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The COVID-19 pandemic has opened up thinking about how 
our social security programs, including workers’ compensa-
tion, function and whether they are able to provide adequate 
support to people in the context of today’s difficult health 
and work conditions [1]. One policy option that has persis-
tently emerged, across countries and over recent decades, is 
that of Universal Basic Income (UBI). In this editorial, we 
discuss UBI as a possible solution for some consequences of 
the COVID-19 pandemic and also as a long-term solution to 
our changing economies that increasingly include precarious 
employment and income insecurity.

At present, with COVID-19, we have a dramatic situa-
tion of un- and under-employment for which there are no 
ready policy remedies. Instead, we have seen emergency 
limited-term hand-outs, such as the payout of $1200 to all 
US citizens with a gross income less than $75,000–$150,000 
in April 2020,1 and the Canadian Emergency Response 
Benefit that provided $500 per week to Canadian citizens 
who have stopped working due to COVID-19, for up to 
24 weeks.2 Although not universal, this Canadian benefit 
extended to groups who had previously not been recognized 

as possible recipients of unemployment benefits, including 
self-employed, gig workers and part-time workers. Similar 
cash handouts were issued in Japan, while other countries 
had targeted cash transfers to vulnerable groups.3

In what follows, we outline what UBI entails and how it 
relates to rehabilitation and RTW.

What is Universal Basic Income?

A common definition of UBI is “an income paid by a politi-
cal community to all its members on an individual basis, 
without means test or work requirement” [2, p. 8]. This 
definition includes two central characteristics of the UBI 
idea: (1) that it needs to be universal, i.e., independent of a 
person’s level of income, employment status, work ability or 
other indicators commonly used to determine eligibility for 
social security benefits, and (2) that it is unconditional, i.e., 
that there are no demands on the person receiving it, such 
as the requirement to participate in employment programs 
or to actively seek employment.

The idea of a UBI has been promoted by people across the 
political spectrum, as a way of replacing dysfunctional wel-
fare bureaucracies with simpler models that replace complex 
state bureaucracies with a more efficient, singular model 
(popular with the political right), or by providing support to 
individuals without qualifying conditions (popular with the 
political left) [3]. There have been several experiments and 
pilots (e.g. in Ontario and Finland [4, 5]), and new ones are 
under way or are being debated in several countries (e.g., in 
the Netherlands and Scotland [6]).

Despite features of UBI that attract those on the right and 
the left of political spectrums, suspicion to UBI remains. 
A key critique has been that a minimum income would 

 *	 Christian Ståhl 
	 christian.stahl@liu.se

	 Ellen MacEachen 
	 ellen.maceachen@uwaterloo.ca

1	 Department of Behavioural Sciences and Learning, 
Division of Education and Sociology, Linköping University, 
Linköping, Sweden

2	 HELIX Competence Centre, Linköping University, 
Linköping, Sweden

3	 School of Public Health and Health Systems,  University 
of Waterloo, Waterloo, Canada

1  https​://www.irs.gov/coron​aviru​s/econo​mic-impac​t-payme​nt-infor​
matio​n-cente​r (retrieved July 3, 2020).
2  https​://www.canad​a.ca/en/servi​ces/benef​its/ei/cerb-appli​catio​n.html 
(retrieved July 3, 2020).

3  https​://www.imf.org/en/Topic​s/imf-and-covid​19/Polic​y-Respo​nses-
to-COVID​-19 (retrieved July 3, 2020).

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3310-0895
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6477-7650
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10926-020-09923-w&domain=pdf
https://www.irs.gov/coronavirus/economic-impact-payment-information-center
https://www.irs.gov/coronavirus/economic-impact-payment-information-center
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/benefits/ei/cerb-application.html
https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19
https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19


4	 Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation (2021) 31:3–6

1 3

decrease people’s incentive to work. However, pilots of UBI 
have shown no or limited decreases in work participation 
[7–9]. Results from an experiment in Manitoba, Canada, in 
the 1970s demonstrated how such effects were negligible—
those who withdrew from work did this in order to engage 
in education or care work, or because they had disabilities 
or uneven employment opportunities. The Manitoba experi-
ment also showed reduced health care use [9]. Results from 
a recent two-year experiment carried out in Finland also 
showed overall positive results. In this experiment, a number 
of people were provided with unemployment benefits with 
no obligation to seek employment and no reduction in their 
benefit if they found work. This experiment showed higher 
life satisfaction, better mental health, and increased trust in 
authorities compared to the control group. As well, there 
were no adverse effects on employment outcomes [5].

Some have argued that a decrease in employment, should it 
occur with UBI, would not necessarily be a negative outcome. 
This is because full employment is an uncertain ideal in a con-
text where automation has caused many jobs to disappear and 
where unemployment rates are generally higher today than in 
previous decades [10]. From this perspective, and in the context 
of the unstable economies caused by COVID-19, UBI does 
not undermine paid labor. Rather, it helps people attain a level 
of autonomy by providing them with financial stability and 
decreases their reliance on having a job in order to have suf-
ficient income to pay for basic needs such as food and housing.

A further benefit of UBI is that it can potentially empower 
a worker to refuse bad or unsafe work. In such instances, 
UBI could facilitate people’s efforts to seek different 
employment or start a new career.

UBI may actually lead to increased labor participation by 
alleviating the many different “policy traps” that limit peo-
ple’s ability to participate in the labor force. These include 
the poverty and unemployment traps of being caught in 
social assistance or unemployment benefits, because receiv-
ing an income from work decreases the benefit award or 
amount. Another is the employment trap, when being caught 
in low-wage jobs in order to survive makes it impossible 
to invest time or income into things such as child care and 
education that might, in the long run, prove beneficial to 
employment [11]. To this, we add a “disability trap”, where 
income support depends on individuals’ ability to prove their 
inability to work due to injury or illness. This takes time 
away from actual rehabilitation and may disincentivize peo-
ple from attempting to overcome their disability.

Ultimately, UBI provides a perspective of human motiva-
tion that stands in contrast to most social security systems, 
which begin with the assumption that people are unwilling 
to work. In contrast, UBI presumes that people in general are 
not content with idleness and would like to work to realize 
their potential, if given the chance. UBI may also improve 

peoples’ health by limiting the number of intrusive contacts 
with authorities and reducing financial insecurity [12].

An Emergency UBI?

A temporary variety of UBI has become a popular sugges-
tion during the COVID-19 pandemic as a way of combat-
ting challenges during a specific time of crisis. In an online 
conversation about emergency UBI during COVID-19 in the 
United States, philosopher Karl Widerquist argues that there 
are four main reasons for such a policy:

1.	 it serves as a cushion for people who are un- or under-
employed during the crisis;

2.	 it also serves as a cushion for people who need to keep 
working—the essential workers—who often have very 
low wages and could benefit from a bonus that recog-
nizes their contribution to society;

3.	 it serves as a stimulus for the economy as a whole and 
limits multiplier effects; and

4.	 it is simpler than other policies, as it involves fewer 
transaction costs and less bureaucracy (such as delays 
due to determining eligibility).4

An emergency UBI is also, according to Widerquist, a 
better experiment to learn from than the previous pilot pro-
jects, which were all limited in scale either by singling out 
specific groups such as the unemployed, or focusing on a 
limited geographic area. An emergency UBI would allow for 
observation of effects on the community level, albeit under 
extraordinary conditions.

Since some of the policy measures taken during the pan-
demic have taken forms which are approaching UBI, we are 
in an unprecedented position to study what such policies 
mean for peoples’ lives, with regard to economic, social, 
health and employment-related effects. It would be interest-
ing to learn the degree to which the basic financial security 
of a guaranteed income impacts individuals’ views on work, 
and how such a policy helps workers to survive while work-
ing in precarious jobs or gig work.

COVID-19 has brought previously less visible problems 
into view—such as inequalities in the labor market with 
regard to income and working conditions, and the fragility 
of the economy which is apparently not equipped to deal 
with extreme external shocks. A flexible labor market, while 
advantageous to employers, poses a problem for workers 
who have to survive through employment in precarious or 
self-employed gig jobs where social security systems are 
not designed for such non-standard employment contracts. 
While UBI provides an option for the widespread unem-
ployment that has occurred with the COVID-19 pandemic, 

4  https​://youtu​.be/wMVhf​SN-Rfs (retrieved June 26, 2020).
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experiences from the crisis also provoke the question of 
whether current social security systems are sufficient for 
security in a flexible economy.

Potential Impacts on Rehabilitation 
and Return‑to‑Work

A permanent UBI policy could have a positive impact on 
rehabilitation and return-to-work (RTW) structures but may 
have different implications depending on how it is imple-
mented. If UBI were to replace all existing support struc-
tures, the level of the UBI could be significantly lower than 
awards provided by workers’ compensation or other income-
based social insurance systems. This would be a setback 
for some populations, such as those with work disability. 
UBI could, however, be implemented as a basic platform 
upon which workers’ compensation or social insurance ben-
efits would be added [13]. Assessments of eligibility would 
remain in these additional systems, including the iatrogenic 
risks related to such administrative procedures [14]. In 
such a scenario, UBI would be able to manage the poverty, 
employment and unemployment traps, but not the disability 
trap. Overall, a positive effect of UBI would be that the risk 
of poverty would diminish.

The main advantage of UBI is that it offers financial sta-
bility to individuals that is never uncertain or questioned. 
This would likely most benefit disadvantaged workers, such 
as people working in precarious jobs or in the gig economy, 
as UBI would reduce the stress of irregular income (e.g. 
zero-hours contracts, varying gig income) or losing one’s 
income. It could also serve as a safety net for those who do 
not qualify for other benefits due to weak employment status, 
without stigmatizing the recipients. Further, in the context of 
COVID-19, UBI would support the temporary workers who 
see their livelihood vanishing with the crumbling economy.

UBI differs from most work disability prevention policies 
in its approach to work, where the current systems generally 
subscribe to an activation paradigm where work is seen as 
normatively desirable [15]. Such activation policies tend to 
use negative approaches, where restricting access to benefits 
is a core approach and where it is not uncommon to entirely 
disregard a person’s educational background in determining 
eligibility or when assessing work ability [16]. UBI takes a dif-
ferent, more positive, approach to peoples’ motivation to work.

Conclusions

UBI is uncharted territory. The best evidence that we have 
of its effects comes from limited pilots and experiments, 
where the generalizability to whole communities is limited. 
For its application to rehabilitation and RTW during the 

COVID-19 era, the effects are largely unexplored, including 
how UBI would affect the dynamics between stakeholders 
involved in RTW processes. These are all areas for which 
occupational rehabilitation research is needed. However, it 
might be argued that introducing UBI, while relying partly 
on evidence, is ultimately an ideological or pragmatic policy 
choice based on beliefs about obligations regarding social 
reciprocity in society, similar to how choices to introduce 
social insurance and workers’ compensation were made over 
a century ago. The COVID-19 pandemic has led to the idea 
of UBI taking root in the imagination of some policy-makers, 
although the effects of a permanent UBI remain to be under-
stood, especially in relation to translating it into practice for 
work disability in comprehensive and cause-based systems.
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