
CHAPTER 8

Basic Income Advocacy in Canada:Multiple
Streams, Experiments and the Road Ahead

Sid Frankel

This chapter discusses three aspects of basic income advocacy in Canada.
First, the multiple streams framework of policymaking (Kingdon 2011)
is used to assess the status of basic income on Canadian policy agendas.
Second, basic income experimentation has been a prominent strategy
for Canadian basic income advocates; but a basic income policy has
never come to fruition in Canada. The second section discusses some
approaches that might increase the probability that basic income experi-
ments result in full-scale implementation of basic income policies. Third,
some possible approaches for basic income advocacy are described and
analyzed.

Multiple Streams Framework

The multiple streams framework is an expansion of traditional stage
theories of policymaking (Thurber 2011, vii–xi) that involves describing
an interactive set of forces that drive the agenda-setting and alternative
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selection stages of the policy process. This framework has been highly
influential (Rawat and Morris 2016, 608–638) and has been described
by John (1998, 173) as closest to “an adequate theory of public pol-
icy.” Kingdon developed the framework to explain policymaking in the
United States; but it has been applied to the policymaking machinery
in many countries, including Canada (Henstra 2010), and international
comparative policymaking research (Béland and Howlett 2016).

Kingdon (2011) describes the agenda-setting stage as resulting in a
list of problems to which government officials and their associates out-
side government are paying serious attention at a particular point in time.
This list is a subset of all conceivable problems or subjects to which offi-
cials could be paying attention, and the agenda-setting stage focuses on
the actors, forces and processes that result in narrowing the list of all
conceivable problems to an agenda. This government agenda is further
narrowed to a decision agenda, the list of subjects that are the focus of
active decision-making.

Alternatives or alternative policy solutions are the set of alternate poli-
cies or policy modifications thought to solve problems on the decision
agenda. A range of conceivable alternatives using various policy levers
is available to intervene in any problem. The alternative selection phase
involves narrowing this range to a set of alternatives to be more seriously
considered, and eventually to an alternative solution which is selected.

In important respects, the multiple streams model is an adaptation
of the garbage can model of organization choice (Cohen et al. 1972).
According to this model, decision-making is not considered to be a com-
prehensive rational process, but rather a garbage can into which partici-
pants who drift in and out of decisions dump largely unrelated problems
and solutions (Zahariadis 2019, 65–92).

Kingdon adopted the garbage can model assumption that decisions
are made under conditions of ambiguity (Herweg and Zahariadis 2017).
This ambiguity flows from three factors: problematic preferences, fluid
participation involving many actors and unclear technology for problem
solution (Smith 2018). Various actors’ preferences are often problematic
because they are unclear, ambivalent, fluid and sometimes even contradic-
tory. Preferences may shift as circumstances change. Fluid participation
relates to changes in both the decision-making body and variations in the
levels of interest and involvement of various decision makers and decision
support actors. Unclear technology relates to the processes whereby the
government department or agency converts resource inputs into policy
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and program outputs. Decision makers may be unaware of or organi-
zational norms may not clearly specify which officials are responsible to
process various decisions and to enact the various activities of the imple-
mentation process.

Against this background, Kingdon organizes the processes that drive
agenda setting and alternative selection into three independent and inter-
dependent streams that interact to produce windows of opportunity
(Béland and Howlett 2016). The problem stream is filled with conditions
that are constructed as problematic and appropriate for state interven-
tion by the public and policymakers. Problems come to attention through
interpretation of indicators of various outcomes collected by governments
or non-government policy organizations, focusing events and feedback
related to program operations and outputs. Indicators may be the result
of regular monitoring or special studies, and if a change (or sometimes,
persistence) in indicators is constructed as problematic according to belief
and value criteria, the referent condition may be constructed as a public
policy problem.

Focusing events, such as crises and disasters, can sometimes bring
attention to conditions that lead to their interpretation as public pol-
icy problems. This is especially likely when attention is reinforced by the
media and policy advocates. Formal and informal feedback from existing
programs can lead to the discovery of conditions that are constructed as
problems requiring policy attention.

The policy stream is composed of a primeval soup of competing alter-
native solutions and proposals emergent from policy communities com-
posed of government officials, political staff, academics and researchers
from think tanks and civil society organizations who specialize in a partic-
ular problem area. In this competitive process, advocates for various pro-
posals attempt to soften up policy communities and the public to establish
a favorable environment for the proposal they favor. In establishing the
policy short list, and eventually the selected alternative, criteria of tech-
nical and political feasibility, congruence with the values of policymakers
and cost are generally invoked.

The political stream is composed of factors, which influence the body
politic. Key factors include national mood, pressure group campaigns and
turnover of legislative or administrative personnel.

When the three streams are coupled or joined at a particular point in
time, an opportunity for policy change occurs. Kingdon (2011) refers to
this as a policy window and defines it as a fleeting moment for advocates
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to push attention to a problem and/or adoption of a proposal. The open-
ing of windows can be catalyzed by compelling events advancing a con-
dition in the problem stream or political or senior administrative change
in the political stream.

Beyond these processes, policy entrepreneurs are key individual or
organizational actors who invest their resources (time, energy, reputations
and sometimes money) in achieving a particular policy outcome. They
play a key role in opening policy windows by linking or coupling pol-
icy problems with policy solutions in the context of political opportunity
(Béland and Howlett 2016). Policy entrepreneurs are more than policy
advocates. They are power brokers and practitioners of political manipu-
lation (Zahariadis 2019). Entrepreneurs’ success is dependent upon the
level of their access to decision makers, the resources that they are able
and willing to expend and their skill in using manipulative strategies
(Smith 2018).

Multiple Streams and Basic
Income Policy Advocacy in Canada

The multiple streams framework will now be applied to the Canadian
context. In Canada, a basic income might be implemented by the federal
government or by any of the ten provincial or three territorial govern-
ments, or, ideally, through some cooperative arrangement between the
federal and provincial and territorial governments. Since a universal basic
income has never been implemented, anywhere in Canada it is clear that
either a policy window has never opened or that policy advocates and
policy entrepreneurs have been unable to take advantage of the opening.

The Problem Stream

Beginning with the problem stream, it seems clear that basic income can-
not be classified as a policy problem in need of management, but as one of
a number of alternative solutions. From the multiple streams perspective,
basic income must be successfully linked or coupled with a problematic
condition that is on the decision agenda of policymakers. Without this
coupling, and the presence of favorable conditions in the political stream,
a policy window cannot be opened.
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But, to which policy problem or problems can basic income be linked
as a solution? Basic income has been identified as at least a partial solu-
tion for a large range of problems, including the increased presence
of precarious work in the Canadian labor market (Lewchuk 2018, 33–
44), increasing unemployment and underemployment due to technolog-
ical change (Kaplan 2015), enhancing ecological sustainability (Marston
2016), poverty reduction, decreasing economic inequality, labor market
flexibility, low wage subsidization, welfare state downsizing or abolition,
improvement in the position of women, persons with disabilities and eth-
nocultural minorities, furtherance of social justice, citizenship enhance-
ment and democratic development (Pateman and Murray 2012; Frankel
and Mulvale 2014).

In one sense, it might seem advantageous in terms of policy adoption
that basic income can be linked as a solution to so many problems. After
all, this might mean that basic income would yield a broad range of ben-
efits. Nevertheless, this characteristic may be problematic in terms of the
process of agenda setting for several reasons. First, many of the problem
constructions described above flow from divergent and sometimes con-
tradictory frames of reference. Second, this range of problems means that
political and bureaucratic decision makers from a large group of govern-
ment departments and agencies would have to be involved in agenda set-
ting and alternative selection. This might be unmanageable. Third, policy
communities involving specialists from a diverse range of areas would be
difficult to organize into a coherent coalition or network.

However, in Canada, the primary problem to which basic income has
been linked is poverty reduction, with reductions in inequality, manage-
ment of a labor market with many precarious jobs and enhancement of
environmental sustainability often cited as secondary problems that can
be ameliorated through basic income (Mulvale and Frankel 2016).

In addition, feedback related to the limitations of last resort, highly
conditional social assistance programs is often described as a policy prob-
lem that implementation of a basic income scheme could solve, largely
through replacing or decreasing the need for these highly residual and
selective income transfers (Forget 2018; Frankel and Mulvale 2014). Lim-
itations of social assistance identified include inadequate benefits (Twed-
dle and Aldridge 2019), narrow eligibility criteria based on reason for
need rather than fact of need, high levels of conditionality related to
employment seeking and expenditure, high tax back rates on earned
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income, and stigmatization (Calnitsky 2016), which impairs social inte-
gration. This generates the need for an expensive bureaucracy to deter-
mine eligibility and monitor for compliance with conditions (Forget
2018).

The Policy Stream

The policy stream has been described as a chaotic primeval soup of com-
peting solutions. In this highly competitive environment, advocacy for
basic income in Canada has been compromised by three factors. First,
there is fundamental disagreement about the set of characteristics that are
necessary to define a policy scheme as a basic income (Smith-Carrier and
Green 2017). For example, some dismiss negative income tax schemes as
violating the universality criterion of Van Parijs’ (2004, 7) original defini-
tion of basic income as an “income paid by a political community to all
its members on an individual basis, without means test or work require-
ment.” Others see a negative income tax as a form of basic income. Forget
(2018) sees the only defining criterion for a basic income as uncondition-
ally, or the absence of a requirement for labor market activity.

A second compromising factor is that not only must basic income com-
pete against other proposed policy alternatives, but also any one basic
income proposal must compete with many others. As Forget (2018)
notes, these proposals vary considerably regarding the guarantee levels
provided, the tax back rate and what, if any, other welfare state programs
are replaced.

A third compromising factor is that some specialists (Kesselman 2014;
Green et al. 2017) have labeled basic income as having an inherently pro-
hibitive cost. As noted above, cost is one of the key criteria for selection
of a particular alternative from the set of available solutions.

An additional consideration is that policy advocates have used the strat-
egy of pointing to existing grants and income-tested benefits as forms of
basic income (Mulvale and Frankel 2019). For example, a recent report
from the Canadian Centre for Economic Analysis (2019) refers to the
Canada Child Benefit (an income-tested child income transfer) as a basic
income guarantee for Canadian families with children. The logic of the
strategy involves attaching the basic income concept to policies that have
broad support and benefit many Canadians. The problem is that this
approach may siphon public and policymaker support away from a basic
income because advocates are telling them that we already have one.
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The Political Stream

Limited polling data (Ipsos 2017) show that Canadians are ambivalent
about basic income, or at least they were in 2017. Based on a national
sample of 1,000, 44% favored and 31% opposed the proposal that “the
government should pay all residents in Canada a basic income in the form
of free and unconditional money in addition to any income received from
elsewhere.” Although 61% thought that basic income would help alleviate
poverty and free up family time and 50% believed that basic income would
help people become more involved in their communities, 60% thought
that basic income would make people reliant on the state and avoid job-
seeking. In addition, 52% of respondents thought that financing a basic
income would increase taxation to unaffordable levels. A more recent
web-based survey (Reinhart, 2019) of 3,049 respondents conducted in
May and June 2019 asked a question based on a narrower conception of
the purpose of basic income. This question was “Do you support or not
support a universal basic income as a way to help people in Canada who
lose their jobs because of advances in artificial intelligence?” Seventy-five
percent indicated support, with support stronger among women (77%)
than among men (72%). Support was also negatively associated with age
and educational attainment. However, only 49% of respondents would be
willing to pay higher taxes to fund such a basic income program. Given
the differences in questions between the two surveys, it is difficult to
determine if support among Canadians for basic income grew substan-
tially over the two-year interval between them. It is, however, a significant
concern about high taxation makes it clear that Canadian governments do
not seem to be facing strong public pressure to implement a basic income.

Two civil society organizations are engaged in conducting public pres-
sure campaigns in support of basic income in Canada. The longest stand-
ing is the Basic Income Canada Network (Mulvale and Frankel 2016),
founded in 2008. It is connected to a network of provincial, territorial and
local organizations throughout the country. A strong activist volunteer
board of directors that includes academics, entrepreneurs, experienced
policy analysts and activists heads the organization. However, its public
advocacy capacity is limited by lack of financial resources. In 2018–2019,
its revenues were somewhat less than $84,000 (Basic Income Canada Net-
work 2019b). Newer on the scene is UBI Works, recently founded by a
group of Canadian entrepreneurs, with the mission of providing evidence
to the public to encourage it to recognize basic income as an economic
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need and economic opportunity, with the goal of seeing a universal basic
income implemented in Canada (UBI Works, n.d.).

The major change in the political stream that might have created a
favorable environment for the introduction of a basic income was the
replacement of the federal Conservative government with a Liberal gov-
ernment (under Prime Minister Justin Trudeau) in 2015. The Liberal
Party membership had passed several motions in support of basic income
(Liberal Party of Canada 2014, 2016, 2018). The party’s election plat-
form included a promise to establish a poverty reduction strategy, which
came to fruition in August 2018 (Canada 2018). The development of
this strategy occurred under the direction of Jean-Yves Duclos, an aca-
demic economist appointed as Minister of Families, Children and Social
Development. He had extensively studied the economics of basic income,
sometimes viewing it more favorably (Duclos 2007) than others (Clavet
et al. 2012).

In December 2018, Duclos gave an interview to the National Post
(Press 2018), a prominent Canadian daily newspaper, in which he argued
that the Canada Child Benefit and other measures already constituted a
basic income for Canadian families with children. He went on to say:

Whether this is going to be enhanced eventually to a broader guaranteed
minimum income for all Canadians, including those without children that
are not currently covered by a guaranteed minimum income at the federal
level, I believe the answer is yes. At some point, there will be a universal
guaranteed minimum income in Canada for all Canadians.

Presciently, he added “One day we will get there too, but that day
has not yet arrived.” Further discussion of basic income did not occur in
the 2019 federal election, and the re-elected Liberal government has not
initiated it.

In the political stream, Canadian policymakers are faced with an
ambivalent public and civil society organization with limited capacity,
although this may be expanding.

Policy Window

The most likely time when a policy window might have opened for a
national basic income in Canada was from 2015 to 2019, the period
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in which Opportunity for All: Canada’s First Poverty Reduction Strat-
egy (Canada 2018) was developed. During this period, poverty was suffi-
ciently prominent in the problem stream and there was at least some party
and cabinet support in the political stream. As described above, various
basic income proposals were available in the policy stream. One example
was a 2016 proposal developed by Robin Boadway, a prominent Queens
University public sector economist, and colleagues (Boadway et al. 2016).

However, the opening of this window may have been prevented by
the political strategy of the Trudeau Liberal government in relation to
controlling expectations and expenditures, while demonstrating success in
the reduction of poverty. Thus, the strategy established an official poverty
measure, set targets and timelines, committed to poverty reduction legis-
lation and established an advisory committee. It did not, however, include
any policies, programs or expenditure commitments to reach the targets
(Robson 2018). Therefore, there was no opportunity for a policy window
to open because the poverty reduction strategy avoided a policy agenda.
The emergence of the Coronavirus pandemic, and specifically the need
for stimulus to support aggregate demand and income replacement for
households which have lost employment and self-employment earnings,
may have opened another policy window for basic income as a broader
consensus than usual has emerged in support of it as a solution to the
economic effects of the pandemic (Toronto Star 2020). In this context,
policy entrepreneurs and members of policy communities have advocated
for basic income in the media (Frankel 2020; Forget and Segal 2020), but
sometimes only as a temporary measure during the pandemic and recov-
ery (Boessenkool 2020). Fifty Canadian senators, almost half of the cham-
ber, have written to the prime minister calling for a basic income (Eggle-
ton and Segal 2020), but the prime minister has rejected basic income
in favor of targetted policies which help those who need it most (Wright
2020). In addition, he disputes the views that basic income is less complex
than targetted approaches, and that it can deliver benefits more quickly.
However, pressure continues to mount to implement a basic income.

Policy Entrepreneurs

As described above, policy entrepreneurs are power brokers and political
manipulators who must have access to policymakers, be able to martial
resources and to implement political strategies skillfully in order to be suc-
cessful. One long-standing Canadian policy entrepreneur for basic income
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is Hugh Segal (2019). He likely possesses sufficient political skill, given
his employment as chief of staff to a former prime minister and associate
cabinet secretary in the Ontario government, as well as his appointment
as a senator. Given his prominence, and the fact that he was appointed to
the Senate by Liberal Prime Minister Paul Martin and was appointed by
Ontario Liberal premier Kathleen Wynne to prepare a discussion paper on
Ontario’s basic income pilot (Segal 2016), Segal likely has access to Lib-
eral policymakers. He also has expended extensive reputational resources
and displayed persistent energy in advocating for basic income. Beyond
this, he has extensive connections to academic specialists because he has
held positions with several Canadian universities.

Other policy entrepreneurs may be arising through the involvement of
corporate leaders and entrepreneurs, especially from the high technology
sector, involved on the board of Basic Income Canada Network and in
the leadership and advisory committees of UBI Works. They see the dis-
employment effects of automation firsthand, construct basic income as
a necessary solution and have access to and have committed significant
resources to basic income advocacy. They also likely possess some level of
political skill, given their roles as chief executive officers of corporations
in relating to governments.

Lessons from the Multiple Stream Analysis

Although basic income has not yet reached the policy agenda, this anal-
ysis based on the multiple streams framework suggests several lessons to
further basic income political advocacy in Canada, and by extension, else-
where. The first is that advocates must remain highly vigilant for the
opportunities presented by the opening of a policy window. According
to the framework, a window may open unexpectedly due to changes in
the political stream or a problem available for coupling entering the deci-
sion agenda. Once open advocates must respond quickly because the win-
dow may close because of changes in political circumstances or alterna-
tives other than basic income being successfully coupled with the available
problem. This implies that basic income policy communities and networks
must be well organized and sufficiently resourced to take swift action.

Second, policy advocates must make difficult strategic choices in terms
of how many and with which problematic conditions to couple basic
income, especially in the period before policy windows are open. There
are four main considerations, and they may imply contradictory actions.
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One is that basic income must be linked to problems for which the logic
of basic income as a solution can be easily articulated and demonstrated.
Ideally, some empirical and/or logical evidence for a causal connection
should be available. Second, in terms of increasing public support, it may
be useful to link basic income to as many problems as possible so that
many segments of the public have a stake in placing basic income on the
government agenda. Third, in order to facilitate the organization of well-
integrated policy communities and networks of specialists, it may be best
to couple basic income with fewer problems and to select those prob-
lems that are relevant to the same or closely related academic specialties.
Finally, in terms of targeting decision makers for advocacy, it may be use-
ful to select fewer problems for coupling and to choose those managed by
the same government department or agency. This will avoid both rivalry
between units and lack of clarity about which unit is responsible. Advo-
cates must balance these considerations based on which seems most cru-
cial at a particular point in time.

A third lesson from the multiple streams analysis is that advocates and
policy communities and networks must develop as much consensus as pos-
sible about the definition of basic income and, ideally, about a particular
basic income proposal to put forward. This may be difficult to achieve;
but it will likely enhance the position of basic income in the policy stream.

A final lesson is that basic income advocates should carefully develop
cost estimates to attach to their proposals to counteract the contention
that basic income is unaffordable by its very nature. This is especially nec-
essary because opposing specialists often present unrealistically high esti-
mates (Pereira 2017). The estimates prepared by basic income advocates
should derive net costs after subtracting savings in other income support
programs because of implementation of a basic income and decreases in
health care, social service and criminal justice costs related to reductions
in poverty (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine
2019). In order to meet the feasibility criterion, sources of financing
should be identified. Beyond this, costs should be linked to outcomes
in order to frame the financial commitment as an investment rather than
a cost.

Basic Income Experimentation

Basic income proposals can take at least four forms in terms of their
implementation, including full implementation (Caputo 2014), pilot
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studies to test the performance of administrative and delivery systems
(Fraser and Galinsky 2010), incremental changes of existing programs
to evolve toward a basic income (Offe 2001), and experiments and quasi-
experiments to establish the effects of basic income interventions (Shadish
et al. 2002). Each of these forms makes demands of different levels of
gravity upon decision makers. Full implementation makes the most seri-
ous demands as decision makers are being asked to commit to the full
costs of planning, implementing and operating the program, as well as
exposing themselves to the political risks of implementation failures. Pilot
studies ameliorate implementation failure risks and delay full operational
costs, but imply eventual full implementation. An incremental approach
decreases visibility, risk and cost in any particular year. Furthermore, it
does not imply commitment to any particular eventual outcome, as small
changes are often reversible. Experiments and quasi-experiments may be
costly, but not as costly as full implementation. They also allow policy-
makers to avoid decisions until experimental evidence is available.

Advocates must take account of these gradations in decision gravity
in formulating their proposals. They must calibrate the level of demand
being made with the readiness of policymakers to commit to particular
levels of cost and risk. One approach used several times in Canada has
been that of advocates supporting experimentation as a means to demon-
strate the cost and benefits of a basic income scheme in a manner that
might attract public support and enhance political feasibility for policy-
makers. This also provides opportunities for policy learning (McLaughlin
1987).

History of Basic Income Experimentation in Canada

The first example is the Mincome experiment, which took place in the
province of Manitoba between 1974 and 1979 based on an agreement
between the federal government and the government of Manitoba
(Mulvale and Frankel 2016). The focus of the experiment was to assess
the labor supply effect of a basic income using a controlled randomized
experimental design involving 1300 families from Winnipeg and rural
Manitoba (Simpson et al. 2017). The design of the experiment involved
random assignment to eight conditions based on three variations in guar-
antee level and three variations in tax rate or a control group. A tenth
variation involving the highest guarantee level and lowest tax rate was
deemed too expensive to implement. In addition, a saturation site was
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developed in the Town of Dauphin and the surrounding rural area, where
enrollment in a single scheme was available to all who were eligible based
on an income test. It was meant to study the effects of basic income in
a context similar to full implementation, including community-wide and
labor market effects. These data have also been used by Forget (2011),
in a quasi-experimental design to assess the health and educational effects
of a basic income.

By 1979, the project was prematurely cancelled. This was based on
concerns about cost (Simpson et al. 2017) and changing political pri-
orities due to changes in Canada’s economic situation (Forget 2011).
Another factor was the changes in decision makers at both the fed-
eral and provincial governments. In Manitoba, a Conservative govern-
ment replaced the social democratic New Democratic government and in
Ottawa a Conservative government replaced the Liberal government.

It took some time for findings to become available because of the
abrupt and unplanned end of the experiment. However, when they did
arrive they were quite positive. For example, Hum and Simpson (1993)
used the Winnipeg sample to estimate labor supply effects and found only
moderate decreases of 1% for men, 3% for wives and 5% for unmarried
women. Using the Dauphin saturation site, Forget (2011) used a com-
bination of hard matching and propensity score matching to develop a
comparison group composed of three individuals for every Dauphin sub-
ject. Her statistically controlled analysis demonstrated an 8.5% decrease
in hospitalization rates, and especially those related to accidents, injuries,
and mental health diagnoses during the Mincome period. She also found
a decrease in physician claims related to mental health diagnoses. In addi-
tion, Forget used aggregate education data to study the likelihood of the
movement of tenth grade students to grade eleven and of eleventh grade
students to grade twelve. She compared Dauphin with other rural juris-
dictions and with urban jurisdictions. During the experiment, Dauphin
students had been the most likely to continue, when before the experi-
ment they were less likely to continue than their urban counterparts were
and about as likely as their rural counterparts were. The effect attenuated
shortly after the experiment.

At the beginning of the Mincome experiment, it was generally accepted
that it would be the prototype for a universal basic income scheme
like Canada’s universal healthcare program (Forget 2011). But, despite
arguably positive results, this has not occurred. Offe’s (2001) contention
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that no basic income experiment has ever resulted in full-scale implemen-
tation of a basic income continues to be valid.

The second example in the Canadian context is the announcement
of a basic income pilot by the Liberal government in Ontario in 2017
(Ontario 2017). The pilot included 4,000 low-income participants in
three sites and guaranteed provision of unconditional benefits well above
social assistance or disability payments for three years. The tax rate on
earned income was 50%. The pilot was to assess a broad range of out-
comes, including mental and physical health status, housing conditions
and educational enrollment, as well as labor market participation (Segal
2016).

The Liberal government was defeated in 2018 and replaced by a Con-
servative government. Within two months of its election, it cancelled
the pilot despite promising not to do so in the election campaign, to
the accompaniment of strong condemnation from policy advocates (Mul-
vale and Frankel 2019). The new government claimed that the program
“didn’t work,” although the authorities did not fund a follow-up sur-
vey to prove otherwise (Lindeman 2019). Basic Income Canada Network
(2019a) published a survey of 424 pilot program recipients in February
2019, finding improved health, well-being, food security, social connec-
tion, education and employment among recipients. These findings are
confirmed in an interview-based research study (Hamilton and Mulvale
2019) and in a survey and interview study of participants in one of the
pilot sites (Ferdosi et al. 2020).

The cancellation of the pilot was attacked by the trial recipients,
Ontario Coalition Against Poverty, Hamilton Roundtable for Poverty
Reduction and other anti-poverty advocates, who fear deeper cuts in social
policy provision in other areas (CBC News 2018). 120 Canadian CEOs
and business owners have signed their support for continuing the pilot.1

Former Liberal premier, Kathleen Wynne, also attacked the Conservative
government for abandoning the pilot, but also regretted not having intro-
duced the pilot earlier in her term (CBC News 2019).

There was resistance to the pilot cancellation. Four pilot beneficiaries
brought a lawsuit to the Ontario Superior Court to demand an upholding
of the pilot program, but in February 2019 the court ruled against the

1CEOs for Basic Income. https://ceosforbasicincome.ca/.

https://ceosforbasicincome.ca/
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plaintiffs, arguing that political decisions could only be taken by the gov-
ernment. An NDP demand to have the Liberal-led federal government
continue to fund the pilot was rebuffed by the federal government (Lin-
deman 2019). A similar petition for federal funding had been launched
on the Green Party website.2 One of the recipients, Jessie Golem, a pho-
tographer, started a photo project capturing other pilot recipients holding
signs telling viewers how the basic income has helped them.3

Lessons Learned from Canadian Basic Income Experiments

The relevant questions for Canadian basic income advocates are whether
basic income experiments and quasi-experiments are a viable strategy (and
in what circumstances) for placing basic income on the decision agenda
and how the design and conduct of experiments can be modified to
increase the likelihood that a basic income might become the adopted
alternative once an experiment is completed. The following lessons might
help policy advocates to answer these questions.

A first lesson relates to the risk that cancellation may occur as gov-
ernments change or new conditions become prominent in the problem
stream. This may be a hard risk to prevent completely, because an exper-
iment is much easier to cancel than an established program. However,
some actions might be taken to mitigate this risk, at least partially (Mul-
vale and Frankel 2019). One is to attempt to remove the experiment
as much as possible from a narrow partisan framing. This could involve
advocates in consulting with all political parties when designing exper-
iments to propose in order to try to incorporate features and research
questions of interest to each party. The hope is to insulate the proposal
against political change by building a stake in it for each party. Another
ameliorative action could involve softening the environment for introduc-
tion of a basic income experiment early in a government’s mandate so that
it is completed or almost completed before the next election. Beyond this,
developing broad support from civil society organizations and the public
might make it difficult, but not impossible, to cancel experiments.

A second lesson relates to the threats to construct validity in time-
limited basic income experiments. Mendelson (2019) points out that

2Green Party of Canada. https://www.greenparty.ca/en/save-basic-income-pilot.
3 Jessie Golem Website. https://www.jessiegolem.com/humans-of-basic-income/.

https://www.greenparty.ca/en/save-basic-income-pilot
https://www.jessiegolem.com/humans-of-basic-income/
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these are inherent in basic income experiments in which participants may
be responding to the short-term nature of the program differently than
they would to a permanent program, and Simpson et al. (2017) point
out that the direction of the differences may be unpredictable. In addi-
tion, participants may be responding to the experimental measurement
arrangements, to frequent monitoring or to the contrast between their
experience and that of non-participants in their neighborhoods or net-
works, rather than to the basic income intervention. Some of these effects
might be reduced through using administrative data supplemented by sur-
vey or interview data (Simpson et al. 2017). Including various lengths of
the guarantee period in experiments may help to estimate the effects of
the short-term nature of experiments. However, the threats to construct
validity can never be eliminated completely.

Since policy advocates are interested in the use of the experimental
findings as a persuasive tool, it is important for them to determine how
bureaucratic and political decision makers understand and appraise these
threats to construct validity. Do they understand the nature and effect
of these threats? Do they feel that experimental findings are still useful
despite these threats? The answers to these questions will help determine
whether experiments are a useful strategy for moving basic income onto
the agenda.

A third and similar lesson involves threats to external validity related
to selection bias, when selected participants with particular characteristics
cannot be recruited into the experiment and non-random attrition bias,
when those with particular characteristics are over-represented in partici-
pants who leave the experiment (Mendelson 2019; Simpson et al. 2017).
These threats render the experimental sample as unrepresentative of the
relevant population that would be served by a basic income. Attrition bias
can be partially reduced by using administrative data to follow participants
who leave, but many threats to external validity will remain. Again, it is
important that advocates assess how decision makers understand and eval-
uate these threats.

A fourth lesson involves the benefit of including a saturation site, like
the one in Dauphin, so that local community-level and local economy-
level effects can be studied (Mendelson 2019). For example, it would be
useful for advocates to know if basic income enhances norms of social
solidarity and trust as some suggest (Standing 2008). This may decrease
community violence and increase social support, which might constitute
good evidence for advocacy. However, saturation sites can also produce
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findings that are difficult for basic income advocates to manage, and they
must arm themselves with strategies to deal with this. For example, Cal-
nitsky and Latner (2017) found, in a comparative analysis of Dauphin
saturation participants and a rural dispersed sample, that Dauphin par-
ticipants experienced a 3.2% decline in labor market participation due to
a community context effect that was beyond what dispersed participants
experienced.

A fifth lesson is that advocates should concern themselves with insur-
ing that political decision makers receive some political payoff as early as
possible in the conduct of the experiment. This might be accomplished
through early release of preliminary findings, which was not done in the
case of Mincome. This may have contributed to limitations in political
commitment (Simpson et al. 2017). It may also have limited the opportu-
nity to develop public support for the experiment. Release of preliminary
findings must be accompanied by a carefully constructed communication
plan, especially in relation to findings that might be construed as negative
(Widerquist 2005). Also, care must be taken to monitor any reactivity in
program participants based on the release of preliminary findings.

Possible Approaches for Future Advocacy

In addition to the lessons from the multiple streams framework analysis
and basic income experiments, several other advocacy approaches might
be considered.

One approach would involve basic income advocates presenting analy-
ses critical of one of the leading alternative policies, social assistance (Segal
2012). Emphasis might be placed on high administrative costs related to
selective eligibility assessment, monitoring for compliance with conditions
and enforcement (Forget 2018). In addition, the stigmatizing effects of
last resort social assistance might be highlighted (Calnitsky 2016), along
with the negative health effects produced by stigma (Link and Phelan
2006; Reuter et al. 2009). In turn, these effects can significantly increase
healthcare costs (Sharac et al. 2010). Usefully, in an analysis based on 407
community experience surveys completed by Dauphin saturation site basic
income recipients, Calnitsky (2016) found that recipients did not report
subjective feelings of stigma and their levels of community involvement
indicated that they did not occupy stigmatized social roles.

Another approach relates to the cost of a proposed basic income. This
is significantly dependent on the guarantee level. As described above, this
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is one of the key issues raised by opponents of basic income. Forget’s
(2011) research demonstrates that a benefit well below the poverty line
can produce positive health and educational effects. This may support a
foot in the door advocacy approach in which a basic income with a low
guarantee is first implemented, and then, attention is turned to increasing
the guarantee level (Mulvale and Frankel 2019).

In detail, in Dauphin, the maximum guarantee was only 60% of the
Low Income Cut-Offs, a semi-relative poverty measure often used to
calculate poverty statistics in Canada (Forget 2011). Statistics Canada
(2015) describes the Low Income Cut-Offs as “income thresholds below
which a family will likely devote a larger share of its income on the necessi-
ties of food, shelter and clothing than the average family.” This maximum
benefit amounted to $3,800 (1974 dollars) for a family of two adults and
two children under 15 (Simpson et al. 2017). This was approximately
38% of median family income (Calnitsky 2016).

Conclusion

This chapter began by using the Multiple Streams Approach to ana-
lyze basic income advocacy in Canada and to make recommendations to
enhance its effectiveness. Then, basic income experiments were examined
as a basic income advocacy strategy. Finally, approaches were suggested
related to the cost of basic income and displaying its superiority to social
assistance.

Basic income has entered the primeval soup of the policy stream, but
has not yet been successfully linked with a policy problem prominent
enough in the problem stream to be on the decision agenda. Basic
income advocates must make careful strategic choices about linking to
a range of problems which have good potential to enter the decision
agenda, and affect a large enough portion of the public. They must find
the balance between a range of linkable problems large enough to attract
sufficient public support, but small enough to allow the construction of
coherent policy networks and communities. The problems must also be
in the jurisdiction of a limited and complementary set of government
decision makers.

One potential approach is to construct social assistance as a problem
(rather than a policy solution) and to link it to basic income as a better
alternative. Beyond this, the basic income policy community can increase
the likelihood of emerging from the policy soup by developing a broadly
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consensual definition of basic income and, ideally, by developing a specific
proposal with broad support. There is evidence that a less costly proposal
can produce useful outcomes and act as a foot in the door.

Experimentation should only be considered if there is broad cross-party
support and an inclination among decision makers to consider experimen-
tal evidence valuable despite limitations in construct and external valid-
ity. In addition, the experimental plan must include releasing findings to
engender political payoffs as early as possible in the experimental process.

There are some hopeful signs, including the emergence of two strong
civil society organizations, Basic Income Canada Network and UBI
Works, both significantly focused on generating public support. UBI
Works is connected to entrepreneurial resources, and an important tac-
tic is to grow the resource base of the Basic Income Canada Network.
Another hopeful sign is the emergence of new policy entrepreneurs.
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