
Demographics Targeting
When designing a guaranteed income pilot, determining who the target recipients will be 
is foundational to the pilot’s goals, research questions, and longer-term strategy. There 
are several nuances to consider between “universal”, “targeted”, and “targeted universal” 
program designs and the benefits and drawbacks of each.

READ MORE: Stanford’s Basic Income in Cities, pages 23-24

Impact Charitable’s Direct Cash Transfer (DCT) Best Practices defines a targeted direct 
cash transfer as such:

  • “A targeted [direct cash transfer] program limits participation to those who meet 
certain eligibility criteria like income, geography, race, occupation, etc. They can also 
target a group of individuals who are experiencing similar moments of transition or 
life crises, like those experiencing homelessness, the recently incarcerated, or youth 
aging out of foster care systems.

  • In a pilot, targeted [direct cash transfer] programs are generally means 
tested—determining who receives cash transfers upfront. However, larger 
scale [direct cash transfer] programs could also choose to target a certain 
population on the back-end with tax credits or by requiring repayment from 
those not eligible.

  • Targeted [direct cash transfer] programs are useful if the program is either 
limited in funding or seeking to achieve outcomes unique to a specific 
population.”1

On the other hand, Aspen FSP and Springboard to Opportunities’ Start at the Beginning 
describes universal and targeted universal guaranteed income programs in the following 
way:

  • “Universal programs offer myriad advantages, from offering the broadest scale for 
impact to reducing the need for documentation requirements. Universal programs 
also coalesce a shared social identity and promote a positive experience of 
government that encourages political engagement, both factors making it more likely 
that their benefits will endure and remain a predictable source of assistance for 
families.

  • Importantly, universality can also apply to a spectrum of design choices. 
Universal programs can apply specifically to their availability among a 
specific population—such as all caregivers, rather than selectively available to 

1   Gotfredson, Christina, “Direct Cash Transfer (DCT) Best Practices” (Impact Charitable, 2022), page 10.

Targeted or Universal?

https://basicincome.stanford.edu/research/papers/basic-income-cities-toolkit/
https://impactcharitable.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/DCT-Best-Practices-Report-from-Impact-Charitable-shareable.pdf
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/


“parents”or those below a certain income threshold—as well as accommodate 
a benefit distribution among eligible participants. 

  • Under “targeted universalism,” for example, benefits are available to a large or 
entire population but structured progressively to provide the greatest support 
to those households with greater financial need and phase out at higher 
income levels—an approach proven successful at reducing child poverty 
under European child allowance policies.

  • Additionally, policies can be administered universally on the front-end 
and means-tested on the back-end through taxation for higher-income 
households, so that the families who need these resources the most do not 
have to bear the documentation burden.”2

As outlined in Aspen FSP and Springboard to Opportunities’ Start at the Beginning, asset 
limits can severely limit the effectiveness of a direct cash program for several reasons: 

  • “Personal resources provide families with the financial runway to plan for the 
future and security to maintain progress when disruptions in income or expenses 
occur. In the absence of these personal resources, families may either cut back on 
necessities, such as food, or take on debt. Asset limits within program eligibility 
assessments prohibit households from having above a certain threshold of savings 
to participate and can force families to spend down their savings to qualify for 
needed benefits. Additionally, asset limits neglect to account for the burden of 
debt and negative net worth households may be struggling with, instead, penalizing 
them for having a car or a bank account, which can further trap them in a place of 
financial precarity.”3

Sourcing and enrolling is a process that requires early trust-building with potential 
recipients. To combat the understandable skepticism recipients might have about a 
“free money” program and to avoid burdensome application processes, look to the best 
practices outlined below.

YBCA developed a Community Outreach Organizer role in order to clarify any potential 
misinformation, confusion, or fear around the intention, purpose, and process of the pilot. 

2   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 11.
3   Black et al., “Start at the Beginning”, page 14.

READ MORE: Impact Charitable’s Direct Cash Transfer (DCT) Best 
Practices, pages 12-13

Treatment of Wealth

Sourcing and Enrolling Recipients

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
https://impactcharitable.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/DCT-Best-Practices-Report-from-Impact-Charitable-shareable.pdf


Read the following passage about how they developed and implemented this outreach 
strategy.

Because the US lacks a centralized infrastructure for cash distribution, programs must 
navigate the patchwork of federal, state, and local systems in order to reach targeted 
individuals. The myriad challenges the government faced in distributing CARES Act 
stimulus checks demonstrate the critical need for a streamlined infrastructure that doesn’t 
let anyone fall through the cracks, including those working in the informal economy and 
those who don’t earn enough to regularly file taxes. 

An accesible application process is critical to ensuring the target demographic is not 
deterred by burderonsome or overly invasive application requirements. For a case study 
on how to build an equitable and easy application process both for applicants randomly 
selected to enroll and those who are not, look to the below resource.

READ MORE: Jain Family Institute’s Building a Helicopter: Pathways 
for Targeting & Distributing a US Guaranteed Income, pages 6-7

Targeting Challenges

READ MORE: YBCA’s San Francisco Guaranteed Income Pilot for 
Artists, page 15

Designing Accessible Applications

READ MORE: GiveDirectly’s Building Aid Applications That Are 
Actually Accessible

https://www.jainfamilyinstitute.org/projects/parts/building-a-helicopter-pathways-for-targeting-distributing-a-us-guaranteed-income/
https://www.jainfamilyinstitute.org/projects/parts/building-a-helicopter-pathways-for-targeting-distributing-a-us-guaranteed-income/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/61520b7a3397d0569808c600/t/61786fe974d2cf2cbe97b109/1635282924074/Guaranteed+Income+Pilot+Report.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/61520b7a3397d0569808c600/t/61786fe974d2cf2cbe97b109/1635282924074/Guaranteed+Income+Pilot+Report.pdf
https://www.givedirectly.org/guaranteed-income-applications/
https://www.givedirectly.org/guaranteed-income-applications/

