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12.	 Life on basic income – Interview 
accounts by basic income experiment 
participants on the effects of the 
experiment
Helena Blomberg, Christian Kroll and Laura 
Tarkiainen

INTRODUCTION

The aims of the Finnish basic income experiment were strongly associated 
with the target population’s employment status effects, since the main goals 
were to strengthen employment incentives and remove the conditionality of 
unemployment benefits. However, basic income proponents argue that the 
effects of basic income should be scrutinised in a broader sense than a narrow 
labour supply framework. For example, Van Parijs (2013) and Davala et al. 
(2015) claim that basic income is an emancipatory and participatory income 
promoting individuals’ real freedom. In addition, as argued by Calnitsky 
(2016: 28), labour supply results tell little about how recipients experience 
basic income, and understand and interpret its effects. Thus, research on basic 
income experiments would benefit from considering various aspects of social 
and psychological consequences, as well as personal accounts by experiment 
participants on their effects. 

In this chapter, we examine the effects of the Finnish basic income exper-
iment by analysing qualitative interview accounts of 81 people who partici-
pated in the two-year experiment. In our theory-driven content analysis, we 
utilise Hannah Arendt’s theory (Arendt, 1998 [1958]) on labour, work, and 
action modalities and Inger Jansson’s interpretation of basic income’s effects 
on these modalities (Jansson, 2019). By analysing interviewees’ accounts in 
the light of Arendt’s labour, work and action modalities, we aim to achieve 
a deeper understanding of the various effects of the basic income experiment. 

We start by briefly introducing previous research on basic income and dis-
cussing our theoretical underpinnings. Then, we present our data and analysis 
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process. Next, we examine the interviewees’ accounts of the effects of utilising 
the framework of the labour, work and action modalities. In the concluding 
section, we reflect on our findings more broadly.

ON THE EFFECTS OF A BASIC INCOME

As pointed out elsewhere in this book, the concept of basic income has 
been discussed from a variety of theoretical and practical vantage points. 
For example, in Finland, basic income has been given multiple conflicting 
definitions, because it has been posited as a response to various issues, such 
as problems of welfare bureaucracy, fulfilment of social rights, incentives for 
paid work, and insecurity of ‘precarious’ employment (Perkiö, 2020a, 2020b). 
Thus, although basic income has often been presented as a simple and unified 
idea, concrete policy proposals have included varying goals and interpreta-
tions of it (De Wispelaere and Stirton, 2004). In the Finnish basic income 
experiment, the final design parameters can be regarded as the result of not 
only political, but also legal, institutional, and budgetary considerations and 
constraints (see De Wispelaere et al., 2018: 16). 

Generally, existing research on basic income has largely focused on the 
normative discussions of its application, particularly with regard to work and 
employment (for reviews, see Kangas and Pulkka, 2016; Widerqvist, 2013). 
On the one hand, basic income is thought to incentivise paid work and provide 
a safety net and bargaining power to those who are subjected to insecure, 
poorly protected, and low-paid working conditions. Basic income is, for 
example, assumed to support those who perform sporadic and irregular entre-
preneurial activities as well as project-based creative work (Jansson, 2019; 
Kangas and Pulkka, 2016). On the other hand, it is argued that basic income 
may present a risk of trapping precarious workers in insecure employment 
conditions (see Birnbaum and De Wispelaere, 2020). 

Furthermore, it is claimed that basic income obscures the division between 
‘work’ and ‘non-work’ (Pateman, 2004), when taking into account not just 
paid work in the labour market, but also the range of non-commodified forms 
of activities, such as domestic work, care work, community engagement, and 
voluntary work. In addition, basic income is thought to make it easier for an 
individual citizen to reduce working time, to take a break between jobs, to 
have the means to undertake further training, or to become self-employed (Van 
Parijs, 2001). Thus, it is argued that basic income challenges the centrality of 
paid work and decreases the shame and deleterious effects of unemployment 
(Sage, 2019). By various means, basic income may enhance individuals’ 
freedom, autonomy, and emancipation (e.g. Standing, 2017; Van Parijs, 1995, 
2013). 
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Because of its universality principle, basic income has been considered to 
eliminate explicit or implicit moral judgements and to reduce benefit stigma 
(Calnitsky, 2016; McKay, 2007). It has been perceived as providing a humane 
alternative to conditional traditional means-tested workfare programmes 
(Hamilton and Mulvale, 2019). 

While empirical evidence on various issues regarding the effects of basic 
income often seem inconclusive to date, existing studies have often followed 
a quantitative methodological approach. In the relatively scarce body of 
qualitative work on basic income experiments, some studies have reported 
reduced stigma under an unconditional regime with a mixed group of recip-
ients (Calnitsky, 2016), while others have reported that basic income has 
positive effects on recipients’ self-dignity and experiences of trust (Bohmeyer 
and Cornelsen, 2019). In addition, basic income has outperformed traditional 
conditional welfare programmes with respect to long-term financial and future 
planning, improved nutrition, housing stability, physical and mental health, 
and social connections with friends and family (see Hamilton and Mulvale, 
2019).

BASIC INCOME IN THE LABOUR, WORK AND 
ACTION MODALITY FRAMES

As pointed out above, a basic income can be assumed to affect people’s 
employment and life trajectories in various ways, although it is far from clear 
how, since the assumptions presented include conflicting and contradictory 
ideas and conclusions. By approaching the Finnish basic income experiment 
from the perspective of participating individuals, we aim here to account for 
people’s various social contexts in which ‘everything affects everything’. 
Hence, our point of departure is that basic income should be assessed in rela-
tion to individuals’ larger life situations and social contexts. We assume that 
people as actors pay attention to various aspects of life when making decisions 
related to paid employment and activities outside the labour market. 

Arendt’s (1998 [1958]) theory, known as vita activa, provides a theoretical 
framework that takes into account these various aspects. The main principle of 
the theory is that human activity is conditioned under three modalities: labour, 
work and action. These three modalities include everyday survival and con-
sumption, utility and production; creating permanence and coexistence among 
humans; and human flourishing.

Arendt’s thought has increasingly inspired researchers interested in welfare 
policy and occupational science, including some interested in basic income 
(Jansson, 2017, 2019; Sauer, 2015; Suuronen, 2018). For example, Jansson 
(2019) analysed Arendt’s theory vis-à-vis people’s occupational patterns 
and their experiences of occupational meaning. According to this view, the 
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rationale underlying claims for basic income relies on different ideologies that 
can all be examined through the lens of labour, work and action modalities. 
Therefore, the effects of basic income should be assessed through not just one 
but all modalities, since people participate more or less in all of them. First, the 
‘labour’ modality refers to the abolishment of bureaucratic payment transfer 
systems and work that secures everyday survival through paid work. Within 
the labour modality, basic income may help to liberate people from impossible 
demands of the labour market, but may also result in the risk of them becoming 
passive consumers, unable to fully participate in other modalities, that is, work 
and action. Jansson (2019: 132–4) seems to associate the Finnish basic income 
experiment’s aims to alter the so-called bureaucratic and welfare ‘traps’ 
related to low-paid and sporadic jobs primarily with the labour modality. 

Second, the ‘work’ modality refers to diminishing poverty and enhancing 
self-determined lives and work performed to create useful, permanent and 
sustainable production, beyond just survival. This could mean that with basic 
income, people may have better options to refuse jobs that are unethical or 
deleterious to both humans and the environment. This type of thinking empha-
sises the meaning of paid work and work communities as a means to guarantee 
individuals’ autonomy and well-being. Finally, the ‘action’ modality refers to 
human activity performed in relation to other people in the public sphere, such 
as voluntary work. Within the action modality, basic income may enhance par-
ticipation and shared political activity in forms other than paid work. Hence, 
basic income may enable actions that aim to deepen democracy and shared 
political and/or participatory activity among citizens (Jansson, 2019). 

DATA

To obtain the type of qualitative data needed, the Social Insurance Institution 
of Finland delivered our research group’s interview invitation and informed 
consent form to half (988 people) of the basic income experiment participants 
by mail. Those willing to participate in a face-to-face interview were asked to 
mail their consent forms directly to our research group, which was the only 
party with access to the interview data at any stage. This procedure was the 
result of the study being an independent part of the experiment’s evaluation 
by a research group at the University of Helsinki. Therefore, the transfer of 
personal data was contingent on the explicit consent of the basic income exper-
iment participants only. Taking into account this procedure, in which remind-
ers were not allowed, our initial goal was to receive at least 50 signed consent 
forms. However, the expectations were exceeded, and a total of 106 informed 
consent forms were obtained during the period 3 February–16 March 2019. 

We chose to conduct semi-structured interviews, which enabled us to freely 
discuss several themes relating to participants’ experiences. The interviews 
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Table 12.1	 Interviewees’ background information (number of persons)

Gender Female
Male
Non-binary

42
38
1

Age 25–34 years old
35–44 years old
45–61 years old
No information

18
21
40
2

Residency Uusimaa (including greater Helsinki area)
Southern Finland
Western Finland
Northern and Eastern Finland

27
21
24
9
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dealt with three core themes: (1) participants’ general life situation and 
well-being; (2) unemployment, work, and bureaucratic encounters; and (3) 
interviewees’ experiences as basic income experiment participants. 

In our data collection, we kept conducting interviews until we reached 
a point at which we were assured that the accounts of basic income and the 
experiment started to resemble each other (e.g. Hennink et al., 2016). We 
ended up interviewing 81 people, notably more than our initial goal.

The interviews were conducted in quiet and easily accessible locations1 
that were suitable for the interviewees and caused them no extra expenses to 
travel to. Three people employed for the project conducted the interviews. 
The first pilot interview was conducted on 14 January 2019 and the remaining 
80 interviews between 7 February 2019 and 4 June 2019; 74 interviews were 
conducted in Finnish, four in Swedish, and three in English. 

The interviews lasted between 27 minutes and 2 hours 22 minutes. In total, 
we ended up with 88 hours and 1 minute of recorded interview material. The 
interviews were transcribed verbatim, resulting in 3893 pages of transcribed 
data. All data extracts used in this chapter were anonymised and translated into 
English.2 We present information on the interviewees’ backgrounds in Table 
12.1.

Approximately two-thirds of our interviewees reported that they had gained 
paid employment during the experiment; 25 interviewees had been working 
in either longer fixed-term or permanent positions; and 14 had undertaken 
short-time and/or on-demand work. Five interviewees worked in creative 
fields and six were entrepreneurs. Five interviewees performed work sup-
ported by a pay subsidy. Around one-third of the interviewees did not gain 
any form of paid employment during the experiment. Of these interviewees, 
nine had studied full time, one had acted as (an unofficial) caregiver, six had 
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been receiving activation services that promoted employment, and 12 were not 
involved in any of these activities.

ANALYSIS

For our analysis, we first read our data to make sense of it as a whole. Then, 
for closer analysis, we collected all data passages that dealt with interviewees’ 
accounts of the experiments’ effects. For the next stage of the analysis, we 
applied theory-driven content analysis on relevant data passages that were 
organised in correspondence with prior theoretical knowledge (Elo and 
Kyngäs, 2008). 

We analysed our data with respect to the labour, work, and action modalities 
identified by Arendt (1998 [1958]), as well as the assumed effects of basic 
income on these activities (see Jansson, 2019). Nearly all of the interviewees 
touched upon these three modalities in one way or another while making 
sense of their experiences, for example, by making multiple justifications 
when describing factors that contribute to unemployed people’s access to paid 
employment. By analysing these three modalities, we aimed to exemplify the 
diversity of interviewees’ social contexts and manifold accounts of the exper-
iment’s effects. However, by focusing on the analysis of these modalities, we 
excluded several intriguing interview themes that were beyond the scope of 
our analysis. 

The Labour Modality

We identified two different ways in which the interviewees described the 
effects of the basic income experiment related to labour modality activities: 
everyday survival and consumption. The first way concerns interviewees’ 
descriptions that portray the basic income experiment as having been meaning-
ful for meeting their basic human needs and allowing them to secure necessary 
consumption through paid employment. The second way is associated with 
accounts in which the interviewees described the minimal or non-existent 
effects the experiment had on their employment, living conditions, and/or 
consumption. 

In interview accounts in which basic income was said to have strengthened 
the labour modality, the enhanced possibilities for accepting, in particular, 
short-time, part-time and gig jobs were highlighted. Some interviewees stated 
that favourable tax conditions that were a part of the experiment design had 
resulted in them taking jobs that had otherwise been too poorly paid and 
insecure. Others, in turn, had regarded their basic income as allowing them to 
decline job offers perceived as being too insecure or having very poor working 
conditions. For some interviewees, basic income had provided economic secu-
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rity, enhancing their life situation between different jobs, gigs, or contracts. In 
particular, this security was associated with part-time and zero-hour contracts 
in which earnings were varied and job contracts were characterised by breaks 
in between. 

During the basic income experiment, I was in a work trial that resulted in temporary 
contracts, and then an on-demand work contract. (--) When the experiment started, 
it immediately affected my mindset, that if I could get even small bits of work, 
I could have a chance to support myself. (--) Well, my salary was not amazingly 
high, so it [basic income] was a good supplement and I was able to get on very well 
with it during the experiment. And when I finished the temporary contract and got 
another, it was still really a good help for me. In particular, last summer, when I left 
that temporary contract and started this on-demand contract, it was an extra good 
supplement, as my earnings were really uncertain at the time. So it [basic income] 
brought loads of security to my life. (Interviewee 71)

The interviewees, however, talked about the labour modality in various ways, 
representing different ways of reasoning. For example, for some interviewees, 
the basic income experiment offered an opportunity to seek new options in 
the labour market, whereas others said that they had postponed their plans 
to study, for example, since it was worthwhile to work full-time and to have 
the untaxed basic income on top of their earnings. Hence, many interviewees 
stated that having a salary and basic income strengthened their ability to under-
take long-term economic planning, for example, to consume, save money, and 
afford both basic necessities and small luxuries (see Hamilton and Mulvale, 
2019: 588–90). However, some interviewees experienced economic difficul-
ties and extra bureaucratic stress between jobs during the experiment, since 
unemployment insurance funds and trade unions had little knowledge of how 
the basic income affected earnings-related daily unemployment allowances.

Still, basic income combined with a salary was described as offering some 
of the interviewees a better living standard, instead of only covering everyday 
survival (cf. Jansson, 2019). During the experiment, some interviewees were 
able, for instance, to buy proper winter clothes or household appliances, to 
repair their car, to go to the cinema, to visit a restaurant, or to go to the hair-
dressers. Some interviewees had been able to invest in culture, travel, home 
decorating, visiting relatives, or children’s recreational activities. Therefore, 
combining the basic income with a salary offered many interviewees a sense 
of security and continuity in their lives. 

I feel that I am economically a little bit stronger now. On my own, I happened to find 
a therapist whom I meet once a month. Just speaking about my issues has helped 
me to move forward with my life. […] Basically, this basic income has paid for my 
therapy, which has helped me to cope in working life. (Interviewee 4)
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Basic income was described as being particularly motivating in situations in 
which it was combined with a salary paid from subsidised work. However, not 
all interviewees had internalised the benefits of the untaxed basic income until 
subsidised work started, that is, keeping the basic income untaxed on top of 
any earnings. On the one hand, basic income was portrayed as strengthening 
incentives for working in the intermediate labour market. On the other hand, 
the experiment caused disappointment to some interviewees, since despite 
their hopes and wishes, they did not gain access to ‘proper jobs’ within the 
open labour market owing to work ability limitations. 

When I got [from subsidised work with basic income] nearly the same sum as those 
who work as regular labourers, it motivated me insanely to work. To be honest, 
I was really upset when it [basic income] ended. I am a client of integrated services 
[Multi-sectoral Joint Service Promoting Employment], and the staff there told 
me many, many times that now it would be a profitable time to seek a job as one 
can get some extra money. […] I have to say that it has bothered me that I didn’t 
realise I could go somewhere earlier. Or, I don’t know. […] I had no work capacity 
then […] I had long, long episodes in rehabilitative work and at the time, I had no 
strength to do proper jobs. I sort of have to admit it [not having working ability] to 
myself. Well, even these days, I sometimes have problems with my ability to cope, 
and my feelings are not always very good. (Interviewee 32)

Some interviewees described situations in which they had found it difficult to 
find employment, because they lacked work ability, or had only partial work 
capacity due to mental health issues, homelessness, or an otherwise difficult life 
situation. However, in these situations, some people gained paid employment 
at the end of the second year of the experiment. In these interview accounts, 
success in gaining employment is portrayed as a long-term project in which not 
just basic income but also support from officials and non-governmental organ-
isations (NGOs) is described as meaningful. However, during the experiment, 
some participants were able to make longer-term plans for the future and to 
‘sort things out’ after prolonged periods of unemployment. 

I must have been quite difficult to employ before I got into this basic income 
experiment. I had problems with my driving licence and it looked like a knot that 
would not open in any way. […] When this basic income thingy started, I got some 
type of drive. I immediately thought that, God dammit, I have 2 years to get my shit 
together, to do as I want to. And so it went. I am very satisfied with all the things 
I achieved during these 2 years. And as a cherry on the top, during the last month, 
I found a place to work, which seems relatively long lasting. […] I mean, this exper-
iment gave me 2 years’ timeframe to see the horizon. That really, now I have time 
to breathe. (Interviewee 74)

The other way to describe the effects of experiments on the labour modality 
deals with descriptions of minimal or non-existent effects. In these cases, the 
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interviewees had, for example, agreed to take on jobs prior to knowing about 
the experiment and/or jobs were easy to accept despite the experiment. Hence, 
the experiment was associated with little meaning vis-à-vis labour modality.

In other of these accounts, the interviewees made sense of the labour 
modality by presenting structural explanations for their situations. In these 
descriptions, the interviewees shared their aspirations with respect to the 
labour modality; however, heterogeneous reasons, such as their place of 
residence, age, disability, long-term illnesses, their educational background, 
and/or migrant status influenced their opportunities to gain employment (see 
also Calnitsky and Latner, 2017: 375, 390). Some interviewees also included 
descriptions in which the experiment was portrayed as ‘unsuccessful’ or 
‘wasted’ in their cases, since their health or work ability did not allow them to 
strengthen the labour modality as a basic activity in their lives. Thus, in these 
cases, the experiment time was not described as differing significantly from 
the time of receiving traditional welfare. 

Well, all kinds of [services for promoting employment] have been tried. But I just 
can’t [participate in them for health reasons]. […] If I think about [basic income] 
financially, I was 100 percent sure when it came, as it came so steadily. But now 
[with traditional unemployment benefit] it comes in 4-week cycles, and it comes 
when it comes. […] So it was a little easier [with basic income]. […] Otherwise, 
I can’t say, whether my [life situation] would have been any different. In the same 
way, the sun rises in the morning and sets in the evening. (Interviewee 2)

However, interviewees who had long-term illnesses and work ability limita-
tions expressed that the basic income offered some kind of security owing to 
its regularity. The unconditionality of basic income was portrayed as mean-
ingful for covering basic necessities, such as rent and medicine. However, 
the amount of the basic income in the experiment was described as too low to 
cover all necessities for everyday survival. 

The Work Modality

The interview accounts for the effects of the experiment related to work 
modality activities deal with their descriptions of improved possibilities for 
making meaningful and sustainable decisions in the labour market. In particu-
lar, the experiment revealed that the work modality was strengthened in the 
case of interviewees who had either studied or worked as specialists, small 
business owners, or in creative fields. 

Those interviewees who worked in creative fields stated that the basic 
income experiment had particularly positive effects in their situations in 
which freelance fees, hourly paid work and/or grants were combined. These 
interviewees stated that the basic income helped them to accept project-based 
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and sporadic work, as it came with diminished bureaucratic load and lack of 
coercion and sanctions associated with traditional welfare. In addition, the 
basic income experiment was portrayed as having been helpful in terms of 
professional confidence and courage to pursue artistic aspirations, as well 
as strengthening general well-being, sense of control, and agency (see also 
Calnitsky and Latner, 2017: 392). 

Well, for sure, I can say that my well-being was better when I had basic income. 
It is about a feeling of freedom, and these psychological effects have been great. 
Whereas economically, the benefits have been nearly non-existent. But it is rather 
about not having that coercion in the background, so it increases creativity when 
you get the freedom. Then, creativity increases well-being. […] So, it has provided 
me a feeling that I can focus on the matters that are relevant. […] When the constant 
insecurity and regular hassle with benefits are gone, I mean the weariness of them, 
you can see that you are able to achieve miracles. When you don’t always have to 
think whether I can accept this gig or not [without losing my benefits]. (Interviewee 
6)

Interviewees who had worked in creative fields during the experiment said 
that the basic income was a relief for them owing to its economic predictability 
and stability. These aspects were portrayed as strengthening the interviewees’ 
sense of security and helping them to free themselves from the stress related to 
income insecurity. However, these interview accounts on increased creativity 
were related to interviewees who had worked in creative fields prior to the 
experiment.

Not much has changed, as I have reported my doings [to the Public Employment 
Services] in a similar way to before the experiment. I have had similar job gigs. The 
only positive thing I can say as an artist is that when you know that 560 euros will 
be deposited monthly into your account, I don’t have to think about how much my 
monthly income will reduce my unemployment benefit. So, it has brought me some 
economic security. […] And when you work in creative fields, it has a massive 
mental meaning. I mean what goes on in your head and what kinds of stress levels 
you have, so it has a significant meaning. […] 560 euros is no astronomic sum at all. 
[…] Practically, it didn’t increase my annual income at all, but it brought me some 
regularity. (Interviewee 13)

Some of the interviewees also stated that the experiment had freed them 
to educate themselves. In these accounts, descriptions of autonomy were 
emphasised, since during the experiment one could study without the Public 
Employment Services regulating the content, duration or means of those 
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studies. Thus, the basic income experiment freed some interviewees to channel 
their interests and motivated them to study instead of job seek. 

Well, if I am being totally honest, I have to say that it [basic income] has decreased 
[my job seeking] a bit. […] But I have tried to perceive it in a way that I will now 
invest in my studies. First of all, I am a job seeker, so if I will get a job offer, I will 
prioritise it, and my studies will be secondary then. But I haven’t been able to choose 
between these two. So, in that sense, my answer to your questions is that it [basic 
income] has made me a little bit passive. […] However, it has rather enabled me to 
be myself. Because, if I use the word ‘unemployed’, the status of an unemployed 
person, I have never liked it at all. Because it has so much to do with the idea that 
society patronises me. […] And work life for me [as a specialist] has been very 
independent and I have always been trusted. And all of a sudden, I am unemployed 
and all the trust is gone. So, in that sense, the basic income offered me the option 
to be trusted again. During these 2 years, I have been able to actualise myself, to 
participate in different events and study. (Interviewee 8)

The basic income experiment also helped some interviewees to upskill them-
selves in fields that would have been difficult or impossible to access with 
traditional conditional unemployment benefits. In these interview accounts, 
the possibility of advancing participants’ studies was described as more mean-
ingful than trying to achieve economic gains with basic income.

I was studying in a field in which finding a job can be a little difficult. So [the basic 
income] was really a delightful thing for me […] From time to time I thought, as 
I have that [anonymised] qualification, I could have gone to some [place of business] 
in Lapland for the summer, or some other place where there is a shortage of labour. 
But then again, it felt more meaningful to study. […] I thought it was for my future. 
It was tempting to work, to get a basic income and salary, but then again, it felt more 
valuable and more important for me to find my own thing. (Interviewee 43)

Based on some of the interview accounts, the time during the basic income 
experiment was used to provide an option to find a balance in their general life 
situation, to practice ‘self-seeking’, to find one’s ‘own thing’ or to reach for 
one’s long-term hopes and dreams of finding meaningful work and activities. 

When I had basic income, I felt it was really good, as I didn’t feel that my mental 
health was okay at that time. I had hoped that I could have received rehabilitation 
benefits for a little bit longer so I could have been a bit more relaxed at that point and 
taken care of myself better. But I had a slow pace with my mental health recovery 
and it would have required a little bit more time. But then I had this basic income 
option. […] When I was pursuing my dreams [of studies], it helped me to work 
myself. My mental health is loads better now, I feel that I am really stable now. 
(Interviewee 40)
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In interview accounts related to aims to achieve one’s long-term aspirations, 
some interviewees described how the basic income experiment had encour-
aged them to start their own small businesses, since they provided the option to 
experiment with self-employment without any major financial risk. However, 
some interviewees stated that basic income had no effect on these plans, since 
they were made prior to the experiment. Nevertheless, the ability to do mean-
ingful things for a living is at the core of these experiences.

In January, I realised that, hang on a second, I’m on basic income and I could afford 
to do this trick now. […] It was a lot easier and nicer to start a business, when I knew 
I had at least some income in the background. […] I thought that now I will try to 
do this, what I had been interested in doing. I thought that I have 2 years of time, 
and if everything gets fucked, at least I have tried it and I will not starve to death 
in between. Now, I have reached a point in which my business goes so well that 
there is no point of running it down, and get back on unemployment benefits. But 
then again, I have not got rich yet [so I have to do part-time work] […] The biggest 
change is that now I can do things that I have always wanted to. I had an opportunity 
to make my hobby as something that I could do for 12 hours per day in a way that 
someone is paying something for it. So, at the moment, it means a lot to me, that it is 
my life. […] But if the business needs to be shut down, I don’t know. [My part-time 
job], for example, does not give me any of these feelings. It doesn’t give any other 
feelings than that I wish this would be over for the day. (Interviewee 12)

The interviewees described how complex bureaucracy has prevented them 
from trying out self-employment prior to the experiment. However, these 
accounts also included statements that a two-year period was too short to 
establish a profitable business. In these interview accounts, the experiences 
were portrayed rather ambivalently, since they included descriptions of both 
self-actualisation and financial difficulties.

I started my own business in autumn 2017, by invoicing the client through my 
own business. I don’t know whether it would have been possible without this basic 
income, because I can’t even imagine the hassle I would have had with the Social 
Insurance Institution of Finland. I would have needed to negotiate with them and 
send them all kinds of receipts for invoicing. That would have been intolerable. So 
basic income enabled that for me. I could start up my own business; however, in the 
end, it wasn’t cost-effective. […] I had to close it down and think of other ways to 
invoice the clients then. […] So honestly, I can’t brag that it was a great thing to start 
up a business, since it wasn’t profitable. (Interviewee 9)

In addition, within the work modality, the basic income experiment also 
offered some of the interviewees meaningful employment options in their 
fields of specialisation, for example, by gaining more relevant work experi-
ence or having an option not to react the job offers of the Public Employment 
Services. 
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The Action Modality

The interview accounts also included content that can be related to action 
modality activities, that is, descriptions of the basic income experiment’s 
effects on interviewees’ societal and political participation as well as actions 
and interactions benefiting other human beings. These accounts included illus-
trations of how the basic income experiment had provided some interviewees 
with opportunities to participate in different political activities, voluntary 
work, and other non-paid activities, such as care work. 

Overall, in their interview accounts, the interviewees conceptualised various 
activities performed outside paid employment as work. For example, some 
interviewees described how receiving basic income had given them freedom to 
participate actively in different NGOs or cooperative activities, without being 
accountable to the Public Employment Services. 

[During the basic income experiment] I focused on activities of that co-operative. 
I was a chairperson of its board and a responsible account holder. […] I could have 
applied for unemployment benefits, but I didn’t, as I thought that basic income was 
enough. […] I don’t perceive myself as an unemployed person as I work so much. 
Even though I don’t get any money out of it yet. […] I believe I got a bit more 
self-confidence and ambition out of the fact that I didn’t need to worry about the 
money or to all the time have to demonstrate to the Social Insurance Institution of 
Finland or the Public Employment Services that I need money and I do things in an 
active manner. I believe that basic income had a positive effect on my confidence 
and strength. (Interviewee 50)

Some interviewees stated that receiving basic income encouraged them to 
perform voluntary work, since there was no risk of losing benefits. However, 
typically, these interviewees had done voluntary work prior to the experiment 
too. 

If I still would have that basic income, I could do some voluntary work. I have been 
working in a helpline service and as a support person. […] I could do something 
actually meaningful, and reasonable things too. But, now I am sort of hanging here 
and waiting, waiting, and waiting. (Interviewee 3)

Some interviewees described how basic income had inspired them to under-
take social and political activities, for example, to advocate for basic income 
or to deepen their knowledge of social policy in general. Some interviewees 
stated that as a result of the experiment, they had followed the news and daily 
politics in more detail, readjusted their political views, or participated in dif-
ferent events dealing with basic income. In addition, some interviewees shared 
their aspirations for participating in basic income studies as a means of being 
‘useful’ for future research. Thus, some interviewees expressed their desire to 
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help with and be part of knowledge production vis-à-vis basic income (see also 
Calnitsky, 2016: 30).

For sure, I wanted to participate [in this study], and with great inspiration, I am 
involved. This is a hot and topical issue around the world. I am very satisfied that 
I got selected, and I really hoped to participate in this face-to-face interview. Surely, 
this is a slow and tough way to influence, but this is how it works. (Interviewee 70)

Some interviewees also described how they had the flexibility to help and 
assist people during the experiment by adjusting their time use. This help 
included, for example, shopping for groceries for relatives, taking their neigh-
bours’ dogs out for walks, or babysitting their grandchildren. 

I do gigs [at work] because my parent has early dementia and my husband is on 
a sickness benefit. […] So also for my husband’s sake I haven’t been taking on 
permanent work, in case there will be situations that I couldn’t have time off to help 
him. But now, when I do gigs, I can plan my schedule a little bit. […] The guar-
anteed minimum income [basic income] provided me some alone time so I could 
regain some strength, too. […] Also, during those 2 years, I was able to give a bit 
more time to my children and grandchildren, so I could make my working hours 
a little flexible. […] So it [basic income] gave me own kinds of security and enough 
strength to cope with my family life. (Interviewee 47)

In the interview accounts, caring for relatives was portrayed as being easier 
in situations in which basic income was combined with self-employment and 
paid labour. These accounts overlapped all three modalities, since having the 
chance to focus on meaningful activities also freed energy to support close 
ones. 

I take care of my brother’s everyday life so that he survives. […] Even though I am 
not an official guardian, I take care of all kinds of stuff he needs. […] I have to say 
that during last year, I felt I was alive again. As I was able to actualise myself [in 
my own business] and do and try new things. […] I remembered who I am again. 
Because of my family issues, I had years, a couple of years when I didn’t think about 
myself at all. I just worked for other people, took care of them and helped them, so 
I sort of forgot who I am. I was sort of living some other person’s life in a way. So 
during last year, I was able to focus on my own thing, even though I helped others, 
but I was prioritising myself. (Interviewee 16)

In particular, some interviewees stated that basic income had enabled them 
to help their ageing relatives who needed daily assistance, for example in 
cases of acute illnesses. In the interviewee accounts, the care work of elderly 
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relatives was placed on a parallel with paid full-time work, compensated by 
basic income.

In my family, both my parents got ill at the same time. They are rather aged, so 
I have been acting as a voluntary care worker for a couple of years now. It has been 
a life situation that has occupied me a lot and it took time, since I have a different 
place of residence than my parents. So, I have moved to their place and been there 
physically. So, I haven’t thought about work issues; rather, I have been making sure 
that my parents’ everyday life flows, all their medical issues are in order, they have 
been to the doctors. […] So I kind of think that this voluntary care work, I perceive it 
as work, it has been work what I have done with my basic income salary. […] I said 
to my mother that you don’t have to give me any money. That I perceive that this 
basic income money is my salary that I will take care of you two. That you don’t 
have to be in any elderly care institution or be assisted by strangers. (Interviewee 28)

In addition, interviewees who were out of the paid labour market during the 
experiment described the economic security of basic income as meaningful for 
their social relationships and ability to help others. 

I have been told that I was remarkably happier [during the experiment than now], 
maybe it was the peace I had with the money being always in my account. It brought 
so much security to my life. Now, when I don’t have it, I am told that I am a similar 
bugbear as before. So in the autumn, I realised that God damn it, the time will come 
to its end. So, I had a little panic about what to do. […] So now when this citizen’s 
wage [basic income] ended, I didn’t even have a chance to visit the swimming hall 
with my friend, as I needed to save money for the bus ticket. […] I was too com-
fortable with my good situation. So, when it ended, it was quite a drop to anxiety. 
(Interviewee 10)

Thus, within the action modality, some interviewees stated that the basic 
income had an effect on their mental and general well-being, which influenced 
their ability to interact with other people on an everyday basis. 

CONCLUSIONS

In this chapter, we analysed interview accounts by 81 participants in Finland’s 
basic income experiment for the effects of the experiment vis-à-vis three 
modalities: labour, work and action (cf. Arendt, 1998 [1958]; Jansson, 2019). 

The interview accounts of activities relating to the labour modality were 
varied. Some of the interviewees described the experiment as having had 
a substantial effect on their labour market behaviour, employment, and daily 
consumption. For example, the financial incentives of the experiment encour-
aged some of the interviewees to seek employment or hold on to their jobs, 
which were often low-paid and had relatively insecure working conditions. 
Some of the interviewees pointed out that the incentive to hold on to such jobs 
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was connected to the additional income provided by the basic income, com-
pensating for a low salary. According to the interview accounts, for some the 
basic income had instead given rise to the opportunity to change jobs, reduce 
hours worked, or decline jobs offers perceived as meaningless in essence or 
as exploiting workers’ rights. Such power to say ‘no’ to undesirable jobs has 
been one of the central arguments for many proponents of a basic income (cf. 
Jansson, 2019; Van Parijs, 2013; Widerquist, 2013).

Some of the interviewees instead recounted that the experiment had little 
if any effects on their activities relating to the labour modality. In particular, 
interviewees who perceived themselves as having limited work capacity 
described the experiment as having had only minor effects on their lives. When 
having difficulties accessing paid employment, the basic income covered 
only the minimum necessities and daily consumption, if even those. Many of 
these interviewees also described difficulties in taking part in work and action 
modality-type activities, a situation which had, however, prevailed even before 
the basic income experiment. However, in such situations, basic income was 
still often described as enhancing the experience of financial security and 
continuity, as well as decreasing negative bureaucratic load and stress related 
to ‘coercive’ activation.

The interview accounts for the effects of the experiment also related to 
the work modality, which can be associated with self-determined life and 
sustainable as well as ethical production as a means to guarantee individu-
als’ autonomy and well-being (cf. Arendt, 1998 [1958]; Jansson, 2019). In 
particular, the interviewees who had worked in creative fields described the 
basic income experiment as having strengthened their autonomy and ability 
to undertake meaningful work. In addition, the interview accounts related 
to self-employment and studying were associated with meaningfulness and 
ability to fulfil one’s own long-term aspirations. 

The interview accounts also included activities that can be associated with 
the action modality. Some interviewees described how receiving a basic 
income had provided them with the opportunity to undertake voluntary work 
and activities, such as care work, which had strengthened their experience of 
well-being. Thus, part of the benefits of the experiment had to do with the 
participants considering modes of social participation, such as performing 
non-paid voluntary or care work, to be more legitimate when obtaining basic 
income than when receiving unemployment benefits. In addition, some inter-
viewees perceived such modes of participation as giving them the option of 
identifying themselves as working rather than belonging to the category of 
the unemployed (cf. the discussion on a basic income obscures the limits of 
‘work’). Thus, our results seem to lend some support to claims (e.g. Pateman, 
2004) that basic income (experiments) may obscure perceptions of the divi-
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sion between ‘work’ and ‘non-work’, in our case, clearly affecting people’s 
self-identity in positive ways. 

The effects of the basic income experiment vis-à-vis the three modalities of 
labour, work and action were to some extent overlapping. Hence, the effects 
are varied and only partially fit the modality framework. Based on our analy-
sis, people act by considering factors relating to all modalities in their activ-
ities. This means, for example, that an ability or will to accept a job is often 
tangled with more general reflections on work, family, economy, health and 
well-being. Often, these reflections seem connected to the variation regarding 
the premises of the interviewees, which are substantial even within the quite 
limited group studied (recipients of basic unemployment benefits from the 
Social Insurance Institution of Finland). Overall, the interview accounts on 
the effects of the experiment were often positive, but not all of them were. 
In particular, some interviewees who remained outside of paid employment 
described themselves as having ‘failed’ in the experiment, since they were not 
able to access the labour market. Thus, the interviews also reflect the explicit 
employment-related aims of the experiment.

However, the diversity in the accounts indicates that a basic income may 
respond to diverse social needs and various life situations in multiple ways 
(cf. Calnitsky and Latner, 2017: 390). Thus, our results can be interlinked with 
varied theoretical assumptions of basic income effects (for assumptions, see, 
for example, Jansson, 2019; Standing, 2002; Torry, 2019; Van Parijs, 2013; 
Widerqvist, 2013), although these often depart from the assumption that basic 
income is introduced to all members of society. 

While our results point to some similarities with previous empirical qual-
itative interview study findings regarding positive aspects of basic income 
(Hamilton and Mulvale, 2019), making comparisons with such research and 
experiments is challenging, since they differ in design, objectives, and general 
socio-political contexts. The Finnish basic income experiment was strongly 
tied to employment policy goals, lasted for only two years, and had a relatively 
low monthly payment, albeit tax exempt. The target group comprised only 
recipients of basic, flat-rate unemployment benefits, and the experiment group 
was fairly small (2000 people). Such factors, as well as the broader framework 
of the welfare system as a whole, have to be considered when assessing our 
empirical results and conclusions. 

In the ‘Nordic welfare state’-type context, in which all residents are, as 
a rule, covered (at least) by some comparatively low, but statutory means-tested 
last-resort economic benefits, receiving (tax-exempted) unconditional basic 
income instead of flat-rate basic unemployment benefits, as in the case of the 
experiment participants, seems to have had varied consequences. 

Most participants emphasised increased economic predictability and greater 
degrees of freedom of action as positive aspects of the income. However, 
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for people engaged in (some) gainful employment, the basic income also 
presented the opportunity to increase living standards, and thus, to move from 
a life of plain ‘survival’ somewhat closer to ‘normal’ consumption levels. 

For experiment participants who were not, for any multitude of possible 
reasons, active in the labour market, the experiment seems to have had limited 
effects on (material) living conditions and (the quite modest) consumption 
levels: often, the basic income amount paid during the experiment, even with 
other possible supplementary benefits (social assistance, housing allowances, 
etc.) received, was described as too low to cover all the necessities for every-
day survival. 

NOTES

1.	 The locations of the interviews were as follows: 34 interviews at public libraries, 
16 in meeting rooms, four at coffee houses/petrol stations, 25 at interviewees’ 
homes, and two at interviewees’ work offices.

2.	 Some semantic differences exist between the original and translated data extracts. 
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