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What if every American parent received a guaranteed income regardless of age, gender, 

race, income, or labor force participation with no strings attached? Might such a program 

effectively improve the lives of poor children and reduce gaps in children’s outcomes across the 

socioeconomic spectrum? Whereas various Universal Basic Income (UBI) plans have been 

promoted since the Great Depression, there has been renewed interest in this policy. Today, UBI 

trials and experiments are spreading through Europe, North America, and Africa. The concept 

implies trust in the ability of parents to make the best decisions about how to use unconditional 

cash-transfers to promote well-being, health, and social mobility of their children. We know, 

however, little about the impacts of unconditional cash-transfers on parents’ financial decision-

making. We study the Alaska Permanent Fund Dividend (PFD), the only long-standing universal 

and unconditional cash-transfer program in the western world, to investigate the social meaning, 

uses, and consequences of universal cash transfers across the socioeconomic (SES) spectrum. 

Through interviews with Alaskan parents, we identify how parents across the socioeconomic 

spectrum make decisions regarding the allocation of universal payouts.   

Using fliers in public spaces and advertisements placed on Facebook, we recruited 

Alaskan adults with at least one dependent child living at home. Interviews lasted between 60 

and 120 minutes and were conducted by one of the three members of the research team via 

Zoom.  Our final sample is composed of 45 Alaskan parents; 84% are women, 75% are married 

or cohabitating, 60% are full-time workers, and 40% have a post-secondary degree. Respondents 

were classified as having low (27%) middle (53%) and high (20%) socio-economic status.  

Preliminary findings suggest that the PFD’s social meanings and uses differ by 

socioeconomic status, but this primarily reflects structural constraints rather than differences in 

values or goals. Low-SES parents generally describe the PFD as a lifeline and higher-SES 

parents as a kind of extra. While many middle- and high-SES parents report using the PFD 

differently across the life course, low-SES parents are likely to consistently spend it on basic 

needs. Low- and middle-SES parents are more likely to give their children a small portion of 

their payout to spend on themselves and to involve them in spending decisions. Parents across 

the SES spectrum think the PFD has a positive impact on their children’s wellbeing, but for 

different reasons and in reference to distinct timeframes. High-SES families are the most likely 

to fully invest and save the payouts in ways that promote socioeconomic attainment (e.g., 

mortgages, college accounts) that will benefit children in the future. Through being invested in 

savings accounts for their children’s future use, PFD payouts further bolster mobility for children 

in high-SES families. Low- and middle-SES families reported primarily using PFD payouts to 

keep up with bills and finance the present-day needs of their children. However, in most cases 

this spending did not represent parents’ aspirations and goals. Low- and middle-SES parents 

wished that they could save their children’s payouts and often reported feeling shame and guilt 

that they were not able to do so.  

 

 


