicus who has his utility in mind, but rather by sleepy people who are

tired and frustrated from their jobs.” N gives the example of buying an unnecessary second

car in order to improve one's status. Another example mentioned by N are wars that lead to

economic growth but do not generate utility. 

Together with friends, N discussed different perceptions of economic growth. “What do we

actually want? What is wrong with the present concepts? Why do we disapprove of economic

growth? What is our definition (...)? Why do others advocate economic growth? What is

their definition?” For N it is not contradictory that UBI is proposed as an instrument for

economic growth as well as degrowth. People just have different definitions of growth. Those

who are critical of economic growth emphasise its material dimension. The others focus on

increasing  peoples  utility  –  which  does  not  necessarily  have  a  material  dimension.  The

contradiction only exists because concepts are not properly defined.

N is familiar with various arguments in favour of UBI which she says is useful for adapting

her argumentation according to her conversation partners. When talking to entrepreneurs or

supporters of the political party FDP.The Liberals, N uses the following argumentation. At

the moment,  capital  accumulation concentrates on few people and companies,  leading to

unequal distribution of wealth. This means purchasing power of large parts of the population

is weak. As a consequence, investment in the real economy is becoming less profitable. More

money flows into the financial markets. Even though a higher purchasing power would be

good for a certain company, it does not have the incentive to contribute to general purchasing

power in the form of higher wages. N describes purchasing power as having the characteristic

of a public good. UBI is a solution for this problem. By paying taxes, everybody would

contribute to the general purchasing power. Of course, companies and wealthy people would

have to pay for this solution, but they would also profit from a higher demand because the

real  economy is boosted.  Investment in the real  economy would become more profitable,

making high risk assets on financial markets less attractive.
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In contrast, N says her personal opinion is actually that GDP will fall in the long run after

the introduction of UBI. While output will rise (more motivated people), demand will fall

(less consumption due to frustration). Therefore, many products become less scarce. Since

people are less dependent on earning money, they will give more products as gifts. Welfare

will increase because there are more goods that increase people's utility. At the same time,

GDP might stagnate or even fall if a sufficient proportion of goods was exchanged outside the

market. As a result, also the level of UBI might decrease.

Furthermore, N assumes that UBI will allow more innovative companies that produce public

goods. For example the aim of a company could be to improve environmental quality. N is

optimistic about technological possibilities in this regard. To enable companies that produce

public  goods,  UBI  could  be  complemented  with  methods  of  crowdfunding.  The  greater

income security will enhance peoples willingness to donate. Furthermore, companies that are

committed to the common interest will benefit most from the innovation friendly atmosphere,

because those who need people for meaningful work will have to pay lower wages. In some

cases people might even work voluntarily. On the other hand, many companies will have to

pay higher wages. Wherever jobs are not intrinsically attractive, people will make use of their

increased bargaining power.

Because of all these aspects, UBI could lead to what N describes as “favourable growth”.

While  UBI is  not  a  necessary  measure  for  facilitating  this  kind of  growth,  it  will  be  a

sufficient measure. In any case, some major changes are needed for shifting to favourable

growth. A lot of challenges will arise due to this shift, but UBI enables us to solve these

challenges. For instance, consuming less will not be perceived as renunciation since people

will be more content. Furthermore, people will be free to engage in meaningful activities.

Thus, challenges that seem enormous from today's perspective would be much easier to solve

with UBI.

N supposes a majority of the initiative's activists argue that UBI would be a chance for

décroissance. The pressure for the economy to grow would be smaller. N thinks that this kind

of reasoning is suited to convince people who are concerned about economic growth and its
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current effect on resource consumption. On the other hand, there are people who are deterred

from such a line of argument. They would accuse the initiative of escapism, claiming, “you

Stone Age romantics (...) are just unable to cope with the complexity of the present-day

world!” Therefore, according to N, it should be mentioned that while there will be a decline

in some areas, there will be growth in other areas.

Case O

When O first heard about UBI, it seemed very utopian to her. Meanwhile, she is very active

for the campaign. What happened in between she describes as “a process”. First, it was only

an  intellectual  pastime  until  O  realised  “this  should  actually  be  implemented.  This  is

possible.” Even now, she keeps discovering new aspects the more she deals with the details –

“the  process  goes  on.”  While  O  was  convinced  by  a  series  of  different  arguments,  she

emphasises, her personal background as a self-employed entrepreneur played a major role.

The experience of precarious situations made her think about alternative ways to ensure

income security.

With economic growth, O associates “stupidity” and “recklessness”. She considers the belief

in continued economic growth “utopian”. For O it is obvious that there are ecological limits

to growth. These limits exist in regard to resources as well as sinks for waste and emissions.

If we continue to exploit the environment, there will be some kind of collapse after which

mankind will be much worse off. Due to the efficiency improvements of the past we now have

a  situation  where  we  have  enough.  We  do  not  need  a  higher  standard  of  living.  O  is

convinced that we can maintain our current standard without economic growth. However, we

should do so in a sustainable way, which is actually possible thanks to the improvements in

efficiency.  O  notes  that  economic  growth  makes  sense  in  countries  with  a  much  lower

standard of living. Economic growth is desirable as long as it makes people more happy.

However,  the  contribution of  an additional  unit  of  income to happiness  is  decreasing as

income grows. After reaching a certain level, a rise in income does not increase happiness

significantly.
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UBI could  help  shifting  to  an economy without  growth,  but  it  will  not  be  a  sufficient

measure. Even more important might be a full-reserve banking system. Full-reserve banking

would not only contribute to a degrowth economy, but would also disburden the state budget

and thus increase the leeway for financing UBI.

Since  UBI provides  more  income security,  O supposes  that  it  has a  stabilizing effect  on

consumer demand. People will save less for fear of losing their job. In this sense UBI could

also be a remedy for the economic crisis. More precisely, there are two effects that need to be

considered.  First,  there  will  be  a  short  rise  of  economic  growth,  because  all  those  who

currently cannot satisfy their needs will consume more – i.e. all those who's happiness still

increases with higher income. Later, consumption will stabilize. It might even decline below

its level prior to UBI. Today people often consume out of frustration because they perform

work they do not like doing. This kind of consumption will then be reduced.

O expects that a lot of companies will be restructured when UBI is introduced. On the one

hand,  consumption  patterns  will  change.  Not  only  because  people  consume  less  out  of

frustration,  but  also  because  more  people  will  buy environmentally  friendly and socially

acceptable products. However, for this to happen, it is also necessary to raise awareness. In

addition, there will be major effects on the supply side as well. All companies that produce

senseless  products  will  have  problems  finding  employees.  Non-monetary  incentives  will

become a more important motivation for people to work for a certain company. However, O

assumes that UBI will be introduced gradually, giving both employees and employers time to

adapt. Companies that run into difficulties could use this transition period to find new goals

and reorganise. On the other hand, many companies that have financial problems nowadays

while offering meaningful jobs, will benefit from UBI. Furthermore, business start-ups will be

promoted. Business ideas could be tested more easily without risking one's existence.

More work will be performed but paid labour will decrease, says O. She supposes that some

tasks that are currently executed by professionals will be done self-sufficiently. This could

primarily apply to care work but also to small maintenance and repair tasks. Nowadays,

many people would like to care for elderly relatives or spend more time with their children,
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but they cannot due to their own professional obligations. Instead, they have to spend large

amounts of their income on professional care workers. UBI will support a shift to more self-

sufficient work.

Financing an UBI is not a big deal, according to O. “The big part of the money exists.”

Switzerland already spends large amounts on its welfare state. A lot of these transfers could

be relabelled. Furthermore, UBI enables people to take over tasks that are now organised by

the state. Thus, UBI allows a more efficient government. However, this is just one part of the

argument. O refers to an assessment by economiesuisse that is critical of UBI29. While they

take into account the relabelling of existing government transfers, they do not consider the

effect on wages. O supposes that wages will fall. “The wage must decrease, and the money

that  companies  save  as  the  wage  decreases  must  somewhere  come  into  the  exchequer.”

Otherwise  we  could  not  afford  to  pay  an UBI  to  every  citizen.  Later,  O confirms  this

assumption. “It is the case, that wages will probably be somewhat lower. Not probably, they

are definitely lower.”

The aim should be that product prices are constant. Prices include the costs for intermediate

inputs and labour as well as taxes. The cost component of intermediate inputs and labour

will be lower while the share of taxes will be higher. As long as these changes balance out,

the effect of UBI on companies' expenditures will be neutral and prices stay constant. While

the big picture will look like that, O admits, there will be branches where prices will rise.

The time has not yet come to discuss which kind of tax should be used to finance UBI. This

debate draws away the attention from the far more important debate about UBI itself. O

explicitly prefers a value-added tax. “But at the moment I do not really want to have this

discussion in the street.” The debate would only get bogged down in details about the level of

tax rates. For the time being, it is important to show that UBI can in fact be financed, not

which kind of tax should be used.

O is not concerned that UBI might hamper degrowth. She reports that one of the local UBI

groups has held an event together with a local décroissance group. She had not been present

29 See Economiesuisse (2012)
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at the event but has later read about what had been discussed there. The tenor at the event

had been that UBI will “rather be growth reducing and not growth stimulating”. While O

thinks that there exists no official statement of the décroissance movement about UBI, she

has noticed only positive reactions and “no activities that were against basic income”.

The issue of economic growth is important for O, however, she thinks that it is not a main

topic, both in the public debate about UBI and among activists for the public initiative.

When collecting signatures in the street, the main topics had been “this cannot be financed”

and “I had to work. The young ones should work as well.” Furthermore, there have not been

major  debates  about  economic  growth  among  the  initiative's  activists,  however,  O  has

noticed conflicting positions. “What I just told you about different aspects of UBI – if you

asked someone else [in this place or in that place], they might say something else, because

they think differently about it, or because they, personally, emphasise something else.” UBI is

common ground among the activists and that is enough. O does not want to fight about

details. She is certain that it will not be possible for the initiative's activist to agree on all

the  various  aspects  connected to UBI.  Its  heterogeneity  is  also  a  major  strength of  the

movement.

Case P

Working as an artist, P has experienced individuality and self-responsibility in her job. This

is in contrast to “the economy [where] there is cooperation”. P has dealt intensively with the

question, how these individual and cooperative features can be combined in a better way. As

a result, she was very open-minded when she learned about UBI. “I believe it is time to make

this  small  step,  becoming  aware  that  every  person  needs  an  income  –  in  fact  so

unquestionable and without alternative, that it is a right.” P does not have any doubts about

UBI. “UBI is not a solution for any problem.” At the same time it concerns everything. It

enables people to look closely at what is needed and allows to tackle those issues more easily.

Regarding  economic  growth,  P  differentiates  quantitative  from  qualitative  growth.

“Quantitative growth (…) is actually an idea that says, cancer is good”. It depletes more and
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more resources, not only natural resources but also human resources, depriving itself of its

own basis. It is detached from societies needs. P calls for qualitative growth which, she says,

does  not  rule  out  quantitative  growth  but  has  a  different  focus.  It  is  possible  to  have

economic growth without consuming material resources. There is still room for growth in the

service sector. Communication is a good example, but there are many other possibilities for

growth  in  the  interpersonal  sphere,  like  further  professionalising  care  and  assistance.

“However it might be nonsense, of course, to do that.” Moreover, qualitative growth is not

possible as long as our thinking follows the logic of “economics is growth, growth is profit,

profit is egoism”. This kind of economic thought plays a major role in the public debate. It is

supported by a strong ideology that is adopted by most politicians who do everything to

foster growth. “This whole inflated ideology (…) does not find breeding ground within basic

income.”  P  says  that  UBI  –  or  even  merely  the  discussion  about  it  –  helps  to  better

understand what economics and business is about. According to P, economics is doing good

things for  others.  “I  produce something,  together with others  or alone,  that  is  good for

others, thus satisfying needs.” Consequently, business is not about making profit.

Similarly, UBI helps to get a better understanding of work. “The ideology that people need

to have a job inverts the meaning of work.” Especially the idea of “creating jobs” is absurd. P

describes work as doing “what is useful and has to be done, what is necessary.” We are so

focused on gainful  employment that we do not see how much work there is  to do.  The

statement that everybody needs a job is wrong. Actually, it is work that needs people – and

everybody needs an income. Interestingly, this is misunderstood by present and former types

of both socialism and capitalism. The conception of labour was a main reason for the failure

of socialist systems. And it is becoming more and more of a problem for capitalist societies as

well. Often the meaning of work is even mistaken by the labour movement. Labour disputes

should rather be perceived as disputes for income.

P says, one cannot tell whether people will work more or less with UBI. First, we have to

clarify what we regard as work. We work much more than we label as work. Social and

spiritual matters are increasingly becoming work. More than half of the work we perform is
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unpaid. “Second, it does not matter whether more or less work will be done, because this is

just  craving  to  stick  with  present  criteria,  avoiding  to  contemplate  the  issue.  But  basic

income actually says that this is not your question”. We have to get away from the idea that

working humans can be commanded like machines. Instead, we should recognize that people

bring their culture, their whole being, will and uniqueness when they are working. “We think,

we perceive humans, but we treat them like switching circuits.” P is against “imposing an

ideology,  that people will  be more creative and more productive for sure.” UBI is about

letting go. “Much more interesting is to look at how much work is being done today, or

rather, how much work is not being done.” Mental resignation is a big problem in many

companies. More and more people lose their motivation and do only “work to rule”. Hence, it

is not the case that our society is very productive under current conditions.

“Nevertheless, usually the question remains, 'that is all well and good, but will people work

more or less?' It is rather obvious (…) [that] wherever working conditions are lousy (…) and

wherever no decent wages are paid, there will be less people working. (…) It will probably be

the case that more people work wherever work is culture – regardless of the sector, be it

politics, agriculture or in an IT company.” Those jobs that are unpopular but necessary will

have to be better paid. “It is nonsense that [this labour] was cheap so far.” Conversely, some

currently well-paid jobs will  be paid less once society realises that these jobs are not so

valuable. In general, people will not become more lazy. On the contrary, work will gain in

importance and people will have to assume more responsibility for the work they do.

Currently a lot of work that “would be exciting, good, fruitful, that would hustle things on”

is not being carried out. A common obstacle is that “one simply has no time to work, because

one  has  to  earn  money.”  The  activities  with  which  one  earns  money  are  often  rather

irrelevant. Existential pressure is no longer an up-to-date motivation. UBI, on the contrary,

will facilitate – hard but innovative – work that is currently in the waiting line. The economy

will become much more dynamic. Old monopolies – that now even receive subsidies and tax

advantages by misusing the argument of creating jobs – will face more competition from

innovative  start-up  companies.  There  will  be  less  pressure  for  immediate  return  on
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investment, giving ideas more time to grow. Production in Switzerland already builds on

having innovative ideas. This would be promoted and UBI could even become a competitive

advantage. Switzerland can still develop a lot when it comes to social issues, organizational

culture  and  other  qualitative  aspects.  Furthermore,  rationalisation  –  which  is  currently

inhibited – will lose its threatening aspect of destroying jobs.

According to P, the problematic attitude towards work is also reflected in our education

system which is geared for drilling students that conform to the labour market. Careerism is

supported from an early age on. A lot of human potential is destroyed in kindergartens,

schools  and universities.  UBI allows  the whole  eduction  system to get  a  different  focus.

“Education is what makes strong, what is interesting and pleasing, not what is forced.”

Furthermore, the effect that UBI will have on consumption is related to how it will affect the

way we do our work. About the current situation, P says that “if people do work that they

do not want, then they consume what they do not need.” With UBI, there might be less

compensating consumption and more consciousness of what is valuable and what we really

want to buy. Additionally, it is positive that money enters the cycle and creates purchasing

power – “especially where there is too little now.”

“A basic income is obviously something that fosters qualitative outcomes. Qualitative in the

sense of socially more qualitative, culturally more qualitative, (…) more resource-saving and

so forth.“ UBI allows more activities outside the market economy that are not focused on

growth. At the same time, many possibilities for qualitative improvement might also result in

economic growth.

Many people remain sceptical about UBI. A major concern is that too many people would

not work anymore, even though most people say that they themselves would basically do the

same job. Similarly, a common response is that one should do a test run to see how people

would react. However, it does not change peoples attitude if they hear that there have been

successful pilot projects. “Just as (…) when one explains that it can be financed, it does not

change anything.” According to P, these are only ostensible questions and people are actually

afraid of the idea. Our thinking is still influenced by the past era of serfdom. Interestingly,
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the arguments against UBI are very similar to those that were used historically against the

abolition of slavery.  P regards UBI as just another step towards more freedom and self-

responsibility. “It is nothing else than normal historical development. However, without it we

will fall behind.”

Case Q

When Q read an article about UBI more than 20 years ago, she knew that she would be

concerned with this idea. “It struck me like lightning”, says Q, describing that UBI made

sense for her from the very beginning. Even back then she had the vision of launching a

popular initiative.

Q says, we are facing a cultural crisis rather than an economic crisis. Our economy is highly

developed but our awareness of this economy is lagging behind. In order to bring about this

cultural change and change in awareness, the discussion about UBI is very conducive. “For

instance, we think we go to work in order that we receive pay. But it is no longer like that.

We need an income in order that we can go to work.” As another example, Q mentions that

our thinking is still trapped in a mode of self-sufficiency. We commonly act as if we worked

for ourselves, but actually we supply others. While our economy is very social structurally,

our  mindset  is  not.  UBI  recognises  these  social  characteristics  without  ignoring  the

importance of freedom. It satisfies both “the social heart and the liberal brain”.

“Today we always talk about quantitative growth – and that is approaching its limits. Well,

Club of Rome (…) Limits to Growth.” What we need is qualitative growth which, in contrast,

is not limited, since it is immaterial. UBI helps to shift the focus away from quantity towards

quality. “Unconditional basic income would bring qualitative growth. How quantity turns out,

we cannot estimate yet – or rather, we can only estimate that.” Some people involved in the

campaign had even considered commissioning a study about economic effects of UBI. They

soon discarded their  idea because  the  research institute  they  talked to would have only

considered quantitative effects. Q thinks, we should get away from our fixation on GDP and

consider measures of happiness as well.
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Among activists for the initiative “there are certainly preferences” about the effect of UBI on

economic growth. While some say a reduction of growth is precisely not what is going to

happen, others hope that UBI will, at long last, limit growth. “All opinions should be taken

seriously. I am someone who says it affects quality and that is what we need.”

It has long been Q's interest, “what people do, if they do not have to.” With UBI people have

the power to say “no”, therefore reviving the question of “what do you actually want?” We

should not treat people like machines. Humans have other potentials. Q says, Charlie Chaplin

gets to the heart of this in his film Modern Times. The last hundred years have seen massive

rationalisation.  A  good  example  is  agriculture  where  labour  requirements  have  fallen

dramatically.  However,  the emergence of  the organic movement shows that agriculture is

more than just efficient food production. “This 'more', the human affection to earth and

plants – we cannot rationalise that.” Similarly, a lot of needs are interpersonal nowadays,

which is a sphere where machines are not capable. “These are all activities that people can

only do qualitatively if they act out of intrinsic motivation.” For instance, in the gastronomy

sector the essential quality is hospitality. According to Q, it makes a huge difference whether

somebody works there simply because he needs an income, or because he wants to be a host.

The same is true for people working in healthcare and education. “Thus, the core is to decide

autonomously  what  I  am  doing.  The  identification  with  what  I  am  doing.  That  raises

quality.” UBI is a first step in the right direction.

Since “there will probably be more courage in the professional world, less fear”, some major

structural changes can be expected. UBI allows more small start-up companies to be founded.

Furthermore, people will increasingly work according to their ability. While the number of

people working in assembly line production might further decrease, the service sector might

be boosted. Especially the cultural sector which currently is often struggling with the non-

excludability of its products might benefit from UBI. In general, there might be less pressure

to protect immaterial goods by intellectual property rights, allowing to share these goods

more freely.
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Once people receive an UBI, they will work differently and probably even more, says Q.

Currently leisure  is  often  compensation for  alienated work.  With UBI there  will  be  less

compensation. “Therefore, we might well expect that even more work is done, because if one

does what one does with pleasure, then one has pleasure doing more.” Whether this increased

performance will concern paid labour, “we can only speculate.” However, Q is convinced that

UBI is not born from the idea that we are running out of jobs, even though some proponents

of UBI argue that way. What we need is a different quality in employment.

Additionally, a more satisfactory working life will change our consumption behaviour. The

leisure sector emerged because work became increasingly alienated. The deal is that “you do

a certain amount of alienated work. (…) In return you get leisure (…) as a compensation.” If

people  receive  an UBI,  they will  consume less  due to frustration and will  develop more

awareness  for  quality.  “”If  one is  self-determined at work,  one will  be self-determined in

consumption.“ According to Q, this would be a major cultural progress. 

It is a common belief among opponents of UBI that “the economy will collapse if people do

not have to work anymore. (…) They would paint a bit and help a bit in the garden, but we

need people that work. (…) Therefore, it can not at all be financed.” Q replies “that basic

income is not more money.” Switzerland has a GDP of roughly 600 billion CHF. UBI would

require a budget of about 200 billion CHF that need to be levied by what Q calls “basic

income tax”. Some 70 billion of social transfers could be saved. “The rest (…) are presently

earned incomes that (…) become new unconditional basic income” According to Q, the costs

of a job decrease if the employee already “brings along” UBI. In low-wage sectors, room is

made for producing cheaper or paying higher wages. Not before one has understood this

principle, one can look at which kind of tax is most appropriate. Q is glad that the mode of

financing is not part of the initiatives official text, because the time has not yet come to

discuss the issue. There are a lot of prejudices when it comes to taxes. “I think, however, this

is one of the most interesting questions.” Currently, we have a progressive income tax, but

since it represents a price component it is also borne by consumers. A value-added tax would

be more transparent.

72



At the core of all arguments against UBI, Q suspects a fear of losing control over what other

people do. Q has experienced this herself. “Constantly I have doubts, time and again, and

that also helps me in argumentation.” She sometimes has the impression that people are out

of touch with reality, worrying that “if they, into the bargain, get a basic income (…) they fall

through completely.”  Then she usually reflects on how she came up with this  prejudice.

Fundamentally, Q is convinced that distributing power more equally among individuals is

“more intelligent, more logical, more humane and also more efficient”.

Case R

R was not very interested when she heard about a film screening of  Basic Income – A

cultural impulse, which was her first contact with the idea. Only later, when she got in close

contact with the campaign, she started to get fascinated by the idea. One day, it was clear to

her that “now my help is needed.” R says, she is “not a political person at all” but rather led

by her volition. She likes practical activities. Abstract discussions are not her thing. “What is

real for me are the things that are being done.” The interview is sometimes irritating for R.

Firstly, she says, she does not like the abstract nature of some questions. Secondly, what

makes UBI special according to R, is contemplating about it by oneself, not having someone

who tells how things will turn out. “That is actually a stupid concept.” 

Correspondingly, R is fascinated by the process when people start contemplating about UBI

for the first time. R likes talking to people who have never thought about UBI before. After

pondering for some time, people would often start talking to other people about the issue.

Initiating this process is a great pleasure for R and she is happy whenever people come back

to her to discuss questions. She also appreciates when people do not agree to UBI while

welcoming the discussion. These were often the most pleasant conversations.  In addition,

counterarguments often help R to better understand UBI.

When R was discussing UBI in the street, the most common objection was that it cannot be

financed. Many people are afraid that the economy will collapse. R says, money seems hard

to grasp for many people, a flow that is beyond our control. She is convinced that UBI “is
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already financed”. The large majority of people will not have a higher disposable income.

Only about ten percent of the population have less money now than they will have after the

introduction of UBI. For the small amount of money that still needs to be raised, we simply

have to make a decision – “do we want to build another tunnel, (…) do we need new fighter

jets, or do we want a basic income?” However, R emphasises that UBI should not be seen as

giving alms to the poor.

Human life is all about “the development of the individual human beings”, says R. Times

have changed and hierarchies are becoming flatter. Every single human being and his or her

development  is  becoming  increasingly  important.  UBI  is  the  social  and  legal  form that

represents  these  new  circumstances.  It  allows  everybody  to  find  his  or  her  own  path.

However,  this  greater  freedom  would  also  pose  a  big  challenge.  “If  it  was  introduced

tomorrow, this would be very heavy.” We still have to practice in order to get used to the

thought of working of our own volition. R has experienced this phenomenon herself. The

company  she  is  working  for  is  experimenting  with  alternative  approaches  to  paying  its

employees. While all those who prefer the conventional system are still paid an hourly rate,

part of the staff is receiving a fixed income. They do not have regular work schedules and

working hours are not recorded. R describes how she and many others rather work more

under  the  fixed  income  scheme.  “The  pressure  from outside  stops,  and  then  one  exerts

pressure from inside. Then one first has to learn how to get rid of that.” At the same time, R

enjoys this greater freedom. It is pleasant being able to decide when she wants to work and

when she needs time off.

What R is most apprehensive of when it comes to UBI is that people might think of it as a

universal remedy, as something rosy. This would be a tempting misconception, however, R is

convinced that UBI is no panacea. Once it is in place, it will be quite unspectacular. Hardly

anybody will talk about it. R says, this could be compared with child benefits like they exist

in Germany. They are considered normal and one does not get excited about their existence

every day, regardless of their supporting effect.
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Nevertheless, UBI would have a major impact on our everyday working life. R thinks that the

overall effect is hard to predict since everybody would react differently. One effect that she

does expect is that some jobs that are currently done will no longer be performed. Once

people are free to ask themselves what kind of work is meaningful for them, they will reach to

different decisions. On the other hand, those jobs that people would currently like to do but

cannot,  will  then be  performed.  R cannot  wait  to  find out  how UBI would change  the

company she is working for.  R expects that she herself  would not urge to do something

different, but the future perspective would feel calmer. 

R does not suppose that consumption patterns will change a lot after the introduction of

UBI. Like she also mentions in the context of financing, most people will not have a higher

disposable income.  “In consuming we are rather free already.”  We have a large range of

products that we can choose from. Only those with a raised disposable income will change

their consumer habits.

When asked about pictures that she associates with economic growth, R talks about her

grandparents. She describes how their generation had to work very hard during the post-war

period in Germany, rebuilding houses and infrastructure. Slowly, as years went by, they could

afford more products and slowly they could free themselves from the back-breaking work.

There has been a shift to other kinds of work. “Now thinking is work as well.”

In response to the question whether she thinks continued economic growth is possible, R

states, “I do not think that this is an interesting question.” Nevertheless, she subsequently

brings up the importance of reflecting about our economic activity. This concerns ecological

issues as well as social ones. “I can build a house with this material (…) or with that material.

I always have the choice and this requires reflection. I can invest my money here or there. I

can treat my employees this way or that way.” We should not focus on profit, but use our

fantasy and take the time to reflect. Unfortunately, the economy has evolved a life of its own

and often does not serve people anymore. UBI will change a lot in this regard, because it

increases people's ability to ask themselves what really makes sense.
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According to R, the individual approaches to UBI are very diverse among activists for the

initiative. This just reflects all the different backgrounds and biographies. R is not troubled

by this heterogeneity. She appreciates that there are many proactive individuals and that

hierarchies are flat. “You can put up a flag and an information stand (…) and you do not

need to ask me or somebody else if you are allowed (…).” R is convinced that “the common

always arises from doing things.”

Case S

Some  years  ago,  when  she  was  unemployed,  S  experienced  that  self-esteem  very  much

depends on having a job. “For six month I did not feel like a human being.” She criticises

that human existence is still so much linked to gainful employment. S describes this as a

question of human dignity and regards it as the strongest argument for UBI. Her hope is that

UBI could – at least partly – solve this problem, so that in some decades there might be a

generation that has a different notion, unlinking dignity from having a paid job.

Consequently, S is very critical about the concept of full-employment. She says it does not

make sense to preserve jobs that are not necessary anymore. “The situation of a person out-

of-work is very bad, even today, and I do not wish this situation on anybody. But whether

there are less or more jobs can and should be separated from peoples fortune.” S imagines a

world where everybody works as much as they like – “no more and no less, that is perfect” –

and where  nobody is  poor.  Companies  should  only  maintain  jobs  which  they  know are

beneficial for them. This could work very well, once people do not suffer from these decisions

anymore. UBI could facilitate to cut jobs without harming people and thereby free us from

the dependency on economic growth.

S is in favour of décroissance, mainly because she thinks growing for the sake of preserving

jobs is absurd, but also because we have everything we need and even more than that. “The

economic crisis has many causes,  and I am not an economist. (…) But I think that it is

nonsense to organise work and investment in a way that can only succeed if everything grows

all the time.” Economic growth probably made sense until the first oil crisis, but since the
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nineties, at the latest, this is definitely not the case anymore. However, S underlines the

importance of  differentiating between countries like Switzerland and countries  like  Sudan

where poverty is a serious issue. “If you back growth in Greece you probably get it wrong,

but if you back growth in Switzerland you get it wrong for certain.” Economic growth in

Switzerland widens the divide towards Sudan, for example. On the other hand, if Switzerland

renounced growth under current conditions, the domestic consequences would be devastating.

“I am not saying that I would not back growth if I were in the government, for instance,

because one cannot readily cause a lot of suffering.” Nevertheless, it is clear to S that we

cannot continue with business as usual, especially when considering that countries with a

lower standard of living want to catch up. The catch-up process will increase pollution and

resource use in these countries – even if we allow for some inequalities to remain. As long as

rich economies continue to grow it is neither possible to reduce inequality nor to reduce

environmental impact. “These are not separate problems. It is the same problem.” While

theoretically  it  might  be  possible  to  have  economic  growth  that  does  not  harm  the

environment, it does not seems to be realizable. S suspects a lack of will in this regard.

However,  even  environmentally  sound  economic  growth  would  only  be  desirable  in  rich

countries if it did not increase the gap between rich and poor.

After the introduction of an UBI, production would not change much at first, but after some

years  people  will  be  more  motivated and more  productive  –  contrary  to  popular  belief.

“Whether this can be measured monetarily or not is a difficult question, because one aim of

unconditional basic income is precisely that people can afford to do things non-remunerated.”

However, S assumes that even GDP will rise. “I can imagine that Switzerland grows (…) even

more with UBI than other countries, but I can hardly imagine that Switzerland will grow just

as today.” With UBI people would be free to choose what they want to do and more could

afford to use their time in a way that supports people that are underprivileged nowadays.

“Maybe that is a bit too optimistic what concerns people's virtue in general (…) but at least

it would be possible. Currently it is not possible.” In this sense, economic growth might be
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acceptable if Switzerland introduced UBI. However, UBI does not replace awareness about

environmental and social issues. If there were still a lack of will, not much would change.

S has not discussed economic growth with other activists for the initiative, however, she

thinks that there are a few in favour of growth and at least as many against growth. She

assumes that among activists in favour of economic growth there are both socialists and

liberals. A group of activists is sympathetic to  German entrepreneur  Götz Werner, who is

described by S as being “probably in favour of growth, because he beliefs in a very, very free

economy” and – because he also has a social conscience – being in favour of UBI. With

activists opposed to economic growth she associates environmental consciousness.

During the collection of signatures, S experienced that most people in the street do not have

a  clear  opinion  about  economic  growth.  She  also  thinks  that  this  is  the  case  among  a

majority of UBI supporters. The reverse looks differently. Most – if not all – advocates of

décroissance are in favour of UBI. Advocates of growth tend to be sceptical about UBI,

however,  this picture seems to be less clear-cut,  because only few of  them have thought

through the idea.

Some people say that transferring money to the rich would be a bad idea, which S thinks is

no well-founded doubt about UBI. “There will have to be mechanisms to raise the money

anyway and someone who already earns fifty thousand per month should not get more.” S

hints that there seems to be some confusion within the UBI movement in this regard. Also

among Swiss activists there have been discussions about the mode of financing. “But not only

as a group, also individually we are, in general, not clear enough on financing.”

Even though the issue of economic growth is very important to S, she says, UBI is a bit more

important to her. First, she thinks that she can influence the introduction of an UBI more

easily and more directly. Second, UBI concerns people – especially human dignity – more

directly. “Strictly speaking it is a sum of money and a sum of money always has to do with

the economy.” However, the importance of UBI cannot be reduced to economic terms, as

becomes evident from the example of human dignity.
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Case T

“I first thought that it was an impossible and therefore bad idea (…) because I thought, this

was so expansive, so much money. This would never work. And the aspect of unconditionality

almost made my brain explode.” Later, when T noticed that “intelligent people” advocate

UBI, her opinion started to change. Another major step in getting convinced of the feasibility

was understanding “basic income not as additional money in most cases, but as replacing

today's incomes”. During an impressive talk by Götz Werner she realised that UBI is a great

way to challenge people's certainty of their own knowledge and that she herself also wanted

to raise awareness in this way.

Making existential security unconditional is considered intuitively right by T. “If this society

did not yet exist and we sat around a table, asking 'how should we organise ourselves?', (…) I

can imagine well that we would say, there is this heap, the gross domestic product, (…) this

heap of products and services, let us give everyone enough so that he can exist.” In this

context, she also refers to Thomas Paine and his idea of  Agrarian Justice. The right to an

UBI which is closely related to this idea would be a more intelligent way to organise our

society. “It is not a land of milk and honey. There is this freedom that is given to the people

and that is very challenging (…), but still I got the impression, that more is possible there

and it is more human and better – more passion, more love.” T stresses that, in the long run,

UBI should be a global project, similar to democracy.

T criticises that economic growth is often treated like a deity, to which everything else has to

subordinate. “I am not saying (…) economic performance and material goods do not matter. I

like my smartphone and all these material comforts. (…) But we have reached a point where

we are so good at producing these things, that we should rethink how we want to continue.”

Our  economic  system has  been very  successful  in  increasing  productivity.  However,  this

success story comes at the expense of a downward pressure on employment. In order to fight

unemployment,  economic growth is stimulated artificially.  At the same time we consume

enormous  amounts  of  material  goods  that  do  not  make  us  happy.  Looking  into  these
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dynamics is a bit like watching a theatre of the absurd. T thinks it is scandalous that the

economic sciences do not come up with alternatives to the current path of growth.

While continued quantitative growth is a crazy vision for a finite planet, qualitative growth

that is decoupled from resource use might be possible. T is very interested in the concept of

cradle to cradle. It would allow mankind to integrate into the ecosystem. For this end we

might  introduce  high  taxes  on  energy  and  resources,  whose  revenues  could  be  used  for

financing UBI. If  we managed to cover all our energy demand by renewable sources and

produce everything according to cradle to cradle design, we might grow moderately without

destroying  our  environment.  “It  is  not  that  I  want  to  combat  growth.  (…)  Combating

something does not succeed anyhow.”

T underlines that she does not know how UBI will affect economic growth. The economy will

need  to  adapt  enormously  to  an  UBI,  however,  T  regards  this  as  a  normal  process,

comparable  to  the  adaptation  to  innovations  like  personal  computers  or  the  internet.

“Looking into the future is incredibly difficult. However, if one is aware of the present (…)

and examines what is real and where there are dogmas or convictions that originate from the

past, one can say a good deal.”

From what she has experience herself, she thinks that consumerism might decrease. The more

her activities correspond to what she intrinsically wants to do, the less her material wants.

“A lot of compensation ceases.” T supposes that this could also apply to many other people.

Furthermore, it will be easier to engage in self-sufficient, small-scale forms of production.

Many initiatives that pioneer in this field struggle under current conditions, because members

often have a paid job which does not allow them to invest as much voluntarily work in the

initiative as they would like.  “With an unconditional  basic income people had more free

disposal of their time and I can very well imagine that some people will use this to build up

alternative forms of economic activity.”

Much value will be created, yet it will not only be value creation that is captured by GDP.

Since many alternative forms of economic activity work without or with less exchange of

money, they might not contribute to GDP growth while still providing a high standard of
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living. T does not know to what extent this will be the case, therefore she is unsure what the

overall  effect  on  economic  growth  will  be.  For  sure,  the  economy will  not  collapse  and

probably a lot of paid labour will still be performed.

According to T, it is not contradictory that supporters of UBI have contrasting intentions in

regard to economic growth. Someone who is against growth might see UBI as an instrument

that reduces the pressure to grow by decoupling peoples income from labour. Someone in

favour of growth, on the other hand, might see UBI as the basis of a new performance-

oriented society.  It promotes education and innovation which are both drivers of growth,

especially  in a  country  like  Switzerland.  Both lines  of  thought  seem logical.  T thinks  a

scenario in between is most plausible. The crucial point is shifting to a more intelligent, more

qualitative kind of growth. She is optimistic that this is possible, although she sometimes gets

impatient  since  change  occurs  so  slowly.  UBI  provides  something  like  a  foundation  for

qualitative growth.

The way many opponents deal with UBI is rather superficial, nevertheless, the supposedly

negative effect on economic growth is often a point of critique. For instance, economiesuisse's

assessment of  UBI uses that argument.  T criticises,  the economic model they use is too

simplistic.  “There  is  this  economic  perspective  that  you  should  leave  people  (…)  to

themselves, and not intervene at all. Certain economic models produce the highest output in

this case. And that perspective is incorporated in this simple model.” Even if you analyse a

generally accepted scheme like the  Federal Old Age and Survivors' Insurance (AHV30), you

find out that it is bad for GDP growth. Often the accusation of a negative effect on growth is

contained implicitly in other arguments. “A frequent response to unconditional basic income

is the statement 'then nobody will work anymore'. And the next step is 'if nobody works

anymore, we have no gross domestic product.'”

Among activists,  the  relationship  between UBI  and economic  growth is  discussed  rather

indirectly as well, for example in context of decoupling income from labour. One exception is

a discussion event on economic growth that was organised by one of the local groups. T is

30 German: Alters- und Hinterlassenenversicherung
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aware that activists all have their personal focus, however, she admits that she is not too

familiar with their attitude toward growth. “I would have assumed the positions are more or

less similar to mine, (…) but now that I state that, I realise that I am not sure.”
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