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he work of the foundational economy collective on the foundational economy (FE) is 
closely related to proposals for universal basic services (UBS).  The two overlap in 
practical terms and are imbued with a shared set of values about what matters most 

for human society and how to build a sustainable future.  Both are grounded in everyday 
experience and take a pragmatic approach to designing and implementing change.  For those 
who have been inspired by FE but are relatively new to UBS, this paper sets out a brief 
description and highlights links between the two.  

The first prospectus for UBS was published in 2017 by the Social Prosperity Network at 
University College London.  It was mentioned briefly (and quite favourably) in the 2018 book 
Foundational Economy but was found wanting in detail and scope.  Since then, there has been 
more work to put flesh on the bones, with further publications: in 2019 a literature review2 
and a paper linking UBS with need theory,3 and in 2020 a book, The Case for Universal Basic 
Services.4  Our work continues – as does that of the foundational economy collective – to build 
knowledge around the theory, practice and politics that shape this agenda.   

Defining UBS 

In a nutshell, UBS seeks to ensure that everyone has access to life’s essentials as a right not a 
privilege. Our premise is that this is a necessary condition for individual freedom and security, 
sustainable social justice and economic prosperity.   

 ‘Services’ are defined as collectively generated activities that serve the public interest. A 
service can be distinguished from a ‘good’ as being a type of activity that is not separable from 
the producer and where production and consumption occur simultaneously. However, 
material goods and infrastructure are intrinsic to services in all areas of need, as we shall see.   

 
1 Anna Coote is Principal Fellow at the New Economics Foundation (NEF). A leading analyst, writer and 
advocate in the field of social policy, she has written widely on social justice, sustainable development, 
working time, public health policy, public involvement and democratic dialogue, gender and equality. 
2 Coote, A. and Yaziki, E. (2019) Universal Basic Services: Theory and Practice. London: Institute for 
Global Prosperity. 
3 Gough, Ian (2019) Universal Basic Services: a theoretical and moral framework. 
Political Quarterly, 90 (3). 534 - 542.  
4 Coote, A. and Percy, A. (2020), The Case for Universal Basic Services. Cambridge: Polity 
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Services are described as ‘basic’ to mark them out as activities that are essential and sufficient 
to enable people to meet their needs.  They are not simply the bare minimum for survival, 
but what is required to participate and flourish.  ‘Universal’ conveys the idea that all citizens 
and/or residents are entitled to services that are sufficient to meet their needs, regardless of 
ability to pay.5 

Defined this way, UBS includes what already exists, such as education and healthcare, in many 
countries.  More importantly, it conveys an ambition to expand the approach in practice both 
by improving the quality of existing services, and by reaching into new areas such as housing, 
care and transport, to enable everyone to have access to life’s necessities.  

The main focus is on what is described as the ‘providential’ domain of the foundational 
economy.  The UBS agenda has its roots in social policy, sustainable development and the 
evolution of post-war welfare states.  It seeks to revive, expand and reimagine the ‘social 
wage’ derived from services, which has been ruthlessly stripped back by successive 
governments’ efforts to cut public spending and introduce market rules.  It is also a response 
to the growing clamour for universal basic income (UBI), which promotes unconditional cash 
payments to all as a ‘solution’ to problems of poverty and inequality.   The route to freedom 
and security, we contend, is not just money, but more and better public services: in-kind 
benefits funded through taxation, on which everyone depends and most take for granted 
(until something goes wrong).   

Underlying principles 

The case for UBS rests on two key principles: shared needs and collective responsibilities. It 
recognises that all human beings have the same set of basic needs that must be satisfied in 
order to survive and thrive, think for one’s self and participate in society. Theories of capability 
and human need converge around this point. 6 Human needs are universal across time and 
space.  And they are non-substitutable, reflecting the multi-dimensional nature of wellbeing. 
While the detail of how they are met will vary widely, they always require certain generic 
‘satisfiers’ that remain fairly constant, although the list may evolve over time. These have 
been identified as water, nutrition, shelter, secure and non-threatening work, education, 
healthcare, security in childhood, significant primary relationships, physical and economic 
security, and a safe environment.7  More recently, access to motorised transport and to 

 
5 IBID,  p.4. 
6 Nussbaum, M. (2000). Women and Human Development: The Capabilities Approach. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press; Doyal, L., and Gough, I. (1991). A Theory of Human Need. London: 
Palgrave Macmillan. 
7 IBID; Miller, S.C. (2012). The Ethics of Need: Agency, Dignity and Obligation. New York: Routledge.  
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digital information and communications have been added8 and there is a strong case for 
explicitly including care, which is only implied in the list above.9 

Needs and their generic satisfiers are intrinsically satiable: there are limits beyond which more 
food, more work or more security are no longer helpful and could even do one harm.  So there 
comes a point where sufficiency is reached in meeting needs: this aligns UBS with sustainable 
development, which aims to meet current needs without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs.10  

Individual and collective ways of meeting needs 

Life’s necessities are obtained through a combination of individual and collective activities 
that vary according to the type of need. They fall roughly into three categories.  In the first 
are needs that most people expect to pay for through market transactions. Food is an obvious 
example.  Yet not everyone is able to buy food of sufficient quality and quantity. Public policies 
are required to ensure not only that everyone has an adequate income but also that food of 
sufficient quality and quantity is available and affordable for all.11  

In the second category, where housing and transport are examples, needs are commonly met 
through private payment, but fair and adequate distribution depends even more heavily on 
collective endeavour – to deliver the necessary material infrastructure, safeguard standards, 
prevent extortion, design neighbourhoods, co-ordinate routes and so forth.  

In the third category, there are needs that few can meet on their own, where most people 
depend on others for meeting them. Trying to access and pay for them individually is likely to 
be ruinous if not fatal: examples include education and healthcare.  Childcare and adult social 
care may belong to the second or third category and this will vary between countries and 
household types. 

In all three categories, exercising a degree of collective responsibility is the only way to ensure 
that everyone’s basic needs are met.  This is the ‘fundamental basis’ of social life, as Durkheim 
observed: people ‘cannot live together without agreeing and consequently without making 
mutual sacrifices, joining themselves to one another in a strong and enduring fashion’.12   

UBS offers a framework for exercising collective responsibility to meet shared needs. It 
involves pooling resources, sharing risks and investing collectively – through government 

 
8 Rao, N.D. & Min, J. (2017). ‘Decent Living Standards: Material Requisites for Human Well Being’. 
Journal of Social Indicators Research, 138 (1): 138-225.  
9 The Care Collective (2020) The Care Manifesto. London: Verso. 
10 Brundtland Commission (1987), Our Common Future. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
11 Sharpe, R. and Barling, D. (2019). ‘The right thing to do’: ethical motives in the interpretation of 
social sustainability in the UK’s conventional food supply’. Agriculture and Human Values, 36(2), pp. 
329–340.  Benton, T. et al (2019) Food Politics and Policies in Post-Brexit Britain. London: Royal 
Institute for Public Affairs.  
12 Durkheim, E. (1984). The Division of Labour in Society. London: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 154-9. 
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institutions - in social and material infrastructure to serve the public interest. The collective 
provision of services amounts to a social income that replaces out-of-pocket expenditure. This 
leaves individuals and households with more disposable cash (all else being equal) and 
generates a secure foundation for people to live as they choose. 

The UBS framework: a generic approach 

Since most rich countries have health and education systems that are free at the point of use, 
there is plenty to learn from past experience. For example, contracting out services to for-
profit organisations rarely serves the public interest well; and there is no one-size-fits-all 
model for service delivery.  A key lesson is that there can be no return to the traditional top-
down model of 20th century state services.  Instead, the UBS agenda seeks to transform the 
ways in which services are organised, delivered and controlled.   

Services differ from each other because of the specific functions they perform to meet distinct 
needs.  This requires a customised approach to planning and organisation in each case.  Yet 
all service areas within the UBS framework have certain features in common, because they 
are all engaged in enabling people to have fair and sufficient access to life’s essentials.  Central 
to the framework is an acknowledgement of the specific characteristics and provisioning 
systems associated with different areas of need, combined with a generic approach shaped 
by shared values. (The same is true of FE.) Summarised briefly, this generic approach involves 
– in all services areas:  

 collective responsibility for ensuring that shared needs are met, exercised through 
democratically elected governments;  

 power devolved to the lowest appropriate level (according to the principle of subsidiarity); 

 services delivered by a range of organisations with different models of ownership and 
control, all sharing a clear set of enforceable public interest obligations;  

 meaningful participation in planning and delivering services by residents and service 
users, working in close partnership with professionals and other service workers;  

 clear rules and procedures for fair and inclusive eligibility and entitlement. 

The role of the state 

Following Marshall’s view of 'social citizenship', UBS endorses ‘positive’ social rights that 
enable people to claim the means that are essential for participating fully in society, and for 
enjoying civil and political freedoms. 13 This implies corresponding duties and duty-bearers 

 
13 Marshall, T. (1965). The Right to Welfare. The Sociological Review, 13(3), pp.261-272. 
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who are clearly identified and suitably resourced and supported to fulfil their duties.  The role 
of local and national government and public institutions is crucial in this regard.  In some areas 
of need and in some settings, it may be appropriate for the state to be a direct provider of 
services.  However, the UBS framework involves a shift in power towards localities and people 
who use services. It favours diverse models of ownership and control, and adopts the FE 
proposal for social licensing to establish a shared set of value-based conditions for all 
providers.  It calls for a changing dynamic between ‘bottom-up’ and ‘top-down’ politics, and 
a transformation of the culture and practice of public authorities.  Decisions about the scope 
of UBS, who is eligible, how individual and collective efforts are combined, and how rights are 
defined and enforced, should be subject to democratic dialogue between people and their 
democratically elected governments, through citizens’ assemblies and juries or similar 
models.  

Against this background, the national state retains certain essential functions:  

 to guarantee entitlements;  

 to ensure equality of access, between and within localities 

 to set and enforce ethical and practical standards 

 to collect and invest the necessary funds, distributing them to maximise inclusion and 
fairness; to support diverse models of delivery and to coordinate functions across the 
different areas of need, in order to maximise positive impacts.  

UBS in practice 

In The Case for Universal Basic Services, we explore in some detail how the UBS framework 
could be applied in practice in five specific areas: childcare, adult social care, housing, 
transport and access to the Internet. In each case we draw on existing practical experience, 
mainly in other European countries, to show how things could be done differently.    

To cite just one example, sufficient and affordable housing depends not just on the price of 
bricks and mortar, but on how residents experience the quality of their surroundings and 
relationships with neighbours, and how easily they can find their way to transport, jobs, 
schools, public services, shops, leisure facilities, and open spaces. Markets alone are most 
unlikely to achieve sufficiency and affordability for all unless they are shaped and managed 
by local and national governments, for example by using regulation, public investment, land 
acquisition and partnerships with commercial organisations and non-profit NGOs. Much can 
be learned from experience in Austria, Denmark, Germany and the Netherlands. 

Equality, efficiency, solidarity, sustainability 
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Implementing the UBS agenda can bring substantial benefits in terms of equality, efficiency, 
solidarity and sustainability.  The framework is new and untested, but there is some evidence, 
drawn from studies of existing public services, that supports these claims, for example:   

 Public services reduce income inequalities by providing a virtual income, made up of in-
kind benefits. A study of OECD countries shows that these are worth a far greater share 
of disposable income (76%) for the poorest quintile than for the richest (14%).   

 Non-profit, collective forms of provision avoid inefficiencies that routinely arise from 
market processes: inflexible contracts, higher transaction costs and moral hazards that 
are encountered when profit incentives combine with unequal knowledge in markets.   On 
healthcare for example, the USA, which has a mainly market-based system, outspends the 
UK and other EU countries by a wide margin and yet has a lower average life expectancy.  

 The concepts of shared needs and collective responsibilities embody the idea of solidarity, 
and the practice of UBS, as defined here, has potential to develop and strengthen 
solidarity. By contrast, there is a rich literature on the ways in which systems based on 
individualism, choice and competition weaken the values of social citizenship and 
undermine solidarity.14 

 By focusing on on sufficiency for all, rather than on satisfying wants and preferences, UBS 
can help to put a brake on excessive consumption that would otherwise threaten to 
breach planetary boundaries.  It can lead the way towards sustainable practice, both 
directly and by influencing partners and contractors. The per capita carbon footprint of 
health care in the USA is two and a half times greater than in the UK and three and half 
times greater than in several European countries. 15  

Cost and value 

Applying the UBS framework to the five areas mentioned above has been estimated to cost 
in the region of 5% of GDP.  However, the annual cost would depend on the speed and reach 
of innovation, and on how far existing services were also improved and extended. While 
further work on costs will doubtless be useful, it is equally important to consider how far UBS 
can lead to outcomes that renew local assets, safeguard planetary boundaries and nurture 
human flourishing. It is worth noting, for example, that UBS has potential to generate a wide 
range of relatively secure jobs at all skills levels; it can also help to prevent harm to human 
and planetary health that would otherwise require costly interventions. Evaluating this 

 
14 Lynch K. and Kalaitzake, M. (2018). ‘Affective and calculative solidarity: the impact of individualism 
and neoliberal capitalism’. European Journal of Social theory: pp 1-20; Brodie, J.M. (2007). ‘Reforming 
social justice in neoliberal times’, Studies in Social Science. 1 (2).; Jayasuriya, K. (2006). Statecraft, 
welfare and the politics of inclusion. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, p.15.  
15 Pichler, P. et al. 2019. ‘International comparison of health care carbon footprints’, Environmental 
Research Letters, 14.6. 
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approach requires a shift from conventional cost-benefit analysis to assessing how far services 
produce social, environmental and economic value.   

Where do we go from here? 

When it comes to the (so far elusive) moment when we start to recover from the catastrophic 
effects of pandemic and lockdown, UBS offers a bold alternative to ‘business as usual’. UBS, 
like FE, embodies a systemic approach to pragmatic and incremental change, rather than a 
policy fix.   It is work in progress and very likely to deepen and change over time.  While the 
UBS agenda has so far focused on a particular range of services in the providential domain, 
the principles embedded in the framework and the overall approach could equally be applied 
to utilities, parks, libraries, waste and recycling, street lighting – wherever collective 
(government) interventions are required to guarantee that everyone’s needs are met, and to 
safeguard residents’ control, as well as quality, sufficiency and equal access.   It is not the 
same as FE but the synergies are strong. 

 


