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1. Introduction

Universal Basic Services (UBS) is an idea for a form of social welfare in which all citizens
receive unconditional access to a range of free, basic, public services, funded by taxes and
provided by a government or public institution. It is based on the premise that everyone has
a right to free access to facilities to meet their needs and enable full participation in society,
increasing access to opportunities and enabling individuals to realise their potential (Coote,
2020, Gough, 2021, Statham, 2022).

Services provided could include healthcare, education, housing, public transport, food,
childcare, and access to information such as the internet and a mobile phone. This contrasts
with a system in which access to some or all of these services is determined by having the
means to pay, with perhaps a minimum provided by the state. Central to the concept of UBS
is co-production, whereby communities identify their own needs and how best to meet them.
(Coote, 2020, Gough, 2021, Statham, 2022). This leads to a collective approach to the
development and provision of services, as opposed to a top-down approach from
government. UBS is distinct from the concept of a universal basic income (UBI), in which
everyone in society receives a set amount of money. It is also distinct from the concept of an
‘essentials guarantee’, whereby everyone has access to the basics required to live, or is
given enough money to cover these (2023). In contrast, within UBS everyone has access to
the facilities they need to thrive, not just survive.

2. Potential Benefits

UBS is based on the redistribution of resources to the poorest in society, reducing
inequalities in access to services and income by the generation of a ‘social wage’. That is,
access to public services is of value to individuals and can act as a replacement for financial
income as it reduces costs to families and individuals who would otherwise have had to pay
for the services (or may not have been able to afford to access them at all) (Statham, 2022,
Portes, 2017). UBS can be viewed as a progressive policy which reduces poverty (Portes,
2017). An Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) analysis
suggested that availability of publicly provided services reduces income inequality by
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between a fifth and a third, depending on the measure used (Verbist et al., 2012). We know
that reducing socioeconomic deprivation is likely to result in improved health and increased
healthy life expectancy, and reductions in health inequities (Marmot, 2020). Those in favour
of UBS argue that it also benefits society as a whole, promoting social cohesion and
sustainability (Coote, 2020, Statham, 2022). UBS has also been argued to have economic
benefits. The shared responsibility, resources and risks inherent in UBS may provide a more
efficient model of service provision than the alternative of market forces (Coote, 2020,
Gough, 2021, Statham, 2022). UBS could also result in longer term cost savings, for
example reduced burden on the healthcare system, and increased economic productivity by
increasing access to the labour market and providing incentives to work, for example
individuals would not have to pay for childcare. It can be argued that UBS is a more
equitable way of allocating resources than a universal basic income, as UBS is based on
‘universally appropriate provision’- in other words access is based on need, rather than
everyone being treated the same (Statham, 2022). There are also potential wider benefits to
UBS, for example increased utilisation of public transport, if this were provided free of
charge, could lead to reduced air pollution.

3. Potential Limitations

UBS is not without its criticisms. Although the emphasis of UBS is on co-production, some
decisions would have to be made around which services to include, and how to provide and
regulate them, and UBS could be criticised as verging on the ‘nanny state’, removing
people’s ability to choose (Standing, 2019); from a neoliberalist perspective, market forces
are desirable and necessary to promote innovation. It could therefore be argued that UBI is a
more appropriate means of enabling access to services, enabling people to choose how best
to spend their money. If services are means-tested in some way, it can be argued that this is
not truly ‘universal’, and could lead to stigmatisation, failure to reach certain groups and the
creation of perverse incentives (Standing, 2019).

It is also difficult to provide evidence that implementation of UBS has led to tangible benefits
to date as no country has fully implemented a UBS model. However, some countries have
adopted elements of a universal approach to certain services. For example, in the UK we
have universal access to (most) healthcare and education (although the existence of the
private system calls into question where there is truly a universal offer). Scandinavian
countries offer heavily subsidised childcare (Broom, 2019), and Denmark has an expanded
offer of social housing (Pinto, 2022). The Estonian capital of Tallinn offers free public
transport to residents. An analysis carried out a year after the scheme was introduced found
that the number of trips made by public transport increased by 14% overall and more in
those on a low income (26% increase) or unemployed (32% increase) (Cats et al., 2017).
However, the number of trips made on foot reduced by 40%, whereas car use only reduced
by 5%. This illustrates that the impact of an intervention can have unintended
consequences. It is also unclear whether the increased use of public transport translates into
a meaningful benefit for those individuals. It is very difficult to show whether a downstream
outcome such as improved health is due to a particular intervention, as there will be
numerous factors at play.

4. Conclusion



There are clearly challenges to the implementation of a UBS approach. A truly universal
approach in the UK would require reconsidering the way we currently organise our society,
with the need for buy in from politicians, industry and the general public. It would also require
financial investment, a thorny issue in the current economic climate, although proponents of
UBS in the UK have argued that it is financially viable, especially considering the longer term
economic benefits (Gough, 2021, Portes, 2017). One proposal for the introduction of UBS in
the UK estimates the cost would be 2.3% of UK GDP and could be funded through changes
to the Personal Allowance (Portes, 2017), although these calculations have been disputed
(Standing, 2019). There is movement towards considering this approach within the UK, with
the Scottish government having committed to exploring a UBS approach (2021) and the
Labour Party expressing its support in a 2019 report. It may also be that elements of the
UBS approach could be adopted, with some arguing for a mixed approach incorporating
elements of UBI as well as UBS, recognising there is a place for monetary benefits to meet
individual needs as well as collective action (Statham, 2022).

As public health professionals, our role is to consider the public health benefits of such a
system (or indeed, alternatives) and advocate for a change of mindset and practical action,
whether that be at a local or national level. If a partial approach to UBS is taken, we also
have a role in the debate around which services, and groups, should be prioritised, to
maximise benefits for society as a whole and the health of society in particular.
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