
8.1. Introduction

Many countries still lag on extending social protection to vulnerable segments 
of their populations, leaving many people exposed to poverty, inequality, and 
social exclusion� About 61�1% of the population in Asia and the Pacific remains 
uncovered by at least one form of social protection (ILO 2017)� This situation 
is largely attributed to widespread informal employment in the region, which 
stood at 59�2% of non-agriculture employment in 2016 (ILO 2018a)� Social 
protection coverage in developing Asia and the Pacific is not extended to 
all labor market participants (Campbell forthcoming)� Only a few informal 
workers secure themselves through contributory schemes while the rest 
continue to rely on the limited and often targeted noncontributory schemes of 
governments (ILO 2018b)�

At present, digitalization has not only made some jobs redundant by 
automation but also created new ways for individuals to participate in the 
labor market� This includes the digital platform economy, where individuals 
offer their labor and are contracted, typically, for a short duration (Campbell 
forthcoming)� While one objective of the platform economy is to make idle 
resources productive, unemployed individuals in developing Asia tend to use 
it as a principal source of income� This may add to the numbers of people who 
work informally and leave them without social protection coverage�

Along with informal employment, poverty and economic inequality, 
population aging, and gender inequality generate an even greater need for 
inclusive social security systems in developing Asia� This has prompted some 
Asian countries to consider reforming public social security programs� 
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One discussion has focused on universal and unconditional cash- based 
assistance called universal basic income (UBI)� Some see UBI as “the most 
radical social protection scheme” among all types of social protection programs 
(Ortiz et al� 2018)� Usually, it involves an unconditional transfer of cash to 
all individuals in a population, which can be contrasted to prevailing social 
protection that provide conditional, targeted, and in-kind transfers� The main 
rationale for universal transfers rests on eliminating exclusion and inclusion 
errors and transaction costs associated with targeted transfers� 

In a nutshell, UBI has the potential to deliver

• a guaranteed provision of benefits for all, including informal 
workers, unlike prevailing social protection programs either tied to 
employment or provided only to targeted groups; 

• a quicker disbursement of benefits without the need for means- testing; 
and

• an overall improvement in work conditions because workers have 
the option to “quit” when they have suitable cash income�

However, concerns remain over the financial resources needed for a 
UBI, its redistributive effects, and its tendency to encourage informal workers 
to stay in informal employment�

This chapter

i� presents the emerging trends of platform-based work and the 
implications for social protection; 

ii� discusses key UBI features, particularly in addressing new social 
protection challenges and its viability as an alternative to prevailing 
social protection programs in developing economies; 

iii� reviews Mongolia’s UBI scheme, the only full-fledged, nationwide 
UBI program implemented in Asia, and variants of the program in 
the region; 
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iv� provides an analytical framework for the assessment of UBI impacts, 
which can be useful for developing Asian economies in determining 
UBI feasibility; and

v� reviews empirical studies on selected Asian and developed countries�

8.2. Changing World of Work and Social Protection 
Implications in Developing Asia

Emergence of the Platform Economy

The rise of the platform economy in the region has generated modern forms 
of employment� Workers in these types of jobs enjoy a lot of flexibility, but 
also face issues related to regular income and social security� Digital platforms 
can be categorized by the online markets they create (Schmidt  2017)� 
Figure  8�1  indicates that the labor generated through digital platforms is 
categorized into either cloud work or gig work, depending on whether the 
services and tasks are bound to a specific location or person�

Figure 8.1: Categorization of Digital Markets in the Platform Economy

Source:  Schmidt (2017).
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Cloud work is web-based digital labor subdivided into freelancing, 
micro- tasking crowdwork, and contest-based creative crowdwork� Typically, 
workers find work engagements through digital platforms while workers, clients, 
and platforms are in different countries� In freelancing, a worker is selected based 
on skills and is engaged in a specific task for a pre-determined payment�1 

Crowdwork involves several workers� In micro-tasking crowdwork, 
a group of unspecified crowd workers attend to different tiny repetitive 
tasks required by a single project�2 In contest-based creative crowdwork 
involving several workers performing creative tasks, workers compete 
for remuneration�3 

In both types of crowdwork, rejection of work output is possible� Using 
automated evaluation, an individual’s output in a micro-tasking crowdwork 
can be rejected and thus receives no payment if it is observed to be different 
from the output of other project members� Similarly, in content-based creative 
crowdwork, payment is conditional on a worker’s output being selected 
(ADB- ILO forthcoming (a), ADB-ILO forthcoming (b), and Schmidt 2017)� 

Aside from nonpayment, rejections may reduce chances of obtaining 
new tasks or lead to deactivation from the platform (Berg et al� 2018)�4 In an 
International Labour Organization (ILO) survey that covered workers in 
75  countries participating in five micro-tasking platforms,5 almost 9 out of 
10 workers have had work rejected or payment refused� In such cases, workers 
endure longer periods of no income� In 2017, a typical crowdworker earned an 
average of $3�31 per hour, accounting for both paid and unpaid hours, based on 
the survey results� 

Official data on the total number of crowdworkers are not typically 
collected in official labor force surveys; nevertheless, estimates based on ad hoc 
surveys and related efforts try to fill this information gap� In the Philippines, 
freelancers and crowdworkers are estimated to number around 1�5 million 
(PayPal  2018), representing 3�4% of the labor force and 7�1% of informal 

1 Among platforms, freelancer.com, upwork.com, guru.com, talent.hubstaff.com, getcraft.com, 
and many others including domestic digital platforms are available in the Philippines and 
Indonesia (ADB-ILO forthcoming-a and forthcoming-b).

2 Amazon Mechanical Turk is available in the Philippines and Indonesia (ADB-ILO forthcoming-a 
and forthcoming-b).

3 Among platforms, designcrowd.com, crowdspring.com, 99designs.com and others are available 
in the Philippines and Indonesia (ADB-ILO 2020).

4 On microworkers, workers with approval rates of less than 75% are disqualified to participate in 
new tasks for the next 30 days.

5 AMT, Prolific Academic, Clickworker, CrowdFlower, and Microworkers.
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employment (ADB- ILO forthcoming [b])�6 In an ad hoc effort to gather data on 
the number of crowd workers by The iLabour Project to produce the Online 
Labour Index,7 three Asian countries were found to lead on supplying labor for 
online gig work (Figure 8�2)� This pattern continues over time with fluctuations 
(Figure 8�3)� 

6 Apart from general survey design issues such as representativeness, ad hoc surveys raise additional 
reliability and comparability issues (Schwellnus et al. 2019) .

7 The Online Labour Index measures utilization of online labor platforms over time and across 
countries and occupations.

Figure 8.2: Top 15 Home Countries of Crowdworkers, June 2021 
(% of total number of workers)

Note: Data is collected periodically (once every 24 hours) by sampling workers from four major online 
labour platforms: Fiverr, Freelancer, Guru, and PeoplePerHour.
Source: The iLabour Project, Oxford Internet Institute, https://ilabour.oii.ox.ac.uk/online-labour-index/ 
(accessed July 2021).
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Based on the sample, an average of 258 workers in East Asian economies 
(excluding the PRC), 14,282 workers in South Asian economies (excluding 
India), and 1,564 workers in Southeast Asian economies (excluding the 
Philippines), supply online labor and compete for available cloud work 
projects per day in online platforms (Table 8�1)�

Table 8.1: Average Online Labor Supply for Crowdwork per Day,  
March 2019 to March 2020

Subregion/Country Average Number of Workers per Day 
East Asia (excluding PRC) 258
South Asia (excluding India) 14,282
Southeast Asia (excluding Philippines) 1,564

PRC 20,700
India 103,408
Philippines 13,450

PRC = People’s Republic of China.
Source: Author’s computation based on data from the Online Labour Index, Oxford Internet Institute, 
https://ilabour.oii.ox.ac.uk/online-labour-index/ (accessed July 2021).

Persisting Work Informality and Social Protection

The emergence of the platform economy turned some informal jobs and 
tasks into formal ones, but it has also partly contributed to work informality 
in Asia and the Pacific� Many digital platform workers who self-enlist in 
online platforms may be classified as informal workers who often have no 
or insufficient social security coverage afforded by formal employment 
arrangements�8 This highlights the need for inclusive, government-provided 
social security schemes that are not dependent on employment�

Work informality is high among the self-employed or own-account 
workers (86�2% of self-employed workers in Asia and the Pacific are informal 
workers), and more prevalent among youth aged 15–24 as well as those 
aged 65 and above (both 86�3% of total youth and total elderly employment, 
respectively) (ILO 2018a)� Informal employment, meanwhile, decreases with 
higher educational level�

8 Only 15 out of 100 driver-partners of Grab benefit from one or more of the company-provided 
insurance systems (health insurance, life insurance, motor insurance, and prolonged medical 
leave insurance) (Grab 2019).
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Informal workers usually lack coverage from social insurance 
or contributory schemes due to exclusion from legal coverage, lack of 
contributory capacity, low and inconsistent earnings, and complicated 
administrative processes� They also tend to be excluded from social assistance 
or noncontributory schemes typically targeted to the poor� Hence, the case 
of the “missing middle” exists (ILO 2017, ILO 2019a, and Ulrichs 2016)� 
Digital platform workers remain vulnerable as fulfillment of contributions 
is often contingent on having gainful employment� When they do have social 
protection, it often stems from previous formal employment or from the 
extension of family members’ social protection coverage (ILO 2019a)�

Digital platform workers are among those who have faced risk of job 
loss and employment uncertainty during the COVID-19 pandemic� Indeed, 
Howson  et al� (2021) note that while digital labor platforms are widely 
promoted to remedy COVID-19-induced unemployment, the pandemic has also 
exposed platform workers to income loss and infection while being excluded 
from labor protections� Freelancers and crowdworkers not on location may 
still conduct remote work online� However, for location-based gig workers, the 
impacts tend to differ depending on the type of service offered� For example, 
gig workers involved in household services may have seen a decline in income 
opportunities given the lockdown measures� Meanwhile, demand increased 
for transport and delivery gig workers in some countries as most people who 
self-isolate rely on digital platforms to access goods and services�9 They have 
been at the forefront during the pandemic and are among those with relatively 
high health risks� The impacts of the crisis on digital platform workers have 
stirred global discussion of health insurance, sick pay, and other work-related 
benefits; and underscore the need for the extension of social protection 
(PYMNTS 2020)�

Overall, properly functioning social security systems can help address 
challenges that continue alongside changes in the world of work brought 
by digitalization� Recently, governments have been adopting a long-term 
perspective on social protection� In fact, developing Asian economies have 
explored implementing various social assistance programs such as social 
support services, noncontributory health insurance, food subsidies, training, 
fuel and electricity subsidies, unconditional in-kind transfers, school feeding 

9 Digital platforms offering delivery services like Grab, Lalamove, Food Panda, etc. supported 
demand of households during the crisis. Other digital platforms on transport services, like 
Didi, have disabled this channel and converted to delivery and grocery shopping services 
(Abacus 2020, Hung 2020, and Sukumaran 2020).
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programs, educational fee waiver, and conditional and unconditional cash 
transfers (IPC-IG and UNICEF 2019)� However, limited fiscal space can hinder 
the extension of social protection; hence, the extension would be subject to the 
existing social protection priorities�

In this context, some countries in developing Asia have been examining 
the feasibility of a universal and unconditional cash-based social assistance 
scheme known as universal basic income�10 Some have also opted to implement 
UBI-like social protection measures in the short term to cope with the pandemic�

8.3. Universal Basic Income: An Overview 
of Advantages and Disadvantages

UBI can be considered a type of social assistance among the whole range of 
programs with variations in selectivity, conditionality, and the modality of 
transfer� UBI can provide digital platform workers with a guaranteed income, 
unlike other social protection programs linked to employment� Despite the 
lack of employment-associated social protection, UBI can provide these types 
of workers a cushion during unexpected lifetime shocks� UBI can also offer a 
quicker way to disburse benefits without the need for means-testing� Further, 
UBI gives workers the option to quit unsatisfying jobs, given the guaranteed 
cash income�

The core features of a UBI can be discussed based on three dimensions: 
universality, conditionality, and modality.

Universality of UBI guarantees coverage for everyone� However, 
programs for all elderly people or children are also considered universal� 
In this context, universality means that eligibility does not involve any other 
requirement aside from age (Gentilini et al� 2020)� From here on, this chapter 
will refer to UBI for certain age groups as “quasi-UBI�” The universality of 
UBI upholds transparency in the public expenditure system, while preventing 
benefit fraud and non-reporting on income (Fitzpatrick 1999)� 

10 In India, a wide range of proposals have emerged following decades of debate and concern over 
fragmentation (Banerjee 2016, Bardhan 2017, Ghatak 2016, Joshi 2017, and Ray 2016). UBI 
proposals from politicians were also part of electoral campaigns in 2019. In the PRC, recent 
studies were conducted to stir debate on UBI in the country and assess compatibility with the 
PRC’s social and economic system (UNDP China 2020a and 2020b, Zheng et al. 2017). A UBI 
scheme is also currently ongoing in Macau, China.
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Second, UBI involves provision of assistance without conditions� 
Imposition of conditionality is used to influence recipients’ behaviors, typically 
toward nutrition, health, and education� Implementation of conditional social 
assistance requires institutional and administrative capacity and a proper 
coordination system across the whole government to monitor compliance�11 
In most developing countries where complex government systems often lack 
coherence, public development programs need a robust design to perform 
well� In this regard, UBI may prove compatible with the existing institutional 
and governance scenario in developing countries in Asia�

Finally, UBI is cash-based� Compared to in-kind transfers, cash transfers 
provide flexibility to individuals� It is also easier for governments to move 
cash to recipients� With digitalization, the use of electronic cash payments 
also reduces security concerns� In addition, cash transfers do not require 
procurement, storage, and physical distribution, making the scheme less 
prone to red tape and corruption and able to promote greater transparency 
than other types of social security programs (Gentilini et al� 2020)�

Trade-offs on whether to choose UBI over other social protection 
programs include “generosity versus work disincentives, effective coverage 
of poor households versus leakages to richer individuals, alternative use of 
available resources versus fiscal cost, and implementation challenges versus 
objectives” (Francese and Prady 2018)� The macroeconomic effects of UBI 
should also be considered�

The degree of potential trade-offs may differ across countries, 
depending on their respective fiscal situation, design of existing social security 
schemes, and government institutional environment� It is therefore crucial to 
discuss advantages and disadvantages of UBI by assessing compatibility with 
existing systems, i�e�, social security, taxation, government institutions, and 
prevailing and emerging forms of employment� Nevertheless, a well-designed 
UBI may offer solutions to existing problems in targeted and in-kind social 
protection programs�

11 Conditional cash transfers in the Philippines need to be coordinated with regional government 
offices, local government units, etc.
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8.4. Universal Basic Income and Other Social 
Assistance Programs in Asia

In Asia, the UBI experience is still very limited� In India, some proposals for a 
UBI have recently emerged (Banerjee 2016; Banerjee, Niehaus, and Suri 2019; 
Bardhan 2017; Ghatak 2016; Joshi 2017; Ray 2016) with some UBI pilots 
implemented in selected regions or villages in the country� Proponents of UBI 
in India argue that it can reduce distribution leakages, empower individuals 
by utilizing money, and ultimately provide a more efficient way to alleviate 
poverty compared to existing schemes� However, critics maintain that UBI 
could lead to work disincentives, demand a huge fiscal space, and dismantle the 
whole social protection system in the long term (Aiyar 2018, Drèze 2017, and 
Ghosh 2017)� To contribute to the debate, some studies (Cariappa and Srinivas 
2019, Khosla 2018, Mookherjee 2018, and Radhakrishna 2017) have compared 
various proposals and assessed the merits and demerits of a UBI in India� 

Some studies on UBI in the PRC were recently completed (UNDP China 
2020b, Zheng et al� 2017)� A small-scale UBI scheme called Wealth Partaking 
Scheme in Macau, China has been ongoing, while a UBI-like scheme recently 
ran in Hong Kong, China (Chong and Jing 2016 and Kwong 2013)� However, 
UBI discussion in other economies in the region remains limited� In this 
regard, this chapter aims to contribute to the relatively scarce literature on 
UBI in developing Asian economies� 

Mongolia is the only economy that has implemented a full-fledged 
UBI scheme at the domestic level�12 Most of the social assistance programs 
in developing Asia are targeted schemes that incorporate some but not all 
three elements of UBI (universality, conditionality, and modality)� Mongolia’s 
UBI ran briefly, from 2010–2012, which entitled all citizens to a regular cash 
transfer funded by the dividends of their copper and other mineral resources 
(Table 8�2)� 

12 A small-scale UBI scheme has also been ongoing in Macau, China called the Wealth Partaking 
Scheme, but studies assessing it are scarce.
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Table 8.2: Experience and Lessons Learned from Mongolia’s Universal 
Basic Income Program

Program Universal Basic Income
Start date 2010; ended in 2012

Program typology Universal basic income

Main objective To evenly distribute the dividends of the nation’s wealth to all citizens 
including the poor by providing cash assistance 

Target area Nationwide

Target group All citizens

Coverage All citizens

Type of benefit Cash

Amount of benefit Togrog (MNT) 70,000 in February 2010; MNT10,000 from August to 
December 2010; MNT21,000 from January 2011 to June 2012

Program expenditure MNT324 billion (in the first year)

Note: MNT10,000 = $7.3 as of January 2012.
Source: Yeung and Howes (2015).

This was an upgraded and universalized version of the Child Money 
Program13—a cash transfer program that provided benefits to all eligible 
children and families with newborn children� However, the program was 
unsustainable, as its funding source, the Human Development Fund, was 
vulnerable to metal price fluctuations� Eventually, logistical delays and late 
payments hounded the program as citizens demanded transparent reporting 
and scheduled transfer distributions (Yeung and Howes 2015)� 

After the 2012 elections, the UBI program ceased to operate and the 
Child Money Program was reinstated (Yeung and Howes 2015)� Despite the 
program closure, evidence suggests that Mongolia’s UBI reduced poverty by 
almost a third and curbed inequality by up to 13% in 2011�14 

The key policy lessons revolve around ensuring the sustainability of a 
resources-to-cash scheme� Some suggest that resource-to-cash transfers like 

13 The Child Money Program commenced in 2006 as copper and gold mining profits raised 
government revenues.

14 Most studies on Mongolia’s social assistance scheme are focused on the Child Money Program 
and not on the 2-year UBI scheme (ILO 2016 and Jackson et al. 2011). Earlier analysis by 
UNICEF estimated the extent to which the conditional Child Money Program (2005–2006) 
reduced poverty (Budragchaa et al 2007), and the effect of social transfers on children between 
2002 and 2010 (Gankhuyag and Banzarch 2014). 
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Mongolia’s should be taxed to guarantee sustainability (Moss 2011)� More 
importantly, there should be a proper ex ante assessment to determine the 
feasible transfer amount�

8.5. Comparing Universal Basic Income to Targeted 
Social Assistance Schemes 

Most of the weaknesses and limitations of social assistance programs in 
Asia revolve around targeting and coverage, fiscal cost, and institutional 
coordination, which UBI may help address� Governments typically adopt 
multiple social protection programs in their countries to make overall social 
protection systems inclusive, progressive, and adaptive� They also attempt to 
achieve other, specific goals through separate programs� Intended goals include 
income-smoothing, risk-pooling, human capital formation, increasing labor 
income, and redistributing resource dividends (Gentilini et al� 2020)� Another 
reason for multiple programs is to cater services to specific target groups such 
as the unemployed, youth, elderly, migrants, and women� Overall, the number 
of programs in each country may not necessarily indicate inefficiency, as long 
as they complement each other and are well administered�

Nonetheless, individual targeted schemes can be costly to administer 
as they typically entail means testing and ongoing collection of data on the 
poor� For instance, means-testing cost $100 million in Indonesia (2015) and 
$60 million in Pakistan (2009) ( Kidd and Wylde 2011)� As the poverty status 
of individuals changes each year, data needs to be consistently collected on the 
poor and targeting adjusted to ensure the effectiveness of targeted schemes� 
However, frequent monitoring is not usually practiced in developing countries� 
This contributes to exclusion and inclusion errors in targeted schemes 
(Banerjee Niehaus, and Suri 2019)�

One could argue that it may be more efficient to consolidate a multitude 
of schemes into one single social protection program such as UBI� The 
universality of UBI guarantees inclusiveness, making sure vulnerable sectors 
are covered� However, it is also inclusiveness that makes the progressivity of 
UBI uncertain�

For UBI to contribute effectively to poverty reduction, the transfer 
amount matters� Transfers can be set at different levels, and higher amounts up 
to the national poverty line can eventually eradicate poverty� Nevertheless, the 
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transfer amount largely depends on fiscal capacity� Indeed, UBI may be costly 
for some countries� This emphasizes the need to study the fiscal requirements 
of a UBI as well as its associated fiscal stress on a per-country basis� 

UBI also benefits informal workers by providing them with guaranteed 
income whenever they are unemployed and during periods when they 
are employed but without social protection� Informal workers often get 
insured like formal workers, conditional to meeting minimum income and 
insurance contribution requirements� However, those who often switch jobs 
do not automatically fall under the framework of social insurance systems 
(Gentilini et al� 2020)� In this regard, firms are incentivized to hire part-time or 
temporary workers who are provided with less benefits (OECD 2018)� Further, 
social assistance schemes are often targeted at the poor and do not aptly cover 
informal workers� With UBI, transfers can act as top-up income during periods 
of employment, which people can use for any life-cycle shocks, including gaps 
in employment� Recently, Hong Kong, China and Singapore implemented UBI 
programs, while some Asian economies resorted to UBI-like measures as a 
policy response to the economic effects of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic 
(Gentilini, Almenfi, and Orton 2020; ILO 2020a; IMF 2020)� 

Apart from considering the societal benefits of a UBI, thorough 
assessment remains crucial to determine whether UBI would perform better 
than an economy’s portfolio of social protection schemes� In particular, it is 
crucial to assess the capacity of current social security systems, compare the 
administrative cost of managing a universal scheme with that of targeting 
beneficiaries, and estimate the fiscal space for extending or reforming social 
security schemes� 

8.6. Challenges in Administering a Universal Social 
Protection Scheme 

Current social protection systems in most Asian countries do not have sufficient 
capacity and experience to operate population-wide schemes such as UBI� For 
instance, social protection coverage in South Asia and Southeast Asia remains 
lower than in other subregions� Most social protection schemes are targeted 
noncontributory schemes and do not cover all life contingencies� Countries 
such as the Philippines, Thailand, and Viet Nam have more comprehensive 
contributory schemes, however, less than half of the labor force access these 
(United Nations 2021)� 
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Administrative weaknesses often contribute to the ineffectiveness 
of existing social protection schemes� These include issues in beneficiary 
identification, registration, disbursement, and grievance processes� While 
most proponents argue that UBI removes administrative costs, the supposed 
administrative savings from shifting to a UBI depend on existing administrative 
capacity� In most mature welfare states, UBI tends to free-ride on the strong 
administrative systems already in place (Wispelaere and Stirton 2011)� 
Arguably, the administrative capacity in many developing Asian economies 
may not yet be robust enough for a UBI-type program� However, broadening 
digitalization could enhance feasibility in coming years� 

In as much as digitalization of the jobs market strengthens the impetus 
for UBI, digitalization of administrative systems can also help lessen the 
management cost of social programs, including the cost of leakage� Gaspar and 
Rhee (2018) purport that digitalization can make governments fairer and more 
efficient, including in the delivery of social services� At the same time, stronger 
e-governance is found to be associated with lower incidence of corruption 
(Ali et al� 2021, Lupu and Lazăr 2015)� 

In this respect, the increasing premium placed by the region’s policy 
makers on digitalizing their governance systems is valuable� Based on the recent 
e-government development index data developed by the United Nations (UN), 
Asia is ahead of the other regions and only trails Europe, although Oceania is 
catching up (UN 2020)�15 The data further show that Asian economies have 
been steadily progressing in this area in recent years� 

The rollout of national digital ID systems in a number of developing 
Asian economies is in line with this predisposition (Thales  Group  2021, 
Lago 2019)� National ID systems can structure data collection and validation� 
They can also support government efforts to ensure that social protection is 
provided to an individual whose employment, income, health, or civil status 
changes within life course� And with the data at hand, the system gives policy 
makers flexibility in the design of social protection interventions�

15 The country groupings are based on the definitions of United Nations (2020).
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As with other digital systems, however, digitalization of governance 
opens the public sector to cybersecurity risks� This calls for sustained 
improvement in the capacity and stability of the base ICT infrastructure to 
expand access and ensure reliability of service�

Overall, transforming the existing social protection system to one that 
supports UBI could help address the lack of social protection that stems from 
the changing nature of work� However, considerable administrative work 
remains� Continued digitalization of governance is a critical ingredient in 
expanding government administrative capacity for improving the feasibility of 
more universal social protection systems over those currently in place�

8.7. Challenges in Financing Social Protection 
in Developing Asia

The main objective for countries in the region is to close the social protection 
gap, but this entails fiscal risks and funding requirements� For example, 
Handayani, Cichon, and Carraro (2018) analyze the fiscal space in 16 developing 
Asian economies and find encouraging results�16 If full spending is considered 
at the stationary state, an average of 3�5% to 8�5% of GDP of involved countries 
is needed to close the social protection gap from 2015 to 2030 through targeted 
or quasi-UBI schemes� Based on the share of the lower estimates of fiscal 
requirement to total government revenues, achieving the social protection 
agenda of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) would require huge 
resource mobilization or re-budgeting among public social expenditure items 
in the countries studied� 

If social protection spending in those countries were to progress 
gradually from 2015 to 2030,17 the long-term resource requirement may 
be brought down to an average of 2�1% to 4�9% of GDP� If dynamic revenue 
development is considered,18 the countries to expect major fiscal stress from 
closing the social protection gap through quasi-UBI schemes are Cambodia, 

16 Countries include Azerbaijan, Cambodia, the PRC, India, Indonesia, Kazakhstan, the Lao PDR, 
Malaysia, Mongolia, Myanmar, Nepal, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Timor-Leste, and 
Viet Nam.

17 The maturation function assumes a maturation pattern in which 20% of stationary state 
expenditure is reached in year 7, 40% in year 8, 60% in year 9, 80% in year 10, and gradual and 
slow increase to 100% maturity from year 10 to 15.

18 Indeed, governments can raise revenues from increasing tax rates, reallocating energy subsidies, and 
reallocating natural resources taxes. For example, Nepal, the Philippines, and Thailand could generate 
considerable revenues from stricter tax enforcement (Handayani, Cichon, and Carraro 2018).
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the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), and Timor-Leste� Countries 
to experience manageable fiscal stress are Azerbaijan, Malaysia, Mongolia, 
Nepal, and Viet Nam� Finally, countries without any or with low expected fiscal 
stress are the PRC, India, Indonesia, Kazakhstan, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, and 
Thailand� Nevertheless, the results from the dynamic analysis are conditional 
on long-term financial planning, raising resources immediately, and building 
reserves and reducing financial deficits (Handayani, Cichon, and Carraro 2018)� 

Compared to a UBI, universal social protection envisioned under the SDGs 
would give everyone adequate protection against any life-cycle risks, which does 
not essentially imply that everyone receives a regular benefit� Universal social 
protection can also be attained through a UBI as long as it has universal coverage 
and comprehensive and adequate protection (ILO 2019b)� However, simply 
adopting a UBI program does not ensure universal social protection�

Cost estimates in Handayani, Cichon, and Carraro (2018) represent 
the amount of additional resources needed to close the social protection 
gap through targeted and quasi-UBI schemes� These would extend social 
protection in line with the SDGs without providing benefits to all� Therefore, 
it is expected that a UBI would result in higher cost estimates� To illustrate 
this, Table 8�3 presents an indicative cost of the additional resources needed 
to achieve UBI�

The total cost estimate of a UBI (excluding administrative costs) that 
assumes a basic income transfer equivalent to 100% of the national poverty 
line for all adults and children (Scenario I)19 is 23�4% of GDP on average in 
the 16 countries (Ortiz et al� 2018)� Rather than dynamic state estimates, 
Table 8�3 presents the lower and upper estimates at the stationary state� These 
are more comparable to UBI cost estimates in Ortiz et al� (2018), which did not 
consider expenditure maturation from 2015 to 2030 as in Handayani, Cichon, 
and Carraro (2018)� Further, both social protection schemes considered in the 
two studies achieve social protection in line with the SDGs� 

Notably, the two studies differ in expenditure calculation such that, 
unlike Ortiz et al� (2018), estimates in Handayani, Cichon, and Carraro (2018) 
include administrative costs� To improve comparability, administrative 
costs must be deducted from the estimates of required additional resources 

19 Scenario II assumes a basic income transfer at 100% of the national poverty line for all adults and 
50% of the poverty line for children up to 15 years old. This scenario is not presented here, for 
ease of comparison.
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at the stationary state in Handayani, Cichon, and Carraro (2018)� However, 
this can be done only with the upper estimates, as this is only where the 
analysis explicitly distinguishes the additional administrative costs� Further, 
the two studies consider expenditure on dissimilar sets of social protection 
categories� In Handayani, Cichon, and Carraro (2018), spending is included on 
education, services, and health that counts toward extending social protection� 
Ortiz et al� (2018) accounts only for spending on cash transfers�

In most countries in the list, except for Mongolia and the Philippines, 
the indicative cost of extra resources needed for a UBI is higher than both 
the lower and upper cost estimates of additional financing to close the 
social protection gap through targeted and quasi-UBI schemes� Moreover, 
unsurprisingly, deducting the administrative costs from the upper cost 
estimates only widens the gap between the indicative cost of additional 
resources for a UBI and the upper cost estimate that assumes a quasi-UBI 
scheme with transfer amount less than 100% of poverty line� This implies that, 
for these countries (Azerbaijan, Cambodia, the PRC, the Lao PDR, Malaysia,  
Nepal, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Viet Nam), closing the social protection gap 
without providing poverty line-equivalent transfers to all would likely be 
more fiscally attainable�

The lower and upper cost estimates in Handayani, Cichon, and Carraro 
(2018) can also be compared to an indicative cost based on the results in 
Gentilini et al� (2020)� For the developing Asian economies covered in 
Gentilini  et al� (2020), the indicative cost of additional resources for a UBI 
with transfer amounts equal to the poverty line do not differ greatly from the 
indicative cost based on Ortiz et al� (2018)� Consequently, these indicative costs 
of additional resources for UBI are greater than the cost estimates of closing 
the social protection gap through quasi-UBI and targeted schemes� However, 
notably, the data years for the four countries in Gentilini et al� (2020) are not 
all the same with the data years (2015) in the other two studies�

To conclude, the results of this back-of-the-envelope calculation on 
the additional resource requirement to implement a UBI are only indicative� 
However, the main takeaway from this exercise rests on highlighting the 
need to answer key questions for government decision-making on whether to 
extend social protection by improving existing schemes through quasi-UBI 
and well-targeted schemes or by replacing them with a UBI� 
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Other studies assessed the viability and the impact of UBI (Table 8�4)� 
In particular, two analyses evaluated UBI relative to existing schemes in terms 
of poverty and inequality reduction, fiscal costs (excluding administrative 
and other transaction costs), and financing options, based on partial static 
equilibrium simulation model, where only households are considered and 
behavioral responses are not incorporated�20 

Table 8.4: Non-Exhaustive List of Studies on Universal Basic Income

Study Method Research focus Countries
Nikiforos, Steinbaum, 
and Zezza  (2017)

Levy Institute 
macro- econometric 
model

Macroeconomic 
effects (real GDP, 
price level, nominal 
wages, government 
deficit, employment 
rate, labor force)

United States (US)

University of 
Pennsylvania (2018) 
Penn Wharton  
Budget Model

Dynamic overlapping 
generations model

Macroeconomic 
effects

US

Van der Linden 
(2004)

Dynamic general 
equilibrium model

Labor supply effects, 
welfare effects

Not applicable 

Fabre,  Pallage, and 
Zimmermann (2014)

Dynamic general 
equilibrium model

Welfare effects US 

Yunker (2013) Small-scale 
computable general 
equilibrium model

Welfare effects US

Francese and 
Prady (2018) and 
IMF (2017)

Partial static 
equilibrium model

Distributional effects, 
fiscal costs

8 countries

Gentilini et al. (2020) Partial static 
equilibrium model

Distributional effects, 
fiscal costs

10 countries including 
developing Asian 
economies

OECD (2017) Partial static 
equilibrium model

Distributional effects, 
fiscal costs

4 OECD countries

Ortiz et al. (2018) Costing model Fiscal costs 130 countries

Coady and Prady 
(2018)

Subsidy cost 
estimation and 
incidence analysis

Distributional effects India

Scutella (2004) Behavioral 
microsimulation model

Labor supply effects, 
welfare effects

Australia 

Clavet, Duclos, and 
Lacroix (2013)

Behavioral 
microsimulation model

Labor supply effects, 
welfare effects

Canada 

20 The simulations are not intended to give evidence on the macroeconomic effects of a UBI. 
Rather, the studies try to present a logical approach to understand UBI and its feasibility.

continued on next page
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Study Method Research focus Countries
Jessen (2017) Behavioral 

microsimulation model
Labor supply effects, 
welfare effects

Germany 

Colombino (2015), 
and Colombino and 
Narazani (2013)

Behavioral 
microsimulation model

Labor supply effects, 
welfare effects

Italy 

Islam and Colombino 
(2018)

Behavioral 
microsimulation model

Labor supply effects, 
welfare effects

6 OECD countries

UNDP China (2020a) Regression analysis 
(based on UBI survey 
and game)

Behavioral effects, 
willingness to 
receive UBI

PRC

Brown, Ravallion, and 
van de Walle  (2016)

Regression analysis Comparison of various 
program targeting 
methods

9 African countries

Hanna and Olken 
(2018)

Simulation model Comparison of various 
program targeting 
methods

Indonesia and Peru

Haushofer and 
Shapiro (2016)

Experimental model Impacts on economic 
outcomes and 
psychological 
well- being

Kenya 

Blattman, Fiala, and 
Martinez (2012)

Experimental model Impacts on 
employment and 
poverty

Uganda 

GDP = gross domestic product, OECD = Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 
PRC = People’s Republic of China.
Source: Authors and Colombino (2019).

In general, UBI designs with greater generosity (i�e�, larger transfer size 
and fiscal allocation) and larger coverage (i�e�, covering all individuals) can 
reduce poverty and inequality better� Intuitively, fiscal cost is proportional to 
the generosity level and coverage of a UBI� Findings from Gentilini et al� (2020) 
suggest that the fiscal cost (not considering administration cost) increases 
with the generosity level of UBI schemes� In general, the fiscal cost of UBI 
would put more pressure on low-income countries� IMF (2017) estimates also 
show that the fiscal cost of a UBI is directly proportional to its coverage size� 
Therefore, determining the feasibility of a UBI depends on finding an effective, 
adequate, and progressive UBI design that entails reasonable fiscal cost�

However, a maximal social protection scheme like UBI would require 
additional resources to ensure adequacy and progressivity� Various financing 
options should be considered before determining the viability of adopting 
a UBI� Options include reallocating government budget, increasing tax 
revenues, lobbying for development aid or transfers, curtailing illicit financial 

Table 8.4 continued
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flows, utilizing fiscal and foreign reserves, borrowing from multilateral 
development banks, and adopting a more accommodating macroeconomic 
policy� Meanwhile, funding a UBI with a proportional increase in income 
tax would preserve the progressivity of social programs in these countries� 
Some studies suggest that regardless of a country’s income status, financing 
a UBI to all individuals through a proportional increase in income tax can 
lead to more desirable and redistributive outcomes� Based on the two studies 
(Gentilini et al� 2020 and IMF 2017) that considered taxation options, a UBI 
funded by an increase in direct taxes, such as an income tax, delivers more 
redistributive outcomes than a UBI supported by indirect taxes or the same 
level of fiscal envelope as existing schemes� 

Key findings on the country cases based on the previously presented 
analytical framework on assessing viability of UBI can be summarized as 
follows (Francese and Prady 2018, Gentilini et al� 2020, and IMF 2017):

i� When social assistance has substantial coverage and slight 
progressivity, barriers to access, eligibility and coverage, and delivery 
should be carefully studied and addressed� A UBI may better be 
motivated by other objectives other than to alleviate poverty�

ii� When social assistance has high coverage but is not progressive, a UBI 
may be feasible, especially if it is difficult to improve progressivity 
within the existing programs� However, the UBI should be combined 
with progressive financing�

iii� When social assistance has low coverage but is progressive, a UBI 
may extend coverage but also flatten the distribution, especially if 
budget neutral� Hence, a more generous UBI design is preferable 
to ensure adequacy of benefits, particularly at the bottom of the 
income distribution� UBI may also be considered as a complement 
to existing schemes to expand coverage and preserve progressivity 
of baseline programs�

iv� When social assistance is inconsistent and flat or regressive, a UBI 
may be a good option to extend coverage, especially if financed 
through progressive income taxation, elimination of energy 
subsidies, or redistribution of extra revenues�
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v� When social assistance has low coverage, progressivity, and 
generosity due to very limited resources, a UBI may extend coverage 
but would entail huge financial pressure� Other social assistance 
schemes may be more compatible than a UBI�

8.8. Conclusion and Recommendation 

Digitalization has altered business models and created new types of jobs in 
developing Asia� However, digital platform workers are typically non-standard 
workers falling outside of formal labor protection systems� These workers 
typically do not receive benefits from contributory social protection schemes 
through employment� As social assistance programs in Asia are mostly 
targeted for the poor, digital platform workers, like other informal workers, 
tend to be excluded from such schemes� In this context, UBI can deliver by 
ensuring the extension of social protection to all individuals, including digital 
platform workers�

UBI is a unique and maximal form of social assistance that involves an 
unconditional transfer of uniform amounts of cash to all individuals of a given 
country on a regular basis� Despite criticism, UBI may be able to play a crucial 
role in alleviating poverty, ensuring extension of social protection to informal 
workers including digital platform workers, empowering women, stimulating 
the macro-economy during crises, and redistributing natural wealth 
dividends� UBI has the potential to eliminate huge administrative costs and 
inclusion/ exclusion errors associated with targeted social assistance schemes� 
However, it also faces considerable funding requirements and associated fiscal 
risks, especially in developing and low-income economies�

Initiatives assessing the potential impacts and viability of UBI remain 
limited in most developing countries in Asia� Future research studies may focus 
on Macau, China’s Wealth Partaking Scheme, ongoing since 2008� However, 
data availability and access may be potential issues� Kwong (2013) finds that 
the Wealth Partaking Scheme provided financial relief to residents, especially 
during the global economic crisis� Future studies may evaluate the scheme 
in its effects on labor supply, poverty, as well as the overall macro-economy� 
Potential research may be conducted to assess the feasibility of UBI in other 
developing countries in Asia�
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Future assessments should fill the information gap on the spillover 
effects and administrative costs of UBI� Haushofer and Shapiro (2016) and 
Özler (2018) studied spillover effects of the UBI pilot in Kenya on women’s 
empowerment and consumption, but analysis of past and existing UBI 
schemes remains limited� Similarly, the literature on UBI rarely focuses 
on estimating administrative costs� In the US, Colombino (2019) estimates 
that the administrative cost of a UBI falls around 1%–2% of total UBI cost� 
In 16 countries in Asia, Handayani, Cichon, and Carraro (2018) estimate 
the administrative cost of a quasi-UBI scheme to be around 0�1%– 1�2% 
of GDP� Although, one could argue that this estimate might be close to 
the administrative cost of a full UBI scheme, deeper analysis of the cost of 
administering a UBI could shed light on the argument that UBI requires less 
resources to administer than targeted social assistance schemes�
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