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The Public Administration Case
against Participation Income

Jurgen De Wispelaere
Trinity College, Dublin

Lindsay Stirton
University of East Anglia

Anthony Atkinson’s proposal for a participation income (PI) has been acclaimed as a
workable compromise between the aspirations of unconditional basic income proposals
and the political acceptability of the workfare model. This article argues that PI functions
poorly in terms of a number of essential administrative tasks that any welfare scheme must
perform. This leads to a trilemma of participation income, which suggests that PI can
only retain its apparent ability to satisfy the requirements of universalist and selectivist
approaches to welfare at the cost of imposing a substantial burden on administrators and
welfare clients alike. Consequently, the main apparent strength of PI, its capacity to garner
support across different factions within welfare reform debates, is shown to be illusory.

Many scholars of the modern welfare state agree with Robert Goodin
(2000) that the crumbling of its traditional pillars limits the ability of
welfare policies to achieve a range of often contradictory objectives.
However, they disagree about which policies might be introduced as
alternatives. In particular, a fault line separates those favoring increased
emphasis on universal mechanisms such as unconditional basic income
(UBI), commonly understood as an income granted by right to each
individual, without means test or work requirement, from those who
favor increased targeting of benefits through a host of conditional and
activating measures that are commonly captured under the label “work-
fare.”1 This article challenges the idea that the modern welfare state
would be improved by the introduction of a participation income (PI)
in an attempt to accommodate the twin objectives of universal social
protection and broad social participation.

Superficially, PI appears to be extraordinarily well suited to bridge the
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524 Social Service Review

divide between welfare reform’s universalists and selectivists, that is, be-
tween those favoring UBI (and its cognates) and those favoring workfare.
Like UBI, PI grants each adult citizen a right to a secure basic income
regardless of the individual’s living arrangements and whether he or she
has alternative sources of income or wealth (Atkinson 1995, 1996, 1998).
However, unlike UBI, PI requires that recipients satisfy a broad partici-
pation requirement as a condition of support. Forms of participation
include a range of such socially useful activities as caring for an elderly
relative, volunteering in a neighborhood project, and engaging in a hu-
man capital–enhancing activity (e.g., vocational training or studying for
an educational qualification). Participation income is thus conceptually
distinct from workfare because PI expands the notion of social partici-
pation well beyond the narrow frame of labor-market participation. Nev-
ertheless, PI retains a strong notion of eligibility conditions; this condi-
tionality seems to allow PI to bridge the gap between, on one side, those
who believe universal social protection and inclusion are the key objectives
of the modern welfare state and, on the other side, those who think its
primary task ought to be the increased activation (i.e., engagement in
socially productive behavior) of adult citizens.2

In this article, we take issue with this view of PI. Unlike those who
regard PI as a policy solution that merges the best features of two worlds,
a welfare scheme that appears to be genuinely inclusive and activating,
we argue that PI has very little to offer either side of this debate. By
critically assessing PI from the standpoint of administrative analysis and
by drawing on evidence of existing programs, we identify several con-
cerns at the level of implementation and find that these concerns are
largely ignored in existing debates. Once these concerns are confronted,
we argue, it becomes clear that although PI may seem attractive as a
political compromise, this does not translate into a stable administrative
solution, given the divergent priorities and agendas of those within the
universalist and selectivist camps.

Our first aim is to demonstrate that, in its current underdeveloped
state, PI does not constitute a workable proposal.3 A closer examination
reveals significant weaknesses in PI’s administrability: the program’s ca-
pacity to be administered in a practical and efficient manner, in accor-
dance with its primary objectives, and in keeping with existing con-
straints. These weaknesses make PI’s endorsement by UBI supporters,
in particular, premature if not altogether gratuitous. Although recog-
nizing these weaknesses primarily affects what we refer to as the first-
best justification of PI, it also has important applications for what we
will call the second-best case for PI.

This brings us to the second theme of this article. The administrative
instability of PI, we maintain, confronts would-be supporters of the pro-
posals with what we label the “trilemma of participation income.” If one
assumes that effective enforcement of a broad participation requirement
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Participation Income 525

imposes substantial moral and economic costs on welfare bureaucrats
and clients alike, the implementation of any PI scheme effectively pres-
ents the following alternatives: (a) institute a weak enforcement of any
participation requirements, rendering PI barely distinguishable from
UBI; (b) structure a participation requirement around narrowly selective
eligibility criteria, effectively resulting in a version of workfare; or (c)
accept the substantial administrative costs of ironclad enforcement. Be-
cause selectivists and universalists hold explicit and opposing views on
how to resolve this trilemma, it is difficult to see how PI can attract a
sufficient coalition in support of it. In short, because administrative
instability produces political instability, PI may well represent the worst
of all possibilities instead of a perfect compromise between proponents
and opponents of universal welfare reform. The final section of this
article considers the implications of this conclusion for the broader basic
income debate.

Participation Income: An Analytical Outline

Participation income is the brainchild of Anthony Atkinson (1996,
1998), an Oxford economist with a distinguished track record of re-
search into poverty and social exclusion. Since the 1980s, welfare policy
in the United Kingdom has centered, as it did in many other countries
at this time, on means-tested benefits. Increasingly dissatisfied with this
focus, Atkinson came to look sympathetically upon arguments in favor
of universal grants that would be allocated without a means test. He
recognized, however, that “it will be difficult to secure political support
for a citizen’s income while it remains unconditional on labour market
or other activity” (Atkinson 1996, 67). The solution for Atkinson is a
social assistance program that retains the politically salient notion of
social participation but gives up on means testing. The broad outline
of PI is best described by quoting Atkinson at some length:

In my proposal, the basic income would be paid conditional on participation. I
should stress at once that this is not limited to labour market participation.
While the qualifying conditions would include people working as an employee
or self-employed, absent from work on grounds of sickness or injury, unable to
work on grounds of disability and unemployed but available for work, it would
also include people engaging in approved forms of education or training, caring
for young, elderly or disabled dependents or undertaking approved forms of
voluntary work, etc. The condition involves neither payment nor work; it is a wider
definition of social contribution. (Atkinson 1996, 68–69)

The precise nature of PI depends crucially on the sort of activities
that policy makers allow to satisfy the requirement of social participation.
It is perfectly possible for a PI to barely expand on existing labor-market-
oriented notions of economic participation (see, e.g., the social and
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eonomic participation income [SEPI] proposal by Jordan et al. [1999]).
Alternatively, a PI might define participation to encompass such a wide
range of social activities that the program is virtually indistinguishable
from a genuine UBI. Although this flexibility offers valuable maneu-
vering room in which policy entrepreneurs can construct an enacting
coalition, it raises concerns about how (and by whom) the precise scope
of participation is to be determined.

A second key concern relates to the question of how compliance is
to be enforced. As Loek Groot and Robert van der Veen (2000) suggest,
a PI with a broad notion of social participation and lax enforcement
will bear a close resemblance to a UBI, but the same policy with a
narrowly defined participation requirement and strict enforcement will
in practice bear a close resemblance to a workfare program. Thus PI
could equally be regarded as either a mutated UBI proposal or an
expanded workfare scheme. However, the apparent symmetry masks an
important distinction; the strategy behind UBI is to eradicate a host of
social and economic ills solely by providing cash support. By contrast,
workfare and closely related activating welfare policies in addition em-
ploy other forms of support, such as job training, job placement, trans-
portation, or assistance with child-care responsibilities, with the aim of
helping clients to negotiate various employment barriers. In practice,
such support measures are often crowded out by a variety of other
priorities (Handler 2004; Handler and Babcock 2006), but the analytical
distinction between UBI and workfare nevertheless stands, suggesting
a close alignment between PI and UBI.

Atkinson’s proposal has gained almost universal, if at times implicit,
support among basic income advocates, as well as from a number of
UBI’s more sympathetic critics. This support comes despite the fact that
little has been done to flesh out Atkinson’s original proposal.4 Of course,
it may be that PI retains the support of scholars and advocates with
widely divergent perspectives precisely because both the concept and
the policy details remain vague. In order to advance the debate, it is
now necessary to consider those features that make PI attractive to schol-
ars, advocates, and policy makers advancing different positions.

We can discern three reasons for endorsing PI. Each reason may take
priority for some subset of those currently in favor of the proposal. First,
one might endorse PI, believing it to be a first-best welfare policy under
contemporary conditions. For example, PI grants recipients generous
income support as well as the freedom to engage in a wide range of
socially useful activities. Thus, Stuart White’s relentless and sophisticated
arguments against unconditional welfare, rooted in the view that un-
conditionality fails to satisfy the basic requirement of fair reciprocity,
has led him to endorse PI on several occasions (White 2003b; see also
Gutmann and Thompson 1996). In addition to such justice-based ar-

This content downloaded from 
������������158.109.174.204 on Tue, 07 Mar 2023 09:28:08 UTC������������ 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Participation Income 527

guments, those who advance a first-best argument for PI sometimes also
advance an incentive argument, asserting that PI promotes socially val-
uable activities without relying on overly coercive measures. Here, we
could imagine PI complementing both feminist approaches to welfare
reform (McKay and Van Every 2000; Robeyns 2000; McKay 2001; Pate-
man 2003, 2004) as well as postproductivism, in which narrow employ-
ment-driven policies are supplanted by schemes that induce the broad
valuation of social activity, including care work (Offe 1992; Fitzpatrick
1999; Standing 1999, 2002; Van der Veen and Groot 2006). In practice,
the justice-based and the incentive-based perspectives often coincide,
but the arguments are sufficiently distinct to warrant separate mention.5

The two approaches differ markedly from what may be called second-
best justifications for PI. Such justifications are put forward by scholars
(like Atkinson himself) who favor unconditional policies but acknowl-
edge that it may be impossible to gather sufficient political support for
UBI. Many basic income supporters, including Philippe Van Parijs, Claus
Offe, Robert Goodin, and Brian Barry, adopt this type of position. How-
ever, second-best justifications for PI come in two subtly distinct variants.
One is held by those who regard political feasibility in static terms and
thus accept PI, perhaps reluctantly, as a permanent settlement. Atkinson
himself seems to hold this position. A second view holds that PI ought
to be supported as a first step toward a more radically unconditional
scheme. This is the more dynamic of the two views; it assumes that once
a PI is in place, an important milestone is established in progress toward
universalizing welfare. Subsequent strategy would then be directed to-
ward adjusting the scheme along various parameters in order to move
from PI to a mature UBI. Examples of such adjustment include increas-
ing the level of the grant as well as broadening eligibility and limiting
the conditions so that benefits coverage broadens (De Wispelaere and
Stirton 2004).

Recently, a number of basic income scholars have drawn attention to
the many ways in which existing welfare and social support schemes can
be made to mimic basic income in one of its versions. The three most
common strategies are (a) start with a partial income and then move
toward a full UBI that provides benefits at the level of subsistence, (b)
start with a UBI in one sector or for part of the population (e.g., basic
pension or child benefit) and extend that gradually to cover the whole
target group, or (c) introduce multiple schemes that operate in com-
bination as a UBI (Van der Veen and Groot 2000; Van Parijs 2001, 2004;
Standing 2005; Vanderborght 2005). Unfortunately, thus far we have
not encountered a genuinely convincing strategy that indicates how to
move from PI to a UBI; in the absence of such a strategy, it remains
equally plausible that opponents of universalism might use PI to estab-
lish a fairly narrow criterion of social participation and then gradually
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restrict eligibility. For example, opponents might impose the sort of
time constraints enacted in the U.S. welfare reforms of 1996 (cf. White
2003a).

In summary, first-best justifications see PI as an ethical compromise
between competing normative claims; second-best justifications regard
PI essentially as a political compromise in a constrained policy environ-
ment. It can be argued that PI consequently emerges as a policy with
the capacity to unite a range of different groups and, as such, it stands
out as the welfare policy par excellence, capable not only of sustaining
a coalition based on shared goals but also of allowing different groups
to avoid more extreme policy choices like UBI or workfare. This ap-
parent capacity to unite explains much of PI’s success among basic
income advocates and the apparent willingness of most advocates to
lend their support without fully assessing how a PI would operate in
practice.

In our view, this illusion is largely maintained by avoiding detailed
discussion of PI. Even sophisticated thinkers like Van Parijs (2004) offer
only an impressionistic analysis of PI. Once a detailed examination is
carried out, the illusion rapidly disintegrates, and PI reveals itself to be
risky as well as costly.

The Essential Features of an Income Support Mechanism

Any welfare scheme must perform three essential administrative tasks.
First, a welfare scheme must establish the operational criteria of eligi-
bility that define the intended beneficiaries. Second, it must identify
those within the population who meet these criteria of eligibility and
distinguish them from those who are not eligible. Third, it must transfer
eligible beneficiaries’ payments correctly. Accordingly, the design of an
income-support mechanism involves, at a minimum, taking a position
on how each of these tasks is to be performed. If a scheme is unable
to perform one or more of these tasks as required, this inability may
undermine or negate the reasons for preferring the scheme in the first
place. Even where such differences in administrability are not decisive,
how we resolve questions of administrative design may have important
consequences for the way the scheme is expected to operate in practice
and, thus, for the conclusions we draw about the normative appeal of
different schemes. The following three subsections deal with each task
in turn. We argue that PI performs poorly in each of these three tasks.

Standards Conferring Entitlement

The first step in the design of any welfare benefit is to determine what
criteria, if any, should govern eligibility for a grant and how these criteria
are best encapsulated in a set of rules or standards. The relative difficulty
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of reducing alternative criteria of eligibility into a set of suitably precise
rules is relevant to the balance of considerations for and against different
income support schemes.

Colin Diver (1983) has examined the failure of a number of public
policies to achieve their intended purposes, attributing such failure to
inappropriate degrees of precision in the design of the rules that govern
the implementation of the policy. Diver (1983) identifies three separate
dimensions of rule precision. First, “transparency” (Diver 1983, 67) is
defined as the extent to which the language in which rules are for-
mulated is clearly defined and has universally accepted meaning. Sec-
ond, a rule is “accessible” (1983, 67) to the extent that it is readily
applicable by those who are required to interpret it in concrete or street-
level situations. The third dimension is the extent to which verbal for-
mulations are “congruent” (1983, 67) with the underlying policy objec-
tives, so that compliance with the terms of the rules should lead to the
outcomes consistent with the policy. A key part of Diver’s argument is
that these three dimensions are not collinear. In order to produce ef-
fective rules, policy makers need to make compromises and trade-offs
among the three dimensions.

Applying Diver’s analysis to the problems of designing an effective PI
scheme reveals the complex administrative judgment involved in im-
plementing such a scheme. As we noted previously, the key feature that
distinguishes PI from UBI, on the one hand, and from workfare, on
the other, is the incorporation of a broad participation requirement.
Drawing on Diver’s rule-precision analysis, consider the problem of leg-
islating Atkinson’s participation criterion into a set of rules. The fol-
lowing three models (inspired by Diver 1983, 69) offer alternative for-
mulations of a participation requirement:

Model 1: A person shall be entitled to receive a PI if he or she devotes at
least 10 hours per week in employment, self-employment, volunteering for a
charitable organization, studying at a university or college, or caring for depen-
dent parents, children, or spouses.

Model 2: Any person substantially engaged in an appropriate socially valued
activity shall be entitled to receive a PI.

Model 3: A person shall be eligible to receive a PI provided he or she un-
dertakes activities as prescribed in the following table. (Such a rule would then
be followed by a detailed table displaying various types of employment, positions
within voluntary organizations, approved college and university courses, dis-
abilities, and care-work activities.)

Among these three alternatives, model 1 is clearly both transparent
and accessible. The model is understandable, and it is relatively easy to
determine whether the model applies to a particular case if one is fa-
miliar with the relevant facts. However, the model performs poorly in
terms of congruence with the underlying policy of promoting an inclu-
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sive conception of active citizenship demanded by such reciprocity the-
orists as Elizabeth Anderson (2001), William Galston (2001), and Stuart
White (2003b). Specifically, the formulation is in certain respects un-
derinclusive; one can envision many socially valuable activities (e.g.,
nonuniversity education, other noncredited forms of training, and car-
ing for dependents outside the prescribed relationship) that are not
captured by the formulation. Model 1 may also be overinclusive in other
respects; it is debatable whether all charitable organizations contribute
unambiguously to the public good. Moreover, in the absence of clear
standards, one can expect a proliferation of charitable organizations,
many of which may be set up with the explicit objective of exploiting
the scheme. Such exploitation would be an example of “creative com-
pliance” (McBarnet and Whelan 1991, 849), which is discussed below.

That a scheme might inadvertently support negatively valued activities
while failing to support socially beneficial activities is a matter of some
concern among both advocates and adversaries of PI. This concern is
also well documented in the literature on welfare reform; this literature
frequently refers to the issue of goal congruence, the doctrine that policy
systems should transmit formal policy goals in a straightforward manner
throughout the system and should provide street-level caseworkers with
both resources and incentives to implement policy accordingly. Recent
research argues that congruence between formal policy goals and street-
level operational goals is a prerequisite for effective welfare administra-
tion (Meyers, Riccucci, and Lurie 2001). However, goal congruence is
immensely difficult to achieve when either policy goals or the opera-
tional environment (delivery systems) is complex. Complex policy goals
invite conflict and ambiguity regarding the proper interpretation and
ranking of goals. Complex administrative environments introduce con-
flicting incentives into the equation. Marcia Meyers and her colleagues
(2001) show that if both policy goals and the administrative environment
are complex, a decoupling of stated policy goals and achieved objectives
often occurs.

One strategy to avoid such decoupling would be to start with clearly
defined policy goals (Riccucci et al. 2004). This is the approach taken
in model 2, which directly elucidates the policy intention behind the
rule. However, model 2 manages to avoid the decoupling of stated policy
goals and achieved objectives only by offering a vague, all-encompassing
criterion of participation. The criterion is so broad that it is open to
conflicting interpretations by clients, welfare officers, policy makers, and
even the general public. Because the model is ambiguous, it is not
accessible. For various political reasons, “elected officials are predis-
posed to providing vague or ambiguous policy directives” (Meyers et al.
2001, 166). Especially where policy goals are contested, decision makers
have the motive, and may exploit any opportunities, to shift responsi-
bility to administrative agencies and caseworkers (Brodkin 1990, 1997).
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Although this political predisposition toward vagueness may confer ad-
vantages, it may also encourage strategies of blame avoidance (Weaver
1986).

Model 3, in turn, may avoid excessive ambiguity, providing both high
accessibility and congruence, but policy makers must foresee all the
socially valuable activities of which individuals can conceive, and a list
of such activities is likely to be extremely complex; the gains offered by
this model thus come at the expense of transparency.6 Of course, this
lack of transparency could be addressed by combining different versions
of the models. For example, model 2 could be combined with a set of
guidelines similar to those in model 3, and some official could be given
discretion to include other cases not covered by the guidelines. But such
a strategy risks combining the weaknesses of different approaches as
well as their strengths and may furthermore come at the cost of con-
siderable complexity.

Although models 2 and 3 may avoid problems of goal congruence,
model 2 confronts another central problem in welfare administration;
it confers excessively broad discretion on welfare administrations, en-
abling them to determine unilaterally the eligibility of clients (Diller
2000). Poor accessibility exacerbates this problem because unless there
is a firmly established consensus among the interpretative community
on which activities are socially valued, a consensus that is highly unlikely
in modern plural societies (Black 1995), key decisions are typically
passed through the system to street-level caseworkers.

Similarly, model 3 may be regarded as highly congruent with the
underlying policy goal of instituting a broad participation criterion, but
the model avoids these problems only by creating another; poor trans-
parency increases the de facto discretionary power of street-level ad-
ministrators because welfare workers and clients face imperfect and
asymmetrical knowledge of the regulations (see Baldwin 1995, 15–33).
The literature on the implementation of welfare policies demonstrates
that caseworkers are frequently overwhelmed by forms, rules, and reg-
ulations; they are often forced to take on responsibilities for which they
are insufficiently trained, and such engagements leave little or no time
for actual engagement with clients (Sandfort 2000; Handler and Has-
enfeld 2006).7 As a consequence of these pressures, nontransparent
rules are shown in some cases to lead administrators to base decisions
on cues and heuristics that may themselves be incompatible with un-
derlying policy concerns. This has been shown to lead to the creaming
of easy cases and the dumping of problem clients, the selective provision
of key information to clients, and the arbitrary use of compliance and
sanctioning (Handler 2004). Paradoxically, attempts to curtail welfare
workers’ discretion by expanding rules and otherwise routinizing welfare
implementation have proven counterproductive because they incite
caseworkers to ignore cumbersome procedures and to use their discre-
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tion to achieve what they perceive as the primary goal, which is typically
understood to be case-load reduction (Meyers, Glaser, and MacDonald
1998; Handler 2004; Handler and Hasenfeld 2006). Sandfort observes,
“Because staff recognize the limited ability of the programs to move all
clients into work, they develop alternative definitions of organizational
success” (Sandfort 2000, 739).

How do alternative schemes compare with PI in terms of their ca-
pability to be expressed in appropriate, suitably precise standards con-
ferring entitlement? It is often assumed that UBI sidesteps the problem
of rule formulation because eligibility is nominally unconditional. Al-
though this point is not entirely without force, it should not be over-
stated; even in its most inclusive formulation, UBI must restrict entitle-
ment to some subset of the inhabitants of one country, or perhaps of
some supranational region such as the European Union (Van Parijs
1995; Van Parijs and Vanderborght 2001; Howard 2006). A UBI scheme
must include rules that pertain to such issues as the level of the grant,
its uniformity, and the time scale within which it operates. All of these
issues involve considerably more regulation than is appreciated by many
UBI supporters (De Wispelaere and Stirton 2004). Nevertheless, reduc-
ing a proposal for a radical UBI scheme into a set of transparent, ac-
cessible, and congruent rules is likely to be a relatively straightforward
matter. In comparison with other forms of welfare grants, including PI,
such a scheme is based on comparably well-defined criteria.

At the other extreme, there are a number of reasons why workfare
might outperform PI in defining a standard for conferring entitlement.
First, workfare and PI both require some form of participation as a
condition of entitlement, but the sheer number of participation options
in a broad participation scheme and the relative paucity of options in
workfare are likely to affect the performance of each of the respective
policies. Second, precisely because work conditions are typically part of
a formal relationship (e.g., between employer and employee), they are
likely to be more readily expressed as a rule than broad participation
requirements, which are often embedded in informal social or economic
relations. Third, because work conditions can be easily embedded in
existing practices and labor-market institutions, workfare is more likely
than PI to engender accessible and transparent regulations because the
latter demands the institution of newly valued activities (or at least ac-
tivities that are new in terms of formal institutional recognition). Of
course, research shows that, in practice, workfare faces many compli-
cated problems and in fact manages to gather support despite a record
of failing to obtain its goals and objectives (Meyers et al. 1998; Sandfort
2000; Handler 2004; Handler and Hasenfeld 2006). Nevertheless, from
both political and administrative perspectives, it makes a considerable
difference whether entitlement standards are initiated through a clear
and coherent process or instead result from one that, by its very nature,
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covers a diverse and heterogeneous range of activities. Regardless of
actual outcomes, workfare and PI in this respect do not appear to start
on a similar footing.

In short, all welfare schemes face the sorts of hard choices and trade-
offs inherent in Diver’s (1983) optimal precision calculus, but different
schemes vary in how well they negotiate these trade-offs. As a grant that
lacks a means test but is subject to a broad participation requirement,
PI ignores the distinctive ways in which participation can be operation-
alized. Bringing the operational dimension to the foreground, as we
have done in this section, demonstrates that PI faces considerably
greater problems in implementation than do UBI and workfare.

Identification and Monitoring of Beneficiaries

The task of determining whether individuals satisfy eligibility criteria,
and whether beneficiaries have complied (or continue to comply) with
conditions attached to the receipt of a grant, is familiar in welfare ad-
ministration. From the perspective of administrative analysis, this de-
termination focuses attention on the informational demands associated
with different schemes. It also creates the potential for strategic behavior
on the part of potential beneficiaries, who may evade conditions of
entitlement or engage in creative compliance (McBarnet and Whelan
1991). These concerns are closely intertwined with the issues of rule
design (addressed in the previous section); rules that perform poorly
along any of the three dimensions of rule precision typically give rise
to additional monitoring and enforcement problems. The following
discussion addresses these issues by examining the features of benefit
schemes that lend themselves to the effective identification of benefi-
ciaries, by assessing how far the previously discussed alternative for-
mulations of the participation requirement embody these features, and
by suggesting how the challenges associated with monitoring and en-
forcement of a participation requirement compare with equivalent im-
plementation issues posed by UBI and workfare, respectively.

Christopher Hood (1985; 1986, 74–81; 1994) discusses in detail the
features that affect the administration of a tax in a given sociotechnical
environment. The features identified by Hood can also be applied to
the payment of income-support grants. First, Hood (1994, 118) coins
the term “standard clarity” to denote “the property of being relatable
to values that can be ascertained relatively economically and ‘objec-
tively.’” Although Hood presents what is arguably just an enforcement
perspective on Diver’s (1983) criterion of accessibility, Hood’s discussion
of standard clarity reinforces the point that if standards cannot be ap-
plied readily to particular circumstances, determining compliance is
likely to be costly and difficult, and potentially leads to policy failure.
Hood (1986, 76–77; 1994, 118) also argues that ease of administration
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requires that the scheme’s targets must be “cadasterable.”8 That is, in
the case of taxes they must possess “the property of being applicable to
a readily identifiable population of taxable units, if possible from sources
which are available in advance and cannot be easily contaminated by
evasive action” (Hood 1994, 118). Likewise, the payment of a grant is
administratively easier if there is a readily identifiable population of
beneficiaries. This also implies that, if individual circumstances (e.g.,
the amount of hours worked by casual employees) are likely to change
frequently, they constitute a poor basis for entitlement because they
lead to a rapidly changing and therefore unstable target population.
This is a problem for both welfare administrators and clients themselves,
as clients often fail to understand when they are in violation of an
eligibility constraint (Handler and Babcock 2006; Handler and Has-
enfeld 2006).9

Our hypothetical implementation of a participation requirement
again helps to illustrate how alternative rule descriptions can affect
compliance determinations and thus lead to divergent outcomes. In
model 1 and model 3, decisions about what constitutes active citizenship
are made in advance; determining compliance requires only knowledge
of the facts of individual circumstances. While information about em-
ployment can be gleaned from payroll information and enrollment in
education can be assessed from matriculation records, there are no
comprehensive or reliable sources of information about the distribution
and extent of care work in the home. Effective monitoring of care work
would indeed require overly intrusive forms of monitoring; alternatively,
some form of self-reporting may be used, but this would be susceptible
to manipulation by those not meeting the participation requirement.
In particular, this susceptibility increases if eligible clients are unaware
of their entitlement.

Model 2 faces all of these problems and more. In particular, this model
performs poorly in terms of standard clarity. In the absence of a strong
interpretative consensus, basing entitlement on the model’s abstract
definition of a “socially valued activity” gives administrators a broad
discretion to decide which activities qualify. Broad discretion raises con-
cerns about due process and the procedures established to enable re-
cipients to challenge administrative decisions (Danz 2000; Lens and
Vorsanger 2005). This discretion may also be a recipe for inconsistent
application. Inconsistency is an acute concern, especially if multiple
agencies are involved (Stoker and Wilson 1998; Meyers et al. 2001).

Again, model 2 outperforms its competitors in that it is less susceptible
to the form of manipulation termed creative compliance, that is, com-
plying with the technical requirements of a rule or standard in such a
way as to undermine the purpose of the rule (McBarnet and Whelan
1991). Model 1, for instance, might encourage enrollment at a univer-
sity, and this may lead to a proliferation of what the United Kingdom’s
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former Higher Education Minister Margaret Hodge called “Mickey
Mouse courses” (Lightfoot 2003; Woodward 2003). Policy makers might
attempt to prevent such opportunistic exploitation by adopting detailed
rules, such as those in model 3, but such rules require administrators
to monitor course selections and to distinguish courses that are deemed
acceptable from those that are not. Because model 2 avoids such for-
malism, it permits administrators to respond flexibly to such attempted
exploitation, but this flexibility also gives administrators substantial dis-
cretionary authority.

Consideration of the task of identifying eligible beneficiaries and mon-
itoring compliance also raises questions concerning what (if any) sanc-
tioning mechanisms should complement information gathering. If clients
fail to abide by the conditions of a grant, they normally face some form
of sanction; these typically diminish or withhold the benefit itself (Handler
2004). The link between monitoring and sanctioning appears to be
straightforward (Mead 1986; Hasenfeld and Weaver 1996; Riccio and Has-
enfeld 1996). However, recent research casts doubt on various assump-
tions implicit in the design and operation of common approaches to
sanctioning (Wilson, Stoker, and McGrath 1999; Hasenfeld, Ghose, and
Larson 2004; Handler and Hasenfeld 2006). First, it remains unclear
whether sanctioning is grounded in moral or utilitarian arguments (Has-
enfeld et al. 2004; Handler and Hasenfeld 2006). In addition, it is ques-
tionable whether sanctioning really produces desired outcomes. That
is, it is not clear if sanctions teach noncompliant welfare recipients a
moral lesson or if sanctions merely preselect, or cream, the least de-
manding clients without taking account of the manifold “barriers to
compliance” that may affect clients’ behavioral disposition (Hasenfeld
et al. 2004, 306).

The unconditional nature of UBI suggests that monitoring and en-
forcement are not issues of central importance to the scheme’s imple-
mentation. If each and every individual citizen has an unconditional
right to a grant, there is no need for, nor point to, monitoring com-
pliance among recipients of the grant. There might nonetheless be
other reasons for retaining some form of monitoring. For example, it
may ensure that all citizens receive the benefit to which they are entitled.
In the absence of mechanisms to monitor citizens, it is impossible to
assess take-up rates (a point elaborated below). Although monitoring
might constitute an important built-in safety mechanism, the need for
a monitoring apparatus is nonetheless significantly reduced, if not elim-
inated, in a basic income welfare state. Similarly, UBI would reverse the
sanctioning philosophy implicit in current welfare programs.

Workfare programs promote a narrow conception of active citizenship
that is based on claimants fitting particular labor-market categories or
being embedded within specific institutions. That most of these labor-
market categories already feature prominently in various cadasters sug-
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gests that they could be monitored easily, at least in theory. In practice,
evidence shows that monitoring remains one of the most challenging
aspects in the administration of workfare (Handler and Babcock 2006;
Handler and Hasenfeld 2006). The evidence also suggests that moni-
toring is both costly and prone to error; caseworkers often make de-
cisions on the basis of outdated, inaccurate, or incomplete information.
This, in turn, has potentially disastrous implications for subsequent as-
sessments of eligibility, sanctioning, and so forth. The situation becomes
more complicated if the discussion shifts from pure people-processing
technology to a focus on the people-changing requirements inherent
in workfare’s ambitious activation goals (Hasenfeld and Weaver 1996,
240). Agencies that embrace an eligibility-compliance culture find it
hard to endorse notions of self-sufficiency (Bane and Ellwood 1994).

We do not wish to downplay the problems associated with current
welfare-to-work administration, but the point remains that where work-
fare faces difficulties, monitoring and enforcement of broad partici-
pation requirements become practically unworkable because of the am-
biguities inherent in broad participation schemes. One important
variable to consider is which presumption applies when there is implicit
uncertainty about the outcome of a verification procedure. Do we as-
sume that a client is eligible unless proof to the contrary is offered, or
do we place the full burden of proof on the client (Stoker and Wilson
1998)? Proportionality is also problematic. How does one identify a
sanction that is proportional in effect to the infraction for which it is
imposed? In the case of the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
program (TANF) in the United States, the majority of sanctions are
applied for missing an appointment or for failure to fill out forms prop-
erly. Some clients lose the entire TANF grant as a result (Cherlin et al.
2002). Clearly, concern about the circumstances in which sanctions are
applied relates to the types of participation requirements (whether nar-
row or broad) and their strict or lax enforcement. In addition, PI faces
major obstacles to interagency coordination because broadening the list
of approved activities also implies an increase in the number of agencies
that need to cooperate to produce the required information (compare
Stoker and Wilson 1998). Finally, the ambiguities inherent in PI will
also bring uncertainty about when clients deserve to be sanctioned un-
der the scheme. This uncertainty may introduce further arbitrary and
unequal treatment.10

Disbursing Payments to Beneficiaries

The third essential feature of a welfare scheme is the means by which
grant payments are disbursed to those identified as the proper bene-
ficiaries of the grant. A set of standards may confer eligibility on a set
of beneficiaries, may do so with an appropriate degree of precision, and
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may accurately identify those who meet eligibility criteria, but the
scheme must be judged a failure unless it includes an effective means
of disbursing payments to beneficiaries. Further, a payment system’s
vulnerability to fraud or opportunism may undermine the legitimacy
and efficiency of a scheme.

Hood’s work on tax administration again offers theoretical inspiration
for our attempt to identify how administrative concerns factor into de-
bates on welfare reform. Hood’s concept of the “conduitability” of a tax
is defined as “the property of being assessable and collectable through
a relatively small number of surveillable channels or ‘bottlenecks’ at
which oversight can economically be applied” (Hood 1994, 118). The
concept is equally applicable to the administration of welfare grants. In
that context, conduitability can be considered analogous to the degree
of fit or complementarity between the way in which beneficiaries are
defined (and identified) and the means by which payments are dis-
bursed. The arrangements for disbursing a benefit should ideally enable
administrators to cross-check individual eligibility to a benefit (see Hood
1986, 78–79).

There are two ways in which conduitability, as the concept is applied
here, may be considered important to the administrability of a welfare
scheme. First, the monitoring of payments is essential to ensure that
benefits are received by all those who are entitled. Second, by incor-
porating robust oversight mechanisms into the arrangements for pay-
ment of a benefit, the design of a scheme plays an important part in
ensuring that payments are only made to those who meet (and continue
to fulfill) conditions of entitlement. The first design combats false neg-
atives; the second eradicates false positives. To the extent that these two
desiderata have conflicting implications for the design of a scheme,
addressing the question of conduitability calls for skillful administrative
judgment.

Broadly speaking, two strategies ensure the effective disbursement of
payments to beneficiaries. The first is to rely on as few alternate payment
channels as are sufficient to reach the target population. The optimal
arrangement would make use of a single but universally accessible pay-
ment mechanism. It is often suggested that a scheme with a small num-
ber of surveillable channels is to be preferred on administrative grounds
because such a scheme avoids the complications that arise in managing
multiple payment systems. For example, in the United Kingdom, the
National Audit Office (NAO) has argued with reference to the fre-
quently maligned Child Support Agency that “the parallel running of
separate systems makes the customer interface more complex” (NAO
2005, 38). However, such cursory assessments should be treated with
caution because the specific design of payment schemes matters a great
deal. Consider, for instance, a heavily monitored single-payment channel
in which a case officer presents a grant check after a face-to-face en-
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counter. This design may effectively ensure compliance with the general
eligibility requirements, but it is likely to prove costly, especially if the
scheme is intended to benefit a large beneficiary population. By con-
trast, a single-payment scheme that eschews monitoring might more
effectively reach eligible claimants, but the absence of monitoring may
also make the scheme vulnerable to false positives.

The alternative strategy is to embrace redundancy and to disburse
payments through multiple, overlapping mechanisms. This strategy lacks
the ease of oversight provided by a single-channel system, but overlap-
ping payment mechanisms may effectively ensure that beneficiaries can
easily access their grant. Overlapping systems are also advantageous in
dealing with difficult-to-reach beneficiary groups that require special
policy attention. Beneficiaries who are homeless or excluded from the
formal labor market, and hence from firms’ payroll systems, are typical
examples. Even so, the advantages of the multiple-channels approach
may not always be as clear in practice. The effectiveness of payment
systems may be undermined or negated by common mode failure; for
example, electronic payment of funds and grant checks both require
that the intended beneficiary have access to a bank account, and so
both have the same disadvantages. As the NAO report (2005) suggests,
any advantages of redundancy come at the cost of complexity. This
complexity could lead both beneficiaries and caseworkers to make mis-
takes. In some circumstances, it could also increase fraud and barriers
to accessing particular benefits. In summary, effective design of payment
systems achieves an appropriate balance between targeting the full spec-
trum of beneficiaries and delivering benefits through a small number
of surveillable channels. Administrative failure in these systems can make
access to benefits unequal and lead to irregular take-up rates.

Because UBI is radically inclusive, the most important aspect of con-
duitability in this scheme is ensuring that payments reach all those
deemed eligible. By eschewing conditionality and eliminating the re-
quirement that payment systems act as a check on entitlement, UBI
takes this approach to its extreme. Discussions of UBI usually propose
one of the following payment schemes: UBI can be implemented
through existing tax-credit schemes (such an implementation turns UBI
into a refundable tax credit); UBI proponents alternatively advance the
idea of a basic income debit card from which recipients draw their grant.
The card functions just like a bank card; a recipient uses it to make a
cash withdrawal. Both of these approaches reflect the implicit (and
sometimes explicit) assumption among the basic income community
that it is desirable to relieve caseworkers of the gatekeeper role, because
it would increase beneficiaries’ autonomy and improve take-up rates.
One potential shortcoming of both tax-benefit integration and the basic
income debit card may be that these approaches offer little or no means
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of checking whether people have actually received their grants. So far,
this point seems to have escaped the attention of UBI advocates.

By contrast, workfare approaches, far from dispensing with oversight,
rely on extensive intervention from caseworkers. Such face-to-face over-
sight imposes considerable variable costs that increase with the number
of claimants. Although such costs might be considered to be tolerable
as long as benefits are targeted narrowly at those in formal employment
and training, this approach may cease to be feasible as the target pop-
ulation expands. Obvious solutions to this problem include restricting
access to benefits and proactively reducing the number of beneficiaries;
however, these solutions significantly shift the goals of workfare (Han-
dler 2004; Handler and Babcock 2006). A second advantage of workfare
is that the focus on training and formal employment provides a host of
institutionally embedded oversight mechanisms, including payroll sys-
tems and university matriculation records, that allow for effective cross-
checking, at least as long as the necessary administrative resources are
kept in place. Such mechanisms enable workfare administrators to prop-
erly monitor the delivery of payment systems, even if conduitability un-
der workfare is achieved by restricting eligibility to those who are part
of the formal employment sector.

Workfare and UBI clearly take opposite approaches to the issue of
conduitability. Workfare restricts the population of beneficiaries to those
who can be reached by existing well-defined channels; UBI minimizes
the oversight requirements that enable enforcement of eligibility rules.
Each of these approaches has problems, but both may be regarded as
broadly viable strategies. By contrast, PI does not possess the strengths
of either of these two schemes. Because eligibility for PI is limited to
those who meet the participation requirement, PI does not share UBI’s
ability to dispense with oversight mechanisms that withdraw payment if
conditions are not met. If either the tax-benefit integration or the basic
income debit card idea is combined with monitoring and oversight of
conditions associated with PI, the result invites the risks associated with
complexity.11 Similarly, because PI is intended to be more broadly tar-
geted than workfare, the variable costs of face-to-face monitoring by PI
caseworkers may become prohibitive. Furthermore, because PI’s partic-
ipation requirement may be satisfied by informal activities (e.g., care
work), the scheme is limited in its ability to exercise control through
such surveillable payment channels as employer payroll systems or pay-
ment to students at the point of college registration.

One might argue that PI has one modest advantage over UBI: because
PI is targeted at a narrower set of beneficiaries, it may retain some of
the capacity for ex post monitoring of benefit receipt. However, the
breadth of the participation criterion and the stringency with which it
is interpreted may negatively affect this capacity, leaving subclasses of
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beneficiaries unprotected, particularly those who find themselves near
the informal end of the participation spectrum. This violates a core goal
of providing equal security across the population (Standing 1999, 2002).
Even this modest advantage of PI is in turn trumped by workfare simply
because workfare’s beneficiaries will always be more restricted than
those associated with PI, and such a restriction implies that the set of
workfare beneficiaries will be smaller as well as more homogeneous.

It thus seems that, as was the case with the previous two administrative
tasks, PI performs worse than either UBI or workfare in terms of the
disbursement of payments to beneficiaries. Although not necessarily
decisive in comparing these schemes, administrative analysis of the task
of channeling payments does not offer countervailing arguments that
might support the case for or outweigh the identified disadvantages of
PI.

The Trilemma of Participation Income

From the analysis of the previous two sections, it follows that PI pro-
ponents face a trilemma of participation income. The first horn of the
trilemma consists of the requirement that PI must remain substantively
inclusive if it is to satisfy the concerns of basic income advocates. The
second horn is represented by the equally important requirement, in-
sisted upon this time by reciprocity theorists and soft workfare propo-
nents, that recipients must satisfy a genuine participation requirement.
Such a requirement in turn demands that any PI scheme must be ca-
pable of differentiating between those who fulfill their social obligations,
however defined, and those who do not. Finally, the third horn is made
up of the previously discussed concerns that pertain to the economic
and human costs associated with administrability. The trilemma arises
because PI can only avoid two of three horns simultaneously. The
scheme inevitably gets pinned on a third. Each of the three routes out
of the trilemma will appeal, if at all, only to a small subset of those
attracted at a general level to PI, and each therefore has obvious negative
consequences for the political feasibility of PI.

The Ironclad Administration Strategy

A first possible resolution of the trilemma would be to reject any com-
promise on ease-of-administration considerations; if these conflict with
a participation requirement, the former should always give way. In this
way, PI might hope to retain the support of both UBI and workfare
supporters, as well as of those who support PI on first-best grounds.
Although this constitutes a coherent position that some PI proponents
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implicitly seem willing to adopt, there are nevertheless important con-
sequences that adherents to this position may be reluctant to accept.

The ironclad administration strategy sacrifices some of the chief ad-
vantages related to providing benefits without a means test—notably,
PI’s ability to use bureaucracy sparingly. Hood (1983, 142) identifies
two senses in which one may seek to use bureaucracy sparingly: first, by
economizing on the administrative resources or on the administrative
capacity used to execute welfare policy, and, second, by minimizing what
Adam Smith (1776/1998, 454) calls the “trouble, vexation, and op-
pression” visited upon the citizenry by the welfare administrators. Con-
cerns with using bureaucracy sparingly in the first sense are captured
by the notion of program efficiency (Goodin et al. 1999). The second
sense is captured in concerns that easy and objective measures of com-
pliance are needed to limit welfare administrators’ constant interference
in recipients’ lives. Such interference is an all too familiar issue in welfare
policy; freedom from it is often cited as one of the key advantages of
universal and unconditional measures (Van Parijs 1992, 2004; Wolff
1998; Fitzpatrick 1999; Standing 1999, 2002; Offe 2005).12

To the extent that one or both of these two senses of using bureaucracy
sparingly is relevant to the feasibility and desirability of any income
support scheme, considerations of administrability are obviously mate-
rial to the choice between rival income support mechanisms. A PI
scheme that fails to use bureaucracy sparingly by economizing on ad-
ministrative resources may achieve its objectives only at considerable
administrative cost, satisfying demands for improved target efficiency,
if at all, only at the cost of poor program efficiency (Goodin et al. 1999).
Poor program efficiency, in turn, is likely to negatively affect PI’s capacity
to attract a necessary enacting coalition. It would also negatively affect
public opinion because one of the core arguments in support of UBI
(that the cost of administration is low) no longer holds.

If a proposed scheme also fails to use bureaucracy sparingly in Hood’s
second sense of limiting administrative interference in beneficiaries’
lives, the administrative demands of effectively enforcing a broad par-
ticipation requirement are borne not only by administrators, but also
directly by welfare recipients and by the general population. In the
absence of easy and objective verification procedures, intrusive inspec-
tions, threats, punitive sanctions, and the like may all prove necessary
to discourage cheating. This is an important observation with clear ef-
fects on the considerations, such as these for the freedom and respect
of recipients, that often inform universal approaches to income support
(Wolff 1998; Eyal 2006). In short, a considerable cost comes with ne-
gotiating the trilemma by embracing ironclad administration; workfare
proponents will lament the increased resource cost of welfare admin-
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istration, and UBI proponents will denounce the interference cost as-
sociated with increased monitoring and enforcement.

The Soft Workfare Strategy

A second approach would be to formulate the participation requirement
in a deliberately underinclusive fashion. This effectively drafts a partici-
pation requirement in such a way as to include only those activities that
are easy to specify precisely and to monitor efficiently. It includes (as far
as possible) those beneficiaries to whom it is administratively simple to
make payments. Such a strategy of creaming suitable welfare applicants
is familiar in the workfare literature (Wilson et al. 1999; Handler 2004).

Although this approach is less attractive in principle than the broad
participation requirement envisaged by Atkinson and others, it might
be regarded as a viable compromise between the theoretical advantages
of PI and the requirements for ease of administration. However, the
approach also narrows the gap between PI and selective workfare
schemes. In practice, the scheme will necessarily focus participation
requirements to include those social categories or activities that already
feature prominently in current administrative systems. In other words,
such an approach exhibits the conservative tendency to reinforce ex-
isting institutionalized practices by excluding alternative social activities,
such as voluntary work or care work, that PI in theory embraces. Such
a solution would be unacceptable to those UBI proponents, notably
feminists and postproductivists, who consider the recognition and val-
uation of nontraditional forms of work a key objective of welfare reform.
Moving away from broad acceptance of nontraditional forms of work is
likely to lose the support of political factions that represent these points
of view and might even incur active resistance.

In the extreme, there is even a danger that PI would prove less in-
clusive than workfare because, as mentioned before, it lacks the myriad
of support programs (e.g., training, in-work assistance, and placement)
that, at least in theory, constitute an integral part of workfare.13 Advo-
cates of PI may well acknowledge the need to supplement basic security
with additional activation support. But what we might call PI-plus pro-
grams face two important constraints. First, if activation support is to
be designed and implemented on top of a PI scheme, it is unlikely that
such support will be instituted at a large scale with appropriate levels
of funding. These efforts face a political environment of permanent
austerity and the sort of political constraints that are common to work-
fare programs in the United States and United Kingdom (Pierson 2001).
Second, even if we could resolve such concerns as they pertain to labor-
market activation, part of the attraction of PI is that it expands the
notion of social participation to include a wide range of activities. It
remains unclear whether a PI-plus proposal would offer support for
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individuals to engage in such activities over and beyond the grant they
receive; also unclear is what form such support would take.

The Lax Enforcement Strategy

A third resolution of the trilemma, an alternative compromise between
the incorporation of a participation requirement and ease of adminis-
tration, is to adhere to a broad specification of the participation re-
quirement, accepting that effective monitoring of compliance will be
problematic. This resolution is the welfare state equivalent of “rigid
rules” and “lax practice” that for De Tocqueville (1856/1962, 73) char-
acterized France’s Ancien Régime. If the previous soft workfare ap-
proach narrows the gap between PI and workfare, the present strategy
all but obliterates any distinction between PI and UBI.

Instituting an overly broad PI implies that a participation requirement
represents only a symbolic commitment to eliminating free riders. This
would more than likely be acceptable to those who prefer to adopt a
UBI and only supported PI as a politically feasible, second-best option.
In addition, it is likely to satisfy political entrepreneurs who oppose UBI
on purely strategic grounds and who regard this second route as a
unique opportunity to save on administrative resources, opposing big
government and the like, while retaining a firm and public stand on
the need for social participation in return for state support.14

However, this route out of the trilemma would hardly be acceptable
to those who favor PI as a first-best policy. Symbolism aside, lax enforce-
ment of a broadly specified social participation requirement does not
engender commitment to promoting reciprocity or a stand against free
riding. If PI ceases to meet the needs of a core partner in the fragile
compromise, that party will seek suitable alternatives (with robust ac-
tivation components) elsewhere. In addition to more genuine workfare
schemes, research of the past 10 years has opened up some interesting
possibilities. Time-limited policies represent one option under consid-
eration. Stuart White (2003b), for instance, suggests combining uncon-
ditional, time-limited policies with conditional unlimited schemes. The
recent surge of interest in (conditional) asset-based welfare schemes in
the United States and the United Kingdom represents another possi-
bility (Ackerman and Alstott 1999; Goodin 2003; Le Grand and Nissan
2003; Paxton, White, and Maxwell 2006).

Implications for the Basic Income Agenda

Our analysis of the difficulties in administering a PI scheme, and of the
resulting trilemma, points to several potentially far-reaching implica-
tions for the basic income debate. First, the analysis calls into question
the assumption that a PI can be easily slotted into existing social security
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and welfare assistance arrangements. The discussion emphasizes the
challenges posed in the formulation, application, and fulfillment of
standards that institute a broad participation requirement, the defining
feature of PI, as part of welfare policy. Because both UBI and workfare
attempt to accommodate such difficulties, albeit in very different ways,
these alternative visions of welfare may be regarded as better able to
meet the challenges faced by all income support mechanisms. Our anal-
ysis of the trilemma points to various resolutions; each resolution has
important consequences for first- and second-best supporters of PI.

Those who support PI on first-best grounds must squarely confront
the issue of whether the advantages they claim for PI are sufficient to
justify the high administrative costs, which are borne by both admin-
istrators and welfare recipients. If these advantages are not sufficient,
the next step is to ascertain whether they might be sufficiently realized
by a scheme that resembles workfare or, alternatively, by another that
is barely distinguishable from UBI. The trilemma is still more uncom-
fortable for supporters of PI on second-best grounds. Because support
for PI as a second-best option represents a political compromise, the
risk arises that such a compromise will evaporate as policy makers face
tough choices in the design and implementation of a scheme. Specif-
ically, compromise may falter over the means by which the state will
accomplish the tasks discussed in the previous section. Except under
the somewhat implausible scenario in which supporters of universal and
active welfare give up ironclad administration, these two positions opt
for incompatible routes out of the trilemma. At some point in the im-
plementation process, the political compromise is expected to collapse
and, as noted earlier, solutions to the trilemma may essentially turn PI
into UBI or workfare.

These considerations lead to a second significant implication for basic
income debates. Implicit in many discussions of universal welfare reform
is the assumption that, in key respects, PI closely approximates a UBI.
The trilemma suggests, however, that depending on the fine-grained
details of any proposed scheme, PI may just as likely come to resemble
workfare schemes (though without the benefit of the activation mech-
anisms that in theory are part of the workfare program). This under-
mines the dynamic and the static versions of the second-best case for
PI. In a recent essay, Brian Barry (2001, 66) writes, “My guess is that
something like ‘participation income’ might be necessary politically to
get a basic income introduced, but that the expense and intrusiveness
of administering it (as well as its lending itself so easily to fraud) would
lead either to abandoning the whole experiment or moving to an un-
conditional basic income.” There is, however, a third plausible alter-
native; given the problems identified by Barry, criticism of such a scheme
could lead to a tightening of both the formulation and enforcement of
the participation criterion. The resulting outcome is essentially a work-
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fare scheme. In response to such scholars as Barry, Offe, Yannick Van-
derborght, and Van Parijs, we caution against using PI’s political and
administrative instability as a means to introduce basic income by stealth.
Such a strategy might lead to the abandonment of experiments with
universalism, and it is also plausible that the fine-tuning of such schemes
might open the door for workfarist schemes. Furthermore, our analysis
shows how this backdoor strategy might plausibly require universalists
to sacrifice the two greatest advantages of their preferred policies: ease
of administration and nonintrusiveness.

The final lesson of this analysis is that supporters of basic income and
related policies cannot ignore the administrative realities of welfare
reform. Abstract discussion seldom sets the supposed advantages of a
broad participation requirement against the costs of administrative com-
plexity in the implementation of such a requirement. This absence of
administrative consciousness impoverishes discussion of universal wel-
fare reform more generally. The risk arising from this neglect of the
administrative factor is that conditions on which the feasibility and de-
sirability of particular proposals depend may be ignored. The current
analysis shows how administrative analysis can generate important in-
sights that go beyond abstract theorizing. Supporters of UBI ignore these
insights at their peril. Much progress can be made by applying the
insights from welfare studies to anticipate the likely effects of proposed
schemes. In this particular case, such analysis clearly suggests that PI
proposals suffer from important weaknesses. Although none of our con-
clusions is necessarily decisive, the findings together present a strong
public administration case against participation income.
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Notes

This article was partly written while Lindsay Stirton was a visiting fellow in the Regulatory
Institutions Network, Research School of Social Sciences, Australian National University.
Earlier drafts were presented at the Social and Political Theory Research Seminar, Aus-
tralian National University (November 1, 2005), and the fifth U.S. Basic Income Guarantee
Network Conference (Philadelphia, February 24–26, 2006). We are grateful to audiences
at both events for comments, and to T. T. Arvind, John Baker, Geoffrey Brennan, Richard
Caputo, David Casassas, John Ferejohn, Bob Goodin, Peter Grabosky, Rob Heverly, Michael
Lewis, José Antonio Noguera, Claus Offe, Yannick Vanderborght, Philippe Van Parijs, and
Almaz Zelleke for helpful suggestions. The usual disclaimer applies.

1. While workfare advocates occupy the mainstream in contemporary welfare policy, a
substantial literature on basic income and related policy proposals has developed over the
past 2 decades. See in particular Van Parijs (1992, 1995), Atkinson (1995), Ackerman and
Alstott (1999), Fitzpatrick (1999), Standing (1999, 2002, 2005), Van der Veen and Groot
(2000), Van Parijs, Cohen, and Rogers (2001), Dowding, De Wispelaere, and White (2003),
White (2003b), Cunliffe and Erreygers (2004), Groot (2004), Widerquist, Lewis, and Press-
man (2005), Ackerman, Alstott, and Van Parijs (2006), and Murray (2006). In June 2006,
Basic Income Studies, the first academic journal on basic income, published its inaugural
issue (http://www.bepress.com/bis/).

2. Van Parijs (1996, 2004) proposes a UBI as a means of simultaneously combating
exploitation and exclusion, but most policy analysts insist that inclusion in the form of
labor-market participation can only be secured through an approach that increases
participation.

3. Fairness requires us to mention that Atkinson is well aware of problems with PI that
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might not arise with UBI. For example, some people may fail to secure a PI but would
otherwise have received a UBI (Atkinson 1996, 69).

4. Zelleke (2005, 640–41) is one of the few exceptions. She explicitly denounces PI for
its selective treatment of various tax and benefit measures.

5. In the language of political philosophy, the justice-based argument is substantially
(though not solely) backward looking, primarily concerned with ensuring that people are
held responsible for past actions; the incentive-based argument is genuinely forward look-
ing, aimed at ensuring that individuals bring about a sizable social product.

6. The manifold presumptions that drive current social policy are often regarded as key
advantages of universal measures that, in the words of Goodin (1992, 195), are “minimally
presumptuous.”

7. For example, Jodi Sandfort notes that the mere list of standardized forms to be used
in the processing and following up with welfare recipients adds up to an astounding 33
pages (Sandfort 2000, 735).

8. The word “cadastre,” though not now in common usage, originally referred to a tax
register. The French cadastre is still used. Here, we use the term “cadaster” to refer to any
standardized list or register of individual activities or attributes that may be used to de-
termine compliance with the conditions of a PI scheme. Examples might include a com-
pany payroll or a disability register. “Cadasterability” refers to the ease with which eligibility
criteria can be reduced to, or deduced from, such a list or register.

9. Conversely, basic income supporters often point out that rule complexity prevents
many eligible individuals from understanding when they qualify for a particular benefit.

10. At least one study shows that sanctioning interventions do not teach clients any deep
moral lessons on appropriate behavior; they instead provide simple lessons on how to
properly cooperate with welfare workers who determine eligibility. “In the end, paternalist
reform seems to be a lesson about power, not responsibility” (Wilson et al. 1999, 485; see
also Hasenfeld and Weaver 1996).

11. Complexity poses risks for the implementation of tailor-made information technol-
ogy systems designed to manage welfare payments. It may defeat attempts at automation
and require substantial caseworker intervention (NAO 2005).

12. Although UBI is often advocated because of its optimal efficiency in regard to both
senses of using bureaucracy sparingly, we urge some caution in this assessment because
UBI has an inherent flaw; part of the administrative apparatus is made obsolete, and this
may affect administrative redundancies or even administrative capacity. Lack of adminis-
trative capacity may cause problems that UBI proponents have thus far failed to appreciate.

13. In this respect, PI remains crucially underspecified; it is compatible with but does
not explicitly require the installment of programs offering support to individuals who face
difficulties entering the labor market.

14. Charles Murray’s (2006) recent proposal for introducing a “Plan,” his version of
what essentially amounts to a neoliberal UBI scheme for the United States, would fit this
scenario.
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