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Abstract: The central thesis of this essay is that basic income experiments are
justified if their expected benefits in terms of justice exceed their expected costs in
terms of justice. The benefits are a function of basic income’s effect on the level of
justice attained in the context in which it is implemented, and the experiment’s
impact on future policy-making. The costs comprise the sacrifices made as a result
of the experiment’s interventional character, as well as the study’s opportunity
costs. In light of the proposed standard of justification for basic income experi-
ments, the factors that play a role in it, and theway these interactwith one another,
this essay provides some practical recommendations for researchers hoping to
conduct such an experiment.

Keywords: basic income experiments, justice, cost-benefit analysis, evidence-
based policy

1 Introduction

Twenty-five years have now passed since Van Parijs (1995) asked a question that
would gain wide fame in the world of political philosophy: “what (if anything) can
justify capitalism?” The answer he gave to this question, however, would become
famous even beyond the political philosophy community: the institution of an
unconditional basic income (UBI).1 The idea has been around for longer, but over
the past quarter of a century the interest in UBI has surged to unprecedented levels
both among academics and the wider public.
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1 The terms “basic income”, “unconditional basic income”, and “UBI” are used interchangeably
throughout this text. They are taken to cover any scheme in which periodic cash payments are
delivered to all universally and unconditionally, so without a means-test or work-requirement.
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Looking at the extensive theoretical literature on UBI, one could say that most
contributions revolve around the question: “what (if anything) can justify basic
income?” In answering this question, both positively and negatively, political
philosophers have considered UBI in light of a wide range of different values:
freedom, equality, reciprocity, and democracy, to name only a few. However
interesting and important it is to analyse the connection between these concepts
and the idea of UBI in theory, any philosopher truly committed to these ideals
should also be curious to find out whether implementing UBI would actually
contribute to their realisation in practice. But the rub is that we are currently still
lacking real-world examples of fully developed basic income schemes that could
show us to what extent the policy delivers on its high promises (De Wispelaere,
2016). The obvious solution would be to set up basic income experiments designed
so as to yield the data necessary for testing the hypotheses thatwe are interested in.

However, such an experimental approach invites yet another question to be
phrased in familiar terms: “what (if anything) can justify basic income experi-
ments?” It is to this question that this essay proposes an answer. This answer will
be a simple one: basic income experiments are justified if their expected benefits
exceed their expected costs, whereby both are to be measured in terms of justice.
The next section defends this proposal and expresses it in the form of a mathe-
matical inequality. The four sections thereafter zoom in on each of the factors in the
inequality and put forward suggestions for setting up UBI experiments in such a
way that the standard proposed here is most likely to be met. The section that
follows introduces and rebuts two criticisms of this paper’s proposal, before the
final section concludes.

2 Justifying Basic Income Experiments

The first thing to get straight when exploring the question what can justify basic
income experiments, is what the word “justify” in this phrase actually refers to. At
the most general level, to justify something is simply to give or to constitute a good
reason for something. Crucially, the nature of the thing that is to be justified
determines what counts as a good reason. If that thing is, say, the habit of keeping
milk in the fridge, then a good reason could consist in past experiences with milk
going badwhenkept outside the fridge; if that thing is the choice for a certain lover,
then a good reason could be howwonderful that personmakes one feel. If the thing
to be justified, however, is the decision to conduct a basic income experiment, I
argue that a good reason cannot be any type of reason, but must be a reason of
justice. This is because of the particular character of UBI on the one hand, and of
UBI experiments on the other. Some elaboration is due.
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Let me start with UBI itself. Basic income is generally thought of as a policy
that has the potential to make society more just. Justice must thereby be under-
stood broadly. As the justificatory standard proposed in this paper is supposed to
be helpful to researchers regardless of which particular conception of justice they
hold, I will not provide a precise definition of the term here. Rather I treat justice as
a heading under which we can bring a wide range of different values and princi-
ples, which many people feel to resonate with their deepest moral intuitions, but
which different people may still work out in different ways: from liberty to equal
treatment, from democracy to priority for the worst-off. As we will see, many
thinkers have argued that basic income promotes ideals such as these.

I take it that these arguments for UBI can only be vindicated or rejected once
the policy has been tried out in practice. Political philosophers can have all kinds
of ideas about what wouldmake society (more) just, but ultimately the proof of the
pudding is in the eating. Borrowing a concept invented by Fung (2007), I say that
we should find out whether the strongest theories of basic income are in pragmatic
equilibrium, that is, whether the consequences of the institution they prescribe
actually advance the values upon which the case for this arrangement was built.

This brings me to UBI experiments. In order to discover whether basic income
would indeed improve society’s level of justice, a logical stepwould be to test it out
in practice. Some have pleaded for conducting basic income experiments in lab-
oratory settings (Noguera & De Wispelaere, 2009). Although such experiments
might indeed yield important behavioural insights, I think they would be less
suitable for uncovering the impact of UBI in terms of grand values such as freedom,
equality, or democracy. In order to find an answer to the question whether basic
incomewould really bring society any closer to such ideals, it wouldmake sense to
carry out a basic income experiment not in a laboratory but in a real-world setting.
Ideally, such an experiment would involve an intervention in the context of an
actually existing (micro-)societywhereby people are actually suppliedwith a basic
income for some time.

The interventional character of aUBI experiment like this, however, raises issues
of justice of its own. Is it morally defensible to provide what seems to be a beneficial
test treatment to some but not to others? To make people participate in a study
without their consent? To run the risk of them getting accustomed to a benefit that
they later again have to live without?2 Not to mention the amount of money to be
spentonUBIexperiments,which couldprobably beused tofight injustice in farmore
direct ways than through policy research.

2 I borrowed these examples from the website of UBIEXP: https://ubiexperiments.weebly.com/
aims-of-the-project.html.
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Given that justice forms such an important component of both the potential
benefits of UBI and the costs that can accompany UBI experiments, I contend that
conducting basic income experiments is justified if there are good reasons of
justice for doing so. This does not yet tell us, however, what counts as a good
reason of justice. I take the consequentialist view that there is a good reason of
justice for an action if it is expected to have a positive net effect by the metric of
justice. My central claim is thus that basic income experiments are justified if their
expected benefits (B) in terms of justice outweigh their expected costs (C) in terms
of justice. In its most general form, this standard of justification can be expressed
as the inequality B > C.

This proposal can be seen as an application of White’s (2009) well-known
balance of fairness argument for UBI (pp. 4–6) to the case of UBI experiments.
White’s argument is meant as a rebuttal of one classic objection to the idea of an
unconditional basic income: that such an income violates reciprocity because it is
also paid to those who simply choose not to make any productive contribution to
society. White’s response is that even if basic income does have costs in terms of
fairness because it violates reciprocity in this way, it also has benefits in terms of
fairness because it protects people againstmarket vulnerability. On balance,White
suggests, basic income will simply prevent more injustice than it might create. In
this paper, I take the standard that White applies to UBI – its benefits in terms of
justice should outweigh its costs in terms of justice – and apply it to basic income
experiments.

Let me now work out the B > C standard for UBI experiments in more detail.
What would the benefits and costs in question consist in? Starting on the benefit-
side, the expected benefits of a basic income experiment B are determined by two
factors. Firstly, the expected effect of the unconditional basic income on the level
of justice attained in the context in which the policy is implemented. Let me bring
this factor under the heading of Bubi – in its simple form referring to the benefits in
the context of the experiment, and when supplemented with an apostrophe
referring to those in other contexts than the one of the experiment. Secondly, the
expected potential of the experiment to encourage power-holders to implement the
policy in these other contexts – I call this Pexp. We could say that the total expected
benefits of a basic income experiment by the metric of justice, then, are formed by
the justice UBI is thought to create directly, that is, among the participants who
receive it in the experiment situation; plus the justice the experiment is thought to
bring about indirectly, that is, by affecting the likelihood that the policy is intro-
duced and thus improves the level of justice in real-world situations. In formula-
form: B = Bubi + Pexp × Bubi′.

Moving over to the cost-side, the expected costs of a basic income experiment
C are made up of two major components. Firstly, remember the concerns that can

14 J.A.M. Daemen



come attached with the experimental intervention: handing out cash to one part of
the population but not the other, subjecting people to a study without their con-
sent, and giving them a benefit that they might get used to but that will be with-
drawn later, all seem to involve some kind of injustice – let me put these costs
under the heading of Cint. Secondly, given that the resources devoted to an
experiment cannot be spent on remedying glaring injustices that can be observed
around the world, such a study obviously comes with opportunity costs in terms of
justice as well – I refer to these as Copp. The total expected costs of a basic income
experiment by the metric of justice can thus simply be expressed as follows:
C = Cint + Copp.

The justificatory standard for basic income experiments proposed here can
now be presented as the inequality: Bubi + Pexp × Bubi′ > Cint + Copp. Some readers
might not find this mathematical language to make for a very inspiring approach.
When asking what (if anything) can justify UBI experiments, shouldn’t we be
talking about the promises and pitfalls of basic income, the questions that still lie
before us about this policy, and the way experiments should be designed? Of
coursewe should, andwewill. Rather than calling for us to take up our calculators,
themathematical sentence given here just serves as a starting point for figuring out
under what circumstances basic income experiments are justified: it directs us to
the factors that are important in this regard, and clarifies in what relation they
stand to one another. Below I will thus elaborate each of these factors, explaining
what determines their respective values, but without specifying how to express
these numerically. Instead, I will be making suggestions about how researchers
wanting to set up a basic income experiment may design it in such a way that it
stands the most chance of meeting the standard for its justification.

3 Benefits of Basic Income (Bubi)

Let me start with the factor Bubi, the effect that the institution of basic income is
expected to have on the level of justice attained in the situation in which the policy
is implemented. In other words, we are interested in howmuchmore just a society
will become as a result of the introduction of UBI. This effect factors into the
expected benefits of basic income experiments twice: as a direct benefit in the
experiment situation (Bubi), and as an indirect benefit if basic income is later
introduced also in real-world situations (Bubi′). The expectation about UBI’s effect
on a society’s level of justice – that is, the value of Bubi(′)– will vary with the
philosophical viewpoint adopted and the specific version of the basic income
scheme established. Let me explain.

What (If Anything) Can Justify Basic Income Experiments? 15



As was pointed out in the introduction, political philosophers have over time
evaluated UBI in terms of a wide range of values that can be considered crucial
components of justice. I highlight just a sample of these accounts here. Many of
them approach the idea of basic income from the ideal of freedom. Each thereby
defines both the policy and the value at hand in its own particular way. Van Parijs
(1995) proposes a UBI that grants people the greatest possible opportunity to do
whatever they might want to do, which he presents as a core component of “real-
freedom-for-all” (p. 27). Widerquis (2013) advocates a UBI that provides people the
effective power to accept or refuse active cooperationwithwilling others, which he
claims to be necessary for ensuring “freedom as effective control self-ownership”
(p. 15). And Raventós (2007) and Casassas (2007) consider a UBI granting people
material independence, which they believe could promote the republican ideal of
freedom as non-domination.

Other accounts examine the idea of UBI in light of the value of equality. Again,
what kind of basic income scheme is envisaged and what form of equality is
considered differs per account. Van Parijs’s (1995) UBI, which redistributes op-
portunities over the members of society, has been said to fit the luck egalitarian
ideal of equality of fortune (as criticised by Anderson, 1999). At the same time, Van
Donselaar (2008) claims that Van Parijs’s UBI, to which people are entitled
regardless of their willingness to work, goes against the luck egalitarian position
that people should bear the consequences of their voluntary choices. Birnbaum
(2012) makes a relational egalitarian case for UBI, arguing that basic income en-
ables people to exercise their basic liberties and gives them access to the bases of
self-respect, which in turn forms a key requirement for the realisation of equality of
status. Finally, Robeyns (2000) and Fitzpatrick (1999) consider UBI in light of the
ideal of gender equality, both highlighting positive as well as negative effects that
the policy could have on the position of women.

Surveying all of these arguments, it appears that they can be divided into three
categories. Firstly, those inwhichUBI is presented as away to really fulfill a certain
ideal (in the accounts considered above, this would be some form of freedom or
equality). Secondly, those in which UBI is instead found to clash with such an
ideal. And thirdly, those that acknowledge there to be both upsides and downsides
to UBI in terms of one or more ideals, and then make up the balance between the
two – which is also White’s (2009) approach in the balance of fairness argument
mentioned previously. All in all, it seems that there exist various lines of argument
leading to the conclusion that UBI would have a positive net effect in terms of
justice – just like there are different avenues leading to the opposite conclusion.

Importantly, what argument can convincingly be made depends partly on the
specifics of the UBI scheme at issue. Consider Alaska’s Permanent Fund Dividend
program, a unique example of a real-world basic income scheme (Widerquist &
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Howard, 2012, p. 3). In recent years, this program entitled each Alaskan to about
$1000 to $1500 annually. One might persuasively argue that this policy realises at
least one aspect of equality of resources. This is in fact the thought behind the
Alaska program: the payment gives all citizens an equal share of the returns on the
state’s oil revenues. But it is not plausible that a basic incomeof that amount grants
people something as substantive as equality of status. To put it crudely: instituting
a yearly gift of one or two thousand dollars per person is not going to turn your
society into a community of equals. Thus we can see that whether and how far
basic income can promote a certain ideal is affected by the height of the payment.
The same applies to other details of the program. Think of the spreading of pay-
ments over time: a big yearly summight give recipients more freedom than a small
monthly award. Or eligibility criteria: a basic income for householdsmight result in
different gender dynamics than an individual allowance. In general, we can say
that the effects of UBI by the metric of justice will vary with the particulars of the
scheme at issue.

This is one of the reasons why it may sometimes be necessary to distinguish
between the benefits that UBI is expected to yield in the context of the experiment –
Bubi – and the benefits that it is expected to generate later in some real-word
context–Bubi′. If the basic income scheme to be tested out in the experiment and the
scheme that power-holders might get inspired to implement in the real world are
expected to be of the same kind, and if the experimental context and the real-world
context are reasonably comparable to one another, then we can assume these
benefits to be more or less equal. If, however, the specifics of these schemes are
expected to be quite different, or if these contexts vary a lot when it comes to factors
such as culture or demographics, then these benefits – and hence the values of Bubi
and Bubi′ – may come apart as well. I will return to this issue in the next section.

To wrap up, the expected net contribution of a UBI policy to the level of justice
reached in the (micro-)society in which it is implemented – that is, the value of
Bubi(′) – depends on two things. Firstly, it will be higher or lower, positive or
negative, depending on the theoretical perspective adopted. Secondly, it will vary
with the specifics of the scheme implemented. Researchers hoping to set up a basic
income experiment, then, will generally want to go for a version of the scheme that
can be expected to contribute substantially to the realisation of the values that they
take justice to consist in.

4 Benefits of Basic Income Studies (Pexp × Bubi′)

Now let me move on to the factor Pexp, the expected potential of a basic income
experiment to encourage power-holders to actually implement the policy later.

What (If Anything) Can Justify Basic Income Experiments? 17



Where the previous section dealt with the benefits of UBI itself, the current one is
concerned with the benefits of the UBI study. This shifts the focus entirely to the
indirect benefits to be expected from experimental basic income research. These
are determined by the impact an experiment is expected to have on the inclination
of those in power to implement UBI in real-world situations, and the expected
effect such an implementation of UBI would have on the level of justice attained in
these situations – that is, the expected indirect benefits of an experimental basic
income study by the metric of justice are constituted by Pexp × Bubi′. As we just
learnt, Bubi′ varies with the philosophical viewpoint taken and the specifics of the
basic income scheme implemented. The value of Pexp, on the other hand, depends
primarily on the questions the study asks, the scientific quality of the study, and
the connection between science and politics. Let me address each of these matters
in turn.

The first of the things determining the impact of any research project is the
choice for a certain set of research questions. UBI is a fascinating topic aboutwhich
various interesting questions can be asked. In the previous section, we already
learnt that political philosophers have raised and resolved many theoretical
puzzles about the relationship between basic income and a number of important
values. Furthermore, economists and other empirical researchers have made sig-
nificant progress in exploring the practice of basic income, whereby some have
indeed used experimental methods or data (see, for example, Davala, Jhabvala,
Standing, & Kapoor Mehta, 2015; Forget, 2011; Haushofer & Shapiro, 2016). Those
hoping to do UBI research with true impact would be wise to have a good look at
what we already know about basic income from these studies, and think hard
about which gaps in knowledge it would be most essential to fill.

As mentioned previously, I think there lies a particularly pressing task for UBI
researchers to find out if the theories that present basic income as a key to liberty,
equality, fairness, etcetera stand the test of pragmatic equilibrium. Does UBI really
contribute to the realisation of ideals such as these? For example, considering the
freedom-focused accounts of basic income mentioned earlier, it may be investi-
gated whether the introduction of UBI does indeed make people experience more
freedom to pursue the life options of their choice. Or, in light of relational egali-
tarian arguments for basic income, it could be examined if UBI actually encourages
people to see and treat one another as equals. I already suggested that the most
logical route to finding answers to questions such as these would be to carry out
field experiments: experiments whereby UBI is introduced in an actually existing
(micro-)society.

Once the choice for an experimental study has been made, the next factor
determining its potential to influence future policy-making is the degree towhich it
meets the standards for good scientific research. The higher the study’s scientific
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quality, the greater this potential. After all, it is generally the scientific quality of a
study that determines its impact in the world of academia, and it is often the
scholarly commendation for a study that determines its influence in the real world.
Now, in the case of an experimental UBI study, making sure that it meets the
standards for good scientific research might require some tough decisions, which
will be flagged up in the next two sections.

The last determinant of a study’s impact on real-world policies is the rela-
tionship between science and politics. For this relationship to be a fruitful one, two
conditions are important. Firstly, scholars have to communicate their findings in a
way that enlightens the public discussion (Widerquist, 2018). Secondly, power-
holders have to be responsive to scientific evidence in policy-making. This last
point is tricky. On the one hand, there is reason for researchers planning to conduct
UBI experiments to be hopeful about the potential for their studies to influence
real-world policies: policy-making on the basis of evidence from experiments
seems to be on the rise (Cartwright & Hardie, 2012). On the other hand, scholars
should take seriously the possibility that their data will be instrumentalised by
those in power to serve their own political agenda. It is not unimaginable, for
example, that researchers find that one type of UBI scheme has a positive effect in
terms of justice, and power-holders then ride thewave of this success to implement
a different kind of basic income scheme that does not enhance justice. If re-
searchers have reason to expect such a scenario to unfold, then the values of Pexp
and Bubi may be high, but Bubi′may be so low (possibly even below zero) that the
justifiability of the experiment is seriously compromised.

One final and related point to note is that a basic income experiment may not
only inspire power-holders to embrace UBI in some form or the other, but it may
just aswell push themaway from the idea. Indeed, if an experiment reveals that the
policy actually has an undesirable impact, then it would in fact be a good thing if
the study put people off from the plan. Importantly, researchersmay anticipate this
before the start of their experiment as well, which would in turn have conse-
quences for the way in which they would fill in the mathematical sentence that is
supposed to help them determine if their study is justified. Those with pessimistic
expectations about UBI would probably fill in a negative value not only for Bubi(′)
but also for Pexp. I will come back to this possibility in the penultimate section.

We can now draw a couple of conclusions about the expected impact of
experimental basic income studies. Given the increasing reliance on experimental
evidence in real-world policy-making, the absolute value of Pexp – that is, the
expected potential of a basic income experiment to induce power-holders to
implement UBI in real-world situations – is likely to surpass zero. This value can
further be boosted if researchers aim at answering the most pressing question in
the basic income debate at themoment –which I have argued to bewhether UBI in
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practice promotes the values upon which the case for UBI in theory rests.
Furthermore, when moving on, it is important to keep in mind that the absolute
value of Pexp falls rapidly as the scientific quality of a study is compromised. When
we remember that, in order to calculate the expected indirect benefits of an
experimental basic income study by the metric of justice, Bubi′ needs to be multi-
plied by Pexp, it becomes clear what a pity that would be.

5 Experimental Intervention and Its Costs (Cint)

Now that we have an impression of the benefits that are expected to comewith UBI
experiments, let us move over to the cost side. Part of the costs that basic income
experiments can cause by the metric of justice originate from the interventional
character of such studies. The size of this cost component – that is, the value of
Cint – is determined by the sacrifices researchers can expect to make in terms of
justice when they subject real people in a real society to a real UBI policy, even if it
is only for the sake of a test. Let me illustrate.

Imagine a study in which a group of researchers randomly singles out from a
certain society one sample of people who are made to participate in a UBI exper-
iment for a substantial period of time. From the viewpoint of justice, such a pro-
cedure can be viewed as problematic in a number of ways. Firstly, it seems unfair
that some people get a benefit and others do not for reasons that do not track their
personal needs and are beyond their own control. Secondly, one can wonder if it is
legitimate to subject people to an experiment without their consent. This could be
deemed especially objectionable in light of a third point: those receiving an un-
conditional allowance during the experiment might over time come to rely on the
income stream, and experience the eventual ending of the experiment as a harm to
their interests.3

Researchers could, of course, take steps to design their experiment in such a
way that these injustices would bemitigated. Theymight select participants on the
basis of their personal need or special merit, to create some form of fairness in the
selection of UBI recipients. They might also ask people for their explicit consent
before subjecting them to the experiment, so as to avoid the charge of illegitimacy.
And they might go for a shorter test period, in order to prevent recipients from
getting used to a benefit that they will lose again later. However, there is a sig-
nificant downside to measures such as these: they could come at the cost of the
scientific quality of the study. In order to prevent selection bias and safeguard the

3 I repeat that the source of these examples is https://ubiexperiments.weebly.com/aims-of-the-
project.html.
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external validity of the research findings, for example, itmay be important to select
participants, or communities of participants, in random fashion (see Standing,
2012, pp. 138–140 for some thoughts on this). And in order to gain proper insight
into the workings and effects of the policy and secure the reliability of the obser-
vations, it would bewise to opt for a longer test period. Thus, researchers can face a
dilemma between avoiding the injustices that can accompany their experimental
intervention, and meeting the highest standards for good scientific research.

Now remember from the previous section that the scientific quality of a UBI
experiment is an important determinant of its impact on future policy-making.
Thuswe can see that efforts tomitigate the injustices the experimental intervention
is expected to create, by compromising the degree to which the study meets the
standards for good scientific research, could in fact undermine its function as a
basis for policy-making in the future. In other words, attempts to curtail the value
of Cint might simultaneously squeeze the value of Pexp. Researchers who wish to
conduct justifiable UBI experiments should try to strike the right balance between
both factors.

6 Opportunity Costs of Basic Income Experiments
(Copp)

The second component of the costs in terms of justice expected to come attached
with basic income experiments, and the last factor in the inequality representing
the justificatory standard for these experiments, concerns the opportunity costs of
these experiments. The amount of the costs in question– that is, the value of Copp –
is equal to the amount of injustice that could have beenwiped off the surface of the
Earth had the resources devoted to the experiment been spent on fighting wrongs
other than people not receiving a UBI. Let me elaborate on this point briefly.

Research projects generally cost money, time, and effort. This also applies to
basic income experiments. In fact, as they typically involve paying people sig-
nificant sums of cash, UBI experiments can be expected to require relatively high
expenses. Asmoney, time, and effort can only be spent once, if these resources are
devoted to UBI experiments, it means that they are not spent on remedying some
obvious injustices that can be observed around theworld – say, sweatshop labour,
female genital mutilation, and persecution of religious minorities. The increase in
the overall level of justice that could be achieved if resources were directed at
fighting such wrongs instead of conducting a UBI experiment make up the ex-
periment’s opportunity costs by the metric of justice.
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Of course, the higher the expenses of a basic income experiment, the higher
the opportunity costs in question. Researchers could thus reduce opportunity costs
by cutting back on their spending for the experiment. This could be done, for
example, by decreasing the number of peoplewho receive aUBI, or by lowering the
sum of the UBI they receive. However, just like the measures discussed in the
previous section, efforts to cut down expenses could (paradoxically) come at a
cost. For in order to test whether UBI makes a real contribution to the realisation of
the values it is supposed to promote, the payment must be set at a certain level.
And in order to generate enough data for drawing reliable conclusions about the
effects of UBI, it has to be tested out on a sufficiently large body of participants.
Again, researchers might face a dilemma: lowering the experiment’s opportunity
costs in terms of justice, versus going for a higherUBI andmore participants,which
could make the study provide better insight into the policy’s real potential for
promoting justice.

Once more, researchers hoping to conduct a UBI experiment must find the
right equilibrium between different factors. This time, the choice is between cut-
ting back on the expected opportunity costs of the experiment in terms of justice,
and increasing the expected effect of the policy on the level of justice in the context
in which it is implemented, as well as the potential of the experiment to affect
future policy-making for real-world contexts. In other words, there is a trade-off
between curtailing the value of Copp on the one hand, and boosting that of Bubi(′)
and Pexp on the other. Again, there is a balance to be struck.

7 Criticisms

This essay startedoutwith the thesis that basic incomeexperiments are justified if their
expected benefits by the metric of justice exceed their expected costs by the metric of
justice. In the form of a mathematical inequality: Bubi + Pexp × Bubi′ > Cint + Copp. After
that, we zoomed in on the factors that make up the benefits and costs in question.
Respectively: the expected effect of UBI on the level of justice attained in the context
where the policy is implemented (Bubi(′)), the expected potential of the experiment to
encourage power-holders to implement the policy in other contexts too (Pexp), costs in
terms of justice that can be expected to come attached with the interventional char-
acter of the experiment (Cint), and expected opportunity-costs by the metric of justice
(Copp). Now, zooming out again, new critical questions about the general approach
taken here might be raised. Let me discuss two.

The first question considers the consistency of my claims. On the one hand, I
put the expected effect of UBI on the level of justice achieved in the context in
which it is implemented (Bubi(′)) on the benefit-side, and call it a “B” (from
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“benefit”), not a “C” (from “cost”). On the other hand, my discussion of the test of
pragmatic equilibrium suggests that we cannot know for sure whether a policy
actually does promote a certain value (possibly justice, or a value that can be seen
as a part of justice) until it has been tried out in practice. Don’t I, then, assume
something – namely, that basic income contributes to justice – that still has to be
established?

Let me start by acknowledging that the exact effects of UBI, by various metrics
including that of justice, are still unsure. This is why I refer to the expected effect of
basic income in the standard I propose, and this iswhy I claim that it is important to
subject the theoretical arguments for basic income to the test of pragmatic equi-
librium. I do believe that it makes more sense to conduct a UBI experiment if the
expectation is that UBI would have a positive effect in terms of justice. Nonethe-
less, if basic income is expected to have a negative effect on the level of justice
attained in the context inwhich it is implemented,my proposal perfectly allows for
filling in a negative value for Bubi(′). Note that, in this case, a UBI experiment that
asks the right questions and is properly conducted would likely make power-
holders less rather than more inclined to introduce UBI in the real world, resulting
in a negative value ofPexp. Interestingly, a basic income experiment could then still
be justified: if the expectation is that the study will play a crucial role in preventing
those in power from making the huge mistake of implementing this putatively
unjust policy (that is, multiplying the negative values of Pexp andBubi′ yields a high
positive value), then the injustice occurring in the (micro-)society of basic income
recipients in the experiment (Bubi) and the injustice related to the experimental
intervention (Cint) and opportunity costs (Copp) might indeed be offset.

The second critical questionmyproposalmay give rise to concerns its practical
use. The impressionmight be that, in order to applymy standard of justification for
basic income experiments, one needs to quantify in absolute numbers both ex-
pected effects in terms of justice (Bubi(′), Cint, and Copp) and expected impact (Pexp),
whereas actually these things do not take numerical values, or, at any rate, it is
impossible for human beings to establish these values. Doesn’t this show, then,
that my standard is of no practical use whatsoever?

Letme first of all agree that, at least in practice, the factors inmymathematical
sentence cannot be quantified in absolute numbers. I do, however, think it
possible to tell whether the values these factors take are positive or negative, and
high or low compared to one another. Let me borrow Sen’s mountain metaphor
(Sen, 2009, p. 102) and say that people should be able to tell the difference between
Mount Kilimanjaro and Mount McKinley, even if they do not know their peak
heights in meters. Similarly, I believe that people should be able to compare the
expected opportunity costs and costs related to the interventional character of UBI
experiments on the one hand, and their direct and indirect benefits on the other,
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simply by using their intuitions about justice. Therefore, anyone willing to engage
in some serious moral reflection should be able to get some wiser about the
question whether basic income experiments are justified – or whether a particular
basic income experiment is justified – by using the standard proposed here.
Finally, even if that exercise still turns out to be unfeasible, at the very least this
paper shows which are the core factors determining whether UBI experiments are
justified, how they interact with one another, and what researchers might do to
influence their value and make the experiment they are planning more justifiable.

8 Conclusion

So, what (if anything) can justify basic income experiments? I have suggested that
basic income experiments are justified if their expected benefits exceed their ex-
pected costs, both measured in terms of justice. What does this mean for re-
searchers hoping to carry out a UBI experiment? I have recommended that those
who want to make their experiment pass the threshold for justification, firstly, opt
for a version of the basic income likely to contribute substantially to the realisation
of the values they associate with the term “justice”. Secondly, they are advised to
ask the questions that need answeringmost, that is, questions about the pragmatic
equilibrium of the strongest theories of UBI. Lastly, although it might be tempting
to try and set up the study in such a way as to minimise injustices related to the
experimental intervention and the opportunity costs of the project, they should be
careful not to undermine the potential of the experiment to inspire future policies,
or the benefitswithwhich basic income is hoped to come attached in the first place.
Let me end by encouraging researchers to take the costs that do inevitably
accompany UBI experiments not as a reason not to conduct them at all, but indeed
as an incentive to make them worth it. For it would be a shame never to find out if
basic income canmake true in practice the promises of justice so many have made
in theory.
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