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A.I. & Universal Basic Income 

  An impending Artificial Intelligence revolution has the potential to change the 

nature of work in the U.S. and exacerbate our present income inequalities. In the U.S. it is 

estimated that in the next 12 years, 1 out of 3 American workers are at risk to lose their jobs to 

new technologies.1 The average global estimates of jobs at risks to replacement by automation is 

57%.2 This problem will have far reaching consequences in job sectors from truck drivers to 

construction laborers.3 We are progressing towards what could possibly be the greatest 

technological shift the world has even seen. With a potentially severe economic problem, high 

profile entrepreneurs from Elon Musk to Mark Zuckerberg and economists have discussed and 

supported using a Universal Basic Income as the answer to automation. I propose using a 

Universal Basic Share program as the best pilot program to preventing a disruption to our 

economy by automation. 

I. Artificial Intelligence & Automation 

 There is growing acknowledge and discussion that as Artificial intelligence develops and 

automation improves it will transform the nature of work. A November 2017 report from global 

management consulting firm McKinsey on the effects of automation on jobs, skills and wages 

expects 400 million to 800 million people could be displaced by automation in the next 12 

                                                      
1 yang 
2 Kingma, Luke. “Universal Basic Income: The Answer to Automation? (INFOGRAPHIC).” Futurism, Futurism, 12 May 
2016, futurism.com/images/universal-basic-income-answer-automation. 
3 Kingma 



years.4 Automation will not only effect low wage and low skill jobs but middle-income jobs like 

office workers, junior workers.5 Lower incomes and potential unemployment looming for middle 

income workers, governments could face fundamental problems like lost taxes and dissatisfied 

voting classes.6 These predictions create a pressing problem that needs to be addressed by our 

government, businesses, and us as citizens. This disruption of our current economy by 

automation is a threat whether or not we choose to address it or prevent it. However, some 

disregard the threat of automation and believe that automation will create new jobs, as the 

Industrial Revolution did. Yet, having blind optimism that at a minimum 400 million new jobs 

will be created in response to automation is not a solution that I support. Funding research to 

potential solutions is a proactive solution that could curb the effects of automation and may be 

the solution that saves our economy and middle class.  

II. Universal Basic Income as a Solution 

 Following many discussions of the future of work and automation is the mention of 

Universal Basic Income as a program that may be needed in the future to uphold our economy 

and redistribute the immense wealth created by technology. A universal basic income (UBI) is a 

fixed amount, at a level sufficient for subsistence, given by the state to all its citizens regardless 

of income or work status.7 UBI is often proposed to be distributed at scheduled intervals, a week, 

month, or even a year.8 The average amount proposed is around $10,000 annually (about 20% of 
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average earnings), although this amount varies widely from country to country.9 The cost of UBI 

in the U.S. would be about $3.2 trillion, or $1.5 trillion if excluding payments to households 

earning more than $100,000, retirees receiving Social Security, and children.10 Proposals vary in 

how they will fund the program but possible sources of funding include: carbon taxes, income 

taxes, value added tax, negative interest rates, earnings from investments, decreases in military 

spending, sovereign wealth funds, and resource-based revenues.11 

 Universal Basic Income can be a solution for the future of automation and preventing a 

rapid increase in the amounts of economic inequality in our country. UBI is a way to distribute 

the fruits of technological advancement fairly, in order to correct for the eventual job loss caused 

by automation. The most substantial benefit would also be do eliminate households living below 

the poverty line.12 Some even cite a potential for people to explore creativity, entrepreneurship, 

and research. Nobel prize-winning economist, Paul Krugman, has argued that a minimum 

income is a way to cushion the blow from the automation revolution, a way of ensuring the 

middle class isn’t decimated in the transition to a new economy.  

Those who argue against the implementation of UBI frequently mention a few potential 

consequences. First, they believe providing a UBI would disincentivize people from being 

productive and working. There is also doubt that governments will be able to sustain funding for 

UBI without taking funding for other crucial programs. In addition, some speculate the program 

would lead to inflation in result of a global benefit.  

III. Successful Examples 
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 Universal Basic Income has been attempted in various different forms within the United 

States and around the World. In Dauphin, Manitoba, Canada from 1975-1980, there was a 

successful Universal Basic Income Pilot Program.13 The program gave an individual $3,386 

($14,663.63 adjusting for inflation) or $4,907 ($21,250.59 today) to an average family.14 The 

program concluded that the UBI decreased the amount of hospital visits and increased the 

amount of education.15 Within the U.S., Alaska has implemented a successful program similar to 

UBI called “Alaska Permanent Fund Dividend” that began in 1982.16 The state pays out an 

annual dividend of its natural resource revenues (oil and minerals) to all permanent residents. 

The payment amount varies between $800-2000 a year per citizen.17 Researchers compared 

residents’ behavior before and after the dividend to decide the effects of the payments on 

workforce participation.18 They found no change in full time employment and a 17% increase in 

the share of Alaskans who worked part time.19 The increase in purchasing power resulted in 

10,000 additional jobs for the state.20 A study from the University of Alaska Anchorage found 

that the income from the dividend lifts 15,000 to 25,000 Alaskans above the poverty line, each 

year, with an outsized effect in rural parts of the state.21 A recent survey from 2017 reported that 
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71% of 1,004 Alaskan voters survey preferred to save the dividend and raise taxes, compared to 

36% who preferred to end the divided and not raise taxes.22 Yet, it is important to note that the 

Alaskan dividends are not a full UBI as they do not cover minimal living expenses.  

Most recently, Silicon Valley’s largest startup accelerator, Y Combinator, announced that 

in mid-2019 it would begin paying out monthly salaries to families in two states between $1,000 

and $2,000 a month.23 The ultimate start date is still unclear because the funding for the program 

is still being obtained. A Gallup 2017 poll found that 48% of Americans a universal basic 

income program as a way to help Americans who lose their jobs because of advances in artificial 

intelligence. Other countries that have started or proposed UBI pilot programs in recent years 

include Canada, Scotland, Kenya, Uganda, Brazil, Finland, India, Italy, France, and the 

Netherlands.24 

IV. Proposed Solution 

 From my research, I found that the best proposal for UBI was from economists, Kalle 

Moene and Debraj Ray. They propose a, “minimum income for everyone as a fixed proportion of 

gross national income– Universal Basic Share (USB).”25 The payment would not be a fixed sum 

of money, but rather depend on the gross national income. In their proposal, they envision 10% 

to 12% of gross national income set aside for a universal basic income.26 They cite three 

important reasonings for this decision. First, the poor would receive an amount that is 

independent of personal income. Second, the amount paid is automatically linked to inflation. 
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Third, citizens would have no need to fight government to adjust the amount to keep pace with 

the growth in the national income. Significantly, this universal basic income proposed gradually 

increases as technological developments forge ahead, resulting in the prosperity being shared by 

everyone. They assert urgency in implementing this system before it becomes more difficult to 

do so as inequalities become greater and a small minority becomes super rich on new 

technology. In addition, to the benefit of continuous redistribution, they predict great 

improvements on development, especially in poorer countries.  

 To implement this program, the U.S. could set up experiments that test the effects and 

feasibility of a UBS/UBI. At the start of the next fiscal year, the government could select a 

diverse set of counties in the U.S. to test the program. The citizens would receive a UBI that is 

proportional to our gross national income. After five years, or another designated time frame, 

researchers could study how the families spent their UBI, the level of full time employment, part 

time employment, education levels, amount of citizens in poverty, citizens approval of the 

program, and cost-benefit analysis. In addition to the Alaska Permanent Dividend Fund, the 

research by Y Combinator, and current pilot programs done in other countries, this UBS program 

would help us understand the potential of using a form of Universal Basic Income to bolster our 

economy from developing technology.  

 Automation is a phenomenon that is beginning to be accepted as the future of 

technological developments. Whether automation will replace millions of jobs or create millions 

of jobs, it is irresponsible for our country to not explore options that can correct inequalities 

present now or in the future. Universal Basic Income is a solution that should be explored and 

researched. Once we have the research to see consequences of its implementation, then we will 

be better able to judge its usefulness, and if not, we will have to keep researching.  
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