
It is difficult to overstate the importance of messaging and communications surrounding 
guaranteed income pilots. As more and more pilots produce consistent data demonstrating 
the benefits of guaranteed income, the next step will be to communicate this evidence in 
a way that inspires robust public support and the political will to implement guaranteed 
income on the federal level. Pilots should therefore frame their communications 
strategically in support of these longer-term narrative change and political goals. 

As put by The Jain Family Institute’s Guaranteed Income Toolkit, “A clear messaging 
strategy is a core component of a successful pilot, rather than relying on the program to 
“speak for itself.”1

The name of the pilot program and the language used in its official communications will 
affect how it is perceived by recipients, partner organizations, and the public at large. 
Stanford’s Basic Income in Cities puts forth three strategic considerations for crafting a 
successful pilot communications strategy:

  • “First, consider the recipient’s perspective. Rather than using potentially 
stigmatizing language that signals poverty status and financial insecurity, like 
“needy families” and “the poor,” we recommend using inclusive language. Inclusive 
language includes words that signal deservingness, such as “citizen’s dividend,” 
and that recognize the diverse contributions of recipients to society as “caregivers,” 
“volunteers” and “parents.” This is crucial to protecting the dignity of the target 
population. A poorly communicated program could undermine positive recipient 
outcomes and impede uptake.

  • Second, if attempting to change the conversation on public assistance and advance 
cash-based policies, it is important to consider the perspective of future voters. 
Research suggests that highlighting values that are shared across the aisle, rather 
than those that are partisan, can be a promising strategy to engage a wider audience 
in the conversation.

  • Third, take into account how UBI ties into existing ideas of deservingness and 
work. UBI is often perceived as a necessary reimagining of the social contract in 
an evolving economy. However, cities may want to avoid terms that prime thoughts 
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of formal unemployment and instead emphasize the cash as a “guarantee” or 
“credit” that can help expand freedom and compensation for diverse types of work. 
Alternatively, they may address head-on the narrative that one’s worth depends 
on one’s work and strive to change it. Stockton SEED, for example, is holding 
roundtable community discussions and poetry events on the relationship between 
work and dignity in the 21st century. Similarly, the Magnolia Mother’s Trust is 
seeking to replace the ideas of mistrust and marginalization, baked into the work 
requirements of current welfare programs, with those of choice and dignity.”2

At this point, one of the most powerful aspects of guaranteed income programs are their 
opportunities for storytelling that contribute to large-scale narrative change surrounding 
poverty. Understanding and leveraging the key arguments supporting guaranteed income, 
as well as knowing how to address arguments against it, are critical to developing effective 
messaging and powerful storytelling campaigns related to the pilot. See the below 
resource for further details and recommendations related to pilot storytelling.

Also critical to developing an effective messaging strategy is understanding what messages 
resonate best with particular audiences. Framing the results of a guaranteed income pilot 
from different vantage points — from poverty alleviation to racial and economic equality 
— allows for a wider reach to audiences with varying priorities. See the below resource for 
further details and recommendations related to framing.
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When communicating research findings to the public, the process functions best when the 
current audience is kept top of mind. There are several strategies that help facilitate public 
understanding of the pilot’s findings while avoiding distortions or miscommunications.

READ MORE: The Jain Family Institute’s Guaranteed Income Toolkit, 
pages 27-28
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