
In a guaranteed income pilot, distribution is a multifaceted process that must answer 
questions concerning amount, conditionality/restrictions, frequency, duration, payment 
mechanisms, payment integrity, and distribution partners. 

Because funding is always limited by some factor, pilots must decide how many people 
to serve, and in turn, how much cash to give each individual. Below is the rationale 
for sufficiency, which is outlined as an effective design practice by Aspen FSP and 
Springboard to Opportunities’ Start at the Beginning:

  • “Sufficiency is achieved when benefits allow a family to have income that is 
typically higher than the cost of their basic expenses. Conditions for sufficiency 
are most likely to be met when benefits are relatively high and needs are assessed 
dynamically, such as through adjustments for inflation. Sufficient benefit levels 
are associated with myriad advantages, including a substantial body of evidence 
showing that even small increases in household income during childhood can yield 
lifelong health and economic benefits. High benefit levels also communicate that a 
family’s needs are understood and responded to.”1

On the other hand, Stanford’s Basic Income in Cities highlights that some programs 
prioritize getting even a modest amount of cash to people that urgently need it:

  • “Most basic income proponents advocate for setting the amount at the poverty line 
or the updated Self-Sufficiency Standard — an amount that captures necessary 
expenses for families of different sizes in a specific region. Others argue that even 
a modest amount, like $500 per month per individual, would help those in poverty, 
and that the amount could be increased once UBI gains political traction and new 
funding mechanisms emerge.”2

A common feature of guaranteed income programs is that the cash they disburse is no-
strings-attached, eschewing traditional requirements like formal employment or financial 
education classes. By eliminating these requirements, which are often paternalistic at best 
and harmful at worst, guaranteed income programs center the agency, self-determination, 
and deservedness of the recipients to know best what they need. 

As a counterpoint, Impact Charitable’s Direct Cash Transfer (DCT) Best Practices defines 

1   Black, Rachel, Riani Carr, and the Aspen Financial Security Program, “Start at the Beginning: A Person-
Centered Design and Evaluation Framework for Policies to Boost Household Cash Flow and Beyond” (Aspen 
FSP and Springboard to Opportunities, 2021), page 10. 
2   Bidadanure, Juliana, Sean Kline, Camille Moore, Brooks Rainwater, & Catherine Thomas, “Basic Income In 
Cities” (Stanford Basic Income Lab, 2018), page 24.
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instances in which conditional programs would be implemented in order to encourage 
certain behaviors in recipients: 

  • “Conditionality in [direct cash transfer] programs refers to the behavioral 
requirements that an individual would need to meet in order to continue to receive 
cash transfers. Conditional [direct cash transfer] programs may require individuals 
to attend certain meetings, meet with case managers, adhere to medical treatments, 
respond to surveys, etc. Conditional cash transfers are useful if the goal of the 
program is to encourage certain behaviors of the target population. They have 
been widely used in developing countries to encourage behaviors like receiving 
vaccinations. However, if not designed carefully, conditional cash transfers teeter on 
becoming paternalistic and manipulative.”3

However, most guaranteed income programs are designed to prioritize the agency of the 
recipients in making their own financial decisions to best meet their needs. 

The frequency of payments in a given guaranteed income pilot should be tailored to fit the 
needs and preferences of the recipient group. While one-time lump sum payments may be 
appropriate in certain circumstances, Impact Charitable’s Direct Cash Transfer (DCT) Best 
Practices describes the psychological benefits of regular payments:

  • “[Direct cash transfers] that are one-time cash transfers play a critical role in 
mitigating crises and providing emergency relief. While on-going cash transfers may 
create the same relief, they also aim to provide people with financial stability and 
the opportunity for economic advancement. Predictable, consistent cash payments 
provide psychological safety that allows recipients to make decisions about their 
future. It helps to combat a scarcity mindset—a well-studied psychological concept 
which explains that a lack of resources causes individuals to overvalue immediate 
benefits at the expense of future ones.”4

They also emphasize the importance of consulting the community to understand what 
frequency would best suit their needs:

  • “A [direct cash transfer] program should first engage the community to develop 
consensus on the frequency at which payments be delivered.

  • Bi-weekly installments may be incredibly useful in helping recipients learn to 
budget and manage costs.

  • Monthly cash payments provide a reliable, predictable stream of income that 
can alleviate income volatility.”5

3   Gotfredson, Christina, “Direct Cash Transfer (DCT) Best Practices” (Impact Charitable, 2022), page 11.
4   Gotfredson, “DCT Best Practices”, page 10.
5   Gotfredson, “DCT Best Practices”, page 14.
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Impact Charitable’s Direct Cash Transfer (DCT) Best Practices describes the 
considerations related to a pilot’s duration in the following way:

  • “The duration of a [direct cash transfer] program is also largely dependent on its 
resources, objectives, and evaluation plan […] The duration of these pilots are 
determined by how much recipients receive, at what intervals, and by the total 
number of people the program seeks to serve.

  • Where pilots distribute $1,000 or more a month, the duration of a pilot is 
generally limited to 12 months.

  ° If cash payments are provided on a short-term horizon, it is more likely 
that a recipient uses the funds for short-term gains or to merely cover 
their basic needs.

  • Where pilots distribute $500 or less a month, the duration of pilot is anywhere 
from 18 to 36 months.

  ° Knowing that cash payments will continue to come for a significant period 
of time (more than 12 months) allows recipients to think about their future.

  ° A longer horizon allows recipients to plan, and it encourages them to set 
a portion aside for savings and/or to invest in opportunities like further 
education or training.”6

The way in which cash payments are disbursed can have many implications for the 
recipients and their trust in the pilot program. Prioritizing the recipient’s autonomy, valuing 
their time, and ensuring that the payments can be accessed without additional fees should 
be top of mind when choosing a payment mechanism.

While electronic transfers are generally recognized as best practice, Stanford’s Basic 
Income in Cities describes why alternative methods may be preferable depending on the 
recipient’s access to and comfort with the banking system:

  • “However, many vulnerable individuals have been subject to predatory and 
discriminatory practices from formal banking institutions and may be unwilling or 
unable to open bank accounts. For this reason, alternatives like prepaid debit cards, 

6   Gotfredson, “DCT Best Practices”, page 14.

Duration

Payment Mechanisms

READ MORE: Aspen FSP and Springboard to Opportunities’ Start at 
the Beginning, page 12
Impact Charitable’s Direct Cash Transfer (DCT) Best Practices, page 13

https://impactcharitable.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/DCT-Best-Practices-Report-from-Impact-Charitable-shareable.pdf
https://basicincome.stanford.edu/research/papers/basic-income-cities-toolkit/
https://basicincome.stanford.edu/research/papers/basic-income-cities-toolkit/
https://www.aspeninstitute.org/publications/start-at-the-beginning-a-person-centered-design-and-evaluation-framework-for-policies-to-boost-household-cash-flow-and-beyond/
https://www.aspeninstitute.org/publications/start-at-the-beginning-a-person-centered-design-and-evaluation-framework-for-policies-to-boost-household-cash-flow-and-beyond/
https://impactcharitable.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/DCT-Best-Practices-Report-from-Impact-Charitable-shareable.pdf


electronic benefit transfer (EBT) cards or app-based options can also be offered.”7

A pilot program should also be highly conscious of the recipient’s time and energy 
associated with getting payments and aim to make the process as seamless as possible:

  • “Automatic programs, which generally determine eligibility and distribute benefits 
through a process requiring little to no action by the recipient, are most likely to 
quickly get cash to the families that need it. Burdensome program procedures—from 
lengthy applications or complex tax forms to in-person interview requirements and 
frequent recertification processes—deter and exclude eligible households from 
receiving the benefits they qualify for.

  • Moreover, these bureaucratic hoops devalue low-income households’ time 
while discounting common constraints; for example, since many low-income 
people have inadequate access to transportation and limited flexibility for 
taking time off work, visiting multiple offices in person to satisfy varying 
program requirements can be difficult if not impossible.”8

Payments from a guaranteed income pilot should never add to the recipient’s financial 
stress. Aspen FSP and Springboard to Opportunities’ Start at the Beginning provides the 
following explanation as to why payment protection is so important:

  • “Payments that are protected ensure participants get the fullest possible benefit 
with the least risk of loss. Whether recipients of cash benefits can expect risk—
either financial or legal—from receiving their payments plays a fundamental role in 
both deciding to pursue these programs and their ability to use these payments to 
meet critical needs. 

  • The threat or experience of being audited can deter households from seeking 
support they qualify for in the future, leaving them even worse off financially.

  • Likewise, having benefit payments garnished to cover debts or child support 
arrears can increase household stress and directly undermine programs’ 
potential to lessen financial hardship.”9

For more best practices related to payment integrity, read the passage below.

7   Bidadanure et al., “Basic Income In Cities”, page 26.
8   Black et al., “Start at the Beginning”, page 12.
9   Black et al., “Start at the Beginning”, page 13.
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There are several questions to consider when choosing a disbursement partner. The 
document below outlines some of these questions as well as options for guaranteed 
income disbursement partners.

Pilots face several ongoing challenges in disbursing direct cash, including outdated 
bureaucratic infrastructure and a portion of the population lacking bank accounts or 
mailing addresses. To further understand these challenges, read the following passage 
from the Jain Family Institute.

READ MORE: GICP’s Guaranteed Income Distribution Options
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