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Study finds monthly
basic income helpful

Bailey Schulz
USA TODAY

Millions of Americans struggle to af-
ford basics like food and rent. A new
study spearheaded by the CEO of
ChatGPT’s parent company shows reg-
ular, unconditional cash payments
could help.

A three-year study from OpenRe-
search, a nonprofit research organiza-
tion backed by OpenAl CEO Sam Alt-
man, examined the effects of a no-
strings-attached $1,000-a-month cash
transfer on recipients’ health, employ-
ment and spending. It’s the latest and
largest study of its kind to show how un-
conditional cash could help lower-in-
come families meet basic needs.

“We're all finding the same results,”
said Stacia West, co-founder and direc-
tor of the University of Pennsylvania’s
Center for Guaranteed Income Re-
search. “You give people cash, and they
make great decisions for themselves
and their family in a way that you know
can promote upward economic mobil-
ity”

OpenResearch’s study kicked off in
2020 with 3,000 lower-income partici-
pants recruited through Illinois and Tex-
as nonprofits. One thousand partici-
pants received $1,000 a month in cash to
spend however they’d like, and a 2,000-
person control group received $50 a
month.

Overall, researchers said, their find-
ings suggest cash “provides flexibility.”

“The data we collected highlights the
complexity of people’s lives and needs,”
read a statement from OpenResearch.
“Cash provides the flexibility to meet
those diverse needs, and it is responsive
when needs shift based on a person’s
circumstances.”

According to the study:

e Recipients increased their spend-
ing by $310 a month on average, primari-
ly using the money for essentials like
food, housing and transportation.

e Recipients worked 1.3 hours less a
week on average compared with the
control group and reported more leisure
time but remained engaged in the work-
force.
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e Recipients were 26% more likely to
visit a hospital in the last year of the
study and 10% more likely to get dental
care and visit an emergency room. They
also reported a decrease in problematic
alcohol and some types of illicit drug
use.

e Recipients — especially Black and
female recipients — were more likely to
report having an idea for a business. Re-
cipients also reported a greater likeli-
hood of starting a business within the
next five years.

But OpenResearch’s findingsshow
cash isn’t the solution for everything.

e There were no significant effects on
physical health, self-reported access to
health care or behaviors like exercise or
sleep.

e The study found notable improve-
ments in stress, mental distress and
food security — but only during the first
year of the study. Those effects faded by
the second year. An OpenResearch
spokesperson said macroeconomic fac-
tors — like inflation and the loss of pan-
demic-era aid — may have eroded the
initial improvements, but researchers
will continue to analyze the data.

Sevly Snguon, co-founder and co-
chair of the Guaranteed Income Health
Consortium at the Johns Hopkins
Bloomberg School of Public Health, said
various research shows guaranteed in-
come is just one piece of the puzzle.

“There’s still a need for additional re-
sources for people who are parents.

They might need more childcare, more
support there. Affordable housing,
health care,” they said. “But guaranteed
income helps with people during those
key transition periods.”

OpenResearch plans to publish addi-
tional findings in the coming months on
the cash transfers’ impact on housing
outcomes, political attitudes and the re-
cipients’ children.

There are different visions for basic
income, with some pushing for pay-
ments targeting certain demographics
while others have called for a broader
universal program that would transfer
money to every American adult.

Research so far shows basic income
can help lower-income families afford
necessities. One 2020 study from Co-
lumbia University’s Center on Poverty
and Social Policy found $250 a month
for adults and children can reduce pov-
erty by 40%. Another 2020 report from
the Stanford Basic Income Lab said
overall evidence “consistently demon-
strates that unconditional cash in low-
and middle-income countries leads to a
measurable decrease in poverty.”

But there has been pushback.

More than half of U.S. adults opposed
auniversal basic income of about $1,000
a month for adults when surveyed by
Pew Research Center in 2020, and the
greatest opposition was among white
adults. A number of states, including
Iowa and South Dakota, have passed
bills that prohibit counties or cities from
providing guaranteed income programs
as skeptics argued that the money
would discourage people from working.

Basic income studies have shown
mixed results on its influence on em-
ployment, according to Sara Kimberlin,
executive director and senior research
scholar at the Stanford Center on Pover-
ty and Inequality. Sometimes recipients
have higher employment rates than the
control group. Other studies show a de-
crease in employment, although Kim-
berlin notes that can be for positive rea-
sons, like cutting back work hours to
take care of children and family .

“There really isn’t anywhere in the
United States where someone can live
on just $1,000 a month,” Kimberlin said.
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