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Women prepare food for sale in front of a shop in Kenya. Photo: FOTOGRIN | Shutterstock.com

Help them focus on
what matters most.

Covid-19 pushed an additional 100 million people

(https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/updated-estimates-impact-covid-19-global- At St. Jude, families never receive a
bill for treatment, travel, housing or

food — because all a family should
worry about is helping their child live.

Bank. The pandemic has not only caused a global health crisis, but also has led to major
economic disruptions. The disease has claimed millions of lives globally, including

and illness because of exposure due to inability to isolate as people need to work to
sustain their household.

Governments and civil society, realizing the effect the pandemic and recession are
having on people, have responded with a large increase in the number and reach of
social protection programmes

covid-19-a-real-time-review-of-country-measures-december-11-2020), including cash
transfers, in-kind grants, subsidies and school feeding programmes. As climate change

becomes an increasingly scary reality, it is important to explore to what extent and how
we plan for large shocks. Do the effects of pre-existing social assistance programmes

persist during a health and economic shock? What about a universal basic income - , St. Jude Childre
St. Jude patient Brent Research Hospit

could that be a solution to unanticipated shocks?
== English

GET IN TOUCH
What is a universal basic income (UBI)?

A universal basic income (https://www.givedirectly.org/basic- ~

income/#:~:text=Definition%200f%20Universal%20Basic%20Income,to%20the%20cost%200f%ARRAS fleas@africanarguments.org
(mailto:debateideas@africanarguments.

(UBI) is a specific form of social protection: an unconditional cash transfer large enough
to meet the basic needs of individuals and delivered to everyone within a community.
The idea of a UBI has been around for decades and of late has been gaining traction
globally, with pilots launched in several countries including India FOLLOW IAl ON TWITTER
(https://web.archive.org/web/20180910212532/http:/www.guystanding.com/files/documents/Basic_Income_Pilots_in_India_note_for_in:

improved-wellbeing-study-finds-coronavirus), and the US Y 81664 FOLLOWERS
(https://www.economist.com/united-states/2020/08/08/universal-basic-income-gains-

momentum-in-america) among others (https://www.vox.com/future-
perfect/2020/2/19/21112570/universal-basic-income-ubi-map). A poll

found that 64 percent of those surveyed were in favour of a UBI and this increased to 68
percent if respondents consider the current pandemic in their response.
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The narratives for a UBI are slightly different depending on the context. High income
countries see a UBI as a means to deal with the disruption caused by automation and
allow for more leisure. On the other hand, in lower income countries a UBI is seen as a
way to effectively reach all those in need of support and reduce poverty.

WQDPS!

In the developing world, there are many arguments (https://www.dukeupress.edu/give-
a-man-a-fish) for and against a UBI. For one, UBI does not rely on targeting (i.e. © s © 2
identifying specific individuals within a community to receive the transfer) which in A& SWEET
practice can be difficult due to lack of accurate, holistic, and/or frequently updated data. WINTRY MIX!
The lack of suitable data could result in exclusion of a large number of deserving e oy e ot
beneficiaries (https://africanarguments.org/2020/05/covid-19-underscores-the-need-to- FOR EVERYONE ON YOUR LIST
overhaul-social-policies-across-africa/), particularly in lower income countries. Further,

EReeey

targeting creates potential for cronyism by those in power at the cost of those who
might be more deserving.

Another argument put forth by advocates of a UBI is that it provides a form of insurance
against unpredictable risks with unknown effects (such as an unanticipated global
pandemic or natural disaster). As the pandemic, and likely other large natural shocks,
affect people across income groups and location, in addition to the broader economy,
one could argue that non-targeted transfers may be more appropriate and could also
kickstart the economy through increased investment, spending, and demand for
products.

Further, universal schemes include a larger group of citizens than targeted schemes,

We s eritestrBIRIaYD oI SFe N A I RS aBYL11IRRE VIR WARSED S8 ter@ERrip aHruSe of cookies. ek VMO:QC .
q=https://presEFAREBHE BRIASSRRRS Atk R VEAB 78064196008 saekier GiigyfAmmm aboutcookdes.org/). | Understand 1710 T

Also since a larger group - including those with more bargaining power than the poorest

- isinvested in the outcomes of a UBI, it could be held more accountable
(https://www.google.com/url?

International African Institute

g=https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691160795/an-uncertain-

However, on the other hand, it is unclear if the positive effects of social protection AFRICA

transfers found during “normal times
(https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-social-policy/article/abs/impact-of-
cash-transfers-a-review-of-the-evidence-from-low-and-middleincome-
countries/F8273371A30A504CBDCAFA32BF6F2EAD)” will hold during the pandemic.
Concerns around supply chain disruptions leading to lack of access to food and other

(https://www.internationalafricaninstitute.org/

necessities may limit the effectiveness of cash grants. Hence, any social protection @
measure including a UBI might be ineffective in the absence of other support such as
food rations. Further, universal schemes will likely be costlier due to the increased Zed Books

number of people being covered. This is particularly true in cases where universalization
is not coupled with self-targeting mechanisms and a reduction in expenditure on other

(https://www.zedbooks.net/)

social programmes. However, universalization could also reduce administration costs as
targeting is not required. Finally, universalization could shift away the focus from the
poorest and their needs.
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THETRIAL OF

Evaluating UBI in Kenya Lt MBS |

172}

Faye (https://www.givedirectly.org/team/michael-faye/), Alan Krueger (https://www.zedbooks.net/shop/series/africal

ts/
(https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=5fY6_jMAAAA]&hl=en), Paul Niehaus arguments/)

Poverty Action (https://www.poverty-
action.org/country/kenya#:~:text=IPA%20Kenya%20is%20our%20longest,strong%2C%20local%
(IPA) and GiveDirectly (https://www.givedirectly.org/ubi-study/), launched a randomized

evaluation in Kenya (https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluation/effects-universal-
basic-income-during-covid-19-pandemic-kenya) to test the effects of a digitally p E A( E

transferred UBI in two of Kenya’s low-income counties. The research took place in Siaya

and Bomet Counties in Kenya, which have populations of 940,000 and 860,000 FOUNDATION
respectively. Approximately 630,000 people
(https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluation/effects-universal-basic-income-during- (https://sites.tufts.edu/wpf/)

covid-19-pandemic-kenya) (roughly 35 percent of the population) in these counties are
living below the Kenyan government’s poverty line.[]
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Participants, in the study, consisting of 14,474 households from 295 villages, were
randomly assigned into one of four groups, three of which received digital cash
transfers with varying frequency and size:

e Lump sum UBI: In 71 villages, approximately 8,800 people received a large lump-
sum transfer (~US$500) at the beginning of 2018.

e Long-term UBI: In 44 villages, approximately 5,000 people received a smaller long-
term transfer (US$0.75 per adult per day) scheduled to be received regularly for 12
years. This amount covered basic food and maybe some basic health and
education related expenses.

e Short-term UBI: In 80 villages, approximately 8,800 people received a short-term
transfer (US$0.75 per adult per day) for two years that had largely been concluded
prior to the Covid survey.

e Comparison group: In 100 villages, approximately 11,000 people do not receive
any transfer and make up the comparison group.

The Covid-19 pandemic unfortunately served as a unique opportunity to examine to
what extent a UBI can mitigate the impact of a large shock. Against this backdrop, the
researchers, funded by J-PAL Africa’s Digital Identification and Finance Initiative
(https://www.povertyactionlab.org/initiative/digital-identification-and-finance-initiative-
africa-digifi-africa) (DigiFl), conducted phone surveys in May and June 2020 to measure

the effects of the pandemic on households and to assess whether the negative effects
of the pandemic were mitigated by receipt of a UBI grant. To assess how outcomes have
changed since the onset of the pandemic, they compared the data from the Covid
survey to data from the pre-pandemic survey of households conducted between August
and December of 2019.

In the absence of a UBI

During the pandemic and in the absence of a UBI, people (in the comparison group)
experienced widespread hunger, sickness, and depression (measured using the

of adults who did not receive any UBI in this study reported experiencing hunger in the
past 30 days. Forty-four percent of households had at least one member fall ill during
the last 30 days, indicating a fairly unwell population. Given Covid-19's very low
prevalence at the time of the surveys (12 cases in total in Bomet and Siaya) these
illnesses were almost surely something else. Twenty-nine percent of adults had been to
a hospital and 44 percent were depressed. This highlights the condition of people
during the pandemic in Siaya and Bomet counties in Kenya.

It is important to note that the hunger, iliness, and depression, reported above, could be

driven by agriculture seasonality and/or Covid-19. Kenya experiences a lean agriculture
season, in which food is scarcer and more expensive in May-June, which coincided with
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one of the most severe lockdowns of the pandemic. This lean season could have led to
the decreased income effects seen across both UBI beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries.
The researchers were not able to isolate the effects of the pandemic from effects of the
lean season. However, the lean season is also a major shock as is Covid-19. As an
argument for a UBI is that it protects against shocks, it is important to understand the
effects of UBI against the shock experienced in May-June 2020 whether this shock was
the agriculture lean season or the pandemic or a combination of both.

Effects of receiving a UBI: welfare, public health, and resilience

The UBI led to modest but significant effects on welfare. Beneficiaries of the UBI
experienced less hunger, sickness and depression, both before and during the
pandemic. However, prior to the pandemic, the UBI also led to increased investment in
enterprises, earning of which fell during the pandemic and economic restrictions. The
effects of the UBI are summarized below:

Hunger: 57-63 percent of beneficiaries that received a UBI were likely to experience
hunger. This is a 7-16 percent reduction in experiencing hunger as compared to those
that did not receive a UBI. The reduction was around twice as large for the long-term
UBI beneficiaries and significantly different from those in the short-term and lump sum
arms. Recipients of a UBI were also more likely to have a diverse diet, including eating
meat/fish. That said, even in the long-term, the reduction in hunger is modest with the
rate of hunger falling from 68 to 57 percent.

lliness: 38-42 percent of adults who received a UBI were physically ill. This is a decrease
of 9-14 percent or 2-6 percentage points as compared to those that did not receive a
UBI. Recipients were also significantly less depressed in the long-term and short-term.
UBI recipients were 7-10 percent less depressed than non-recipients. Non-recipients
scored an average of 16.05 on the CES-D scale and 44 percent were depressed.

Public health: The UBI appears to have impacted public health behaviours. Receiving a
UBI led to reduced meetings among friends and relatives, though it did not change
commercial interactions. Further, UBI beneficiaries were 3-5 percentage points less
likely to seek medical attention, as compared to 29 percent who had sought medical
attention in the comparison group. This is interesting and puzzling as evidence
(https://odi.org/en/publications/cash-transfers-what-does-the-evidence-say-a-rigorous-

review-of-impacts-and-the-role-of-design-and-implementation-features/) shows that

transfers in “normal” times increase utilization of health services. However, these are
not usual times. The decrease in seeking medical attention could be driven by
households’ preference to reduce medical interactions during a pandemic and
households with more financial resources being better able to do so. It may also reflect
actual lower incidence of illness among households receiving a UBI or be driven by
lower levels of depression among UBI recipients. Although not measured directly, the
lower likelihood of seeking medical attention would have resulted in a decreased
burden on hospitals, which could have been helpful in freeing up public health system
capacity which has been crucial during the pandemic.
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Income: Prior to the pandemic, some beneficiaries of a UBI diversified their income
streams by starting non-agricultural enterprises. This is consistent with the idea that
transfers induced beneficiaries to undertake relatively risky income-generating activities
knowing that they had additional income to meet their basic needs. These beneficiaries
saw large corresponding increases in profits from these enterprises before the
pandemic. But when the pandemic and economic lockdowns hit, non-agricultural
enterprise earnings fell by 71 percent from December 2019 to June 2020. While these
non-agriculture enterprises remained operational for the most part, the income gains
witnessed pre-Covid were wiped out. On net, UBI recipients thus saw their incomes fall
more when incomes in general fell between late 2019 and early 2020, but saw hunger
increase less.

UBI as a tool against unanticipated shocks

Access to a UBI before and during a large unanticipated shock, such as Covid-19, helped
recipients’ well-being. However, UBI is unlikely to be a stand-alone tool of choice in such
contexts. A UBI is likely to encourage risk-taking, as observed in Kenya with recipients’
pre-Covid investments in non-agricultural enterprises, and hence, may increase
exposure to negative shocks. This is not a failure of a UBI - as by design it encourages
risk to increase returns while providing a cushion for basic needs.

These results highlight the importance of access to income supplements, particularly to
reduce hunger, exposure to the disease, and illness during a large shock. The results
strengthen the case for social protection programmes and building infrastructure for
cash transfer systems that can be activated at short notice and be used to deliver
income support, in response to unanticipated crises.

End Note

I Defined as less than US$15 per household member per month for rural areas, and
US$28 for urban areas.

About the series:

The Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL) (https://www.povertyactionlab.org/about-j-pal) and
Debating Ideas collaborative blog series - Unpacking the evidence of social programmes in Sub-
Saharan Africa - seeks to contribute evidence-informed perspectives to debates around key
questions in the fight against poverty. The material published as part of this blog series is based on
J-PAL’s research network and is anchored by more than 225 affiliated researchers
(https://www.povertyactionlab.org/affiliated-professors) at universities around the world who are
united in their use of randomized evaluations to identify the most effective approaches to reducing
poverty and improving lives.
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