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What are universal 
quality public services?
Universal quality public services (UQPS) 
are fundamental to societies that are equal, 
prosperous and democratic. They are how 
we pool resources and help each other 
so that all of us can meet our needs as a 
matter of right, not ability to pay. They give 
us access to life’s essentials – especially 
things we can’t always afford. Healthcare 
and education are obvious examples. Other 
necessities include housing, childcare, 
social care for adults, transport, access to 

digital information and household utilities 
such as water and electricity. They enable 
us to survive and flourish. No one who 
needs them should go without.

Why now?
Across the world, societies face severe 
demographic, technological and ecological 
challenges. Welfare systems are under 
sustained attack from political forces 
that seek to shrink the state and grow 
the market, promoting individual choice, 
competition between providers and 
relentless consumption. 

The call for UQPS challenges today’s 
conventional wisdom, which is that 
markets are the best providers and people 
should be left alone to choose what they 
want to buy. Markets favour those who 
have more buying power, so the gap 
between rich and poor grows wider. The 
goal of UQPS is to exercise collective 
responsibility to meet needs we all share 
in ways that are fair and sustainable. It 
belongs to a growing movement for radical 
change that includes the campaign for 
Universal Basic Services (UBS), which 
shares the same objectives. It is closely 
aligned with the UN’s Sustainable 

Development Goals and a crucial strategy 
for realising them. 

What do they look like 
in practice?
There are countless examples from 
different countries, which show how UQPS 
can be developed in practice. These range 
from the NHS in the UK and education in 
France, to childcare in Norway, adult social 
care in Germany, housing in Denmark 
and Austria, transport in Estonia and 
Luxembourg, digital platforms in Spain, 
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1. EQUALITY
Public services represent a ‘social wage’, 
which we get in addition to money 
income. They are worth a great deal 
to everyone, but especially to those on 
low incomes, because they don’t have 
to be paid for out of pocket. Alongside 
adequate, non-stigmatising social 
security benefits, UQPS are a sure way 
of tackling poverty, inequality, changing 
patterns of labour, accelerating climate 
change and political polarisation across 
the world. 

2. EFFICIENCY
Meeting needs through collectively 
provided services gives greater value 
for money than trying to meet them 
through market transactions. Private 
contracts tend to be inflexible, limiting 
the scope for improving services and 
responding to changing demands. 
Transaction costs are often higher, 
especially where profits are extracted 
for shareholders. Public sector 
organisations can keep costs down 
in ways that cannot be achieved by 
competing commercial organisations – 
for example, by sharing administrative, 
purchasing and research functions.

3. SUSTAINABILITY
UQPS can have positive impacts on 
sustainability by preventing harm, 
stabilising the economy and reducing 
environmental damage. They are 
better able than market systems to 
promote sustainable consumption, 
to coordinate sustainable practices 
such as active travel, resource-efficient 
buildings and local food procurement, 
and to implement national strategies 
for reducing carbon emissions. Where 
governments coordinate services 
effectively, they can offset any regressive 
effects of climate policies (such as 
higher energy prices) and ensure a ‘just 
transition’ to sustainable living. 

4. SOLIDARITY
As a policy goal, UQPS is all about 
sharing resources and acting together 
to deal with risks and problems that 
people cannot cope with alone. It 
requires solidarity and contributes to 
it – by developing experience of how 
people depend on each other, by 
bringing people together from different 
social groups where they can build 
mutual sympathy and responsibility, 
and by reducing inequalities that 
otherwise create barriers to solidarity.
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municipal support for local services in Italy 
and the Netherlands - and much more. We 
can learn from the successes as well as the 
shortcomings of all these initiatives.

UQPS is not about uniformity or top-
down delivery. Each service area requires 
a different, customised approach. The 
goal will be achieved through a variety of 
collective activities, conducted by a range 
of organisations with strong participation 
by residents who use services as well as by 
people who work in them. It calls for a new 
dynamic between top-down and bottom-
up politics, with power devolved as far as 
possible and all providers sharing public 
interest values and obligations. 

Universal entitlement must be 
underpinned by clear rules and procedures, 
backed by strong state support, with 
sufficient and secure funding. Central 
government provides some services 
directly and in addition has four key 
functions: to ensure equality of access, 
to set and enforce standards, to collect 
and invest funds, and to coordinate 
functions across sectors to maximise social, 
environmental and economic outcomes. 

UQPS is part of a radical package of change 
that includes adequate, non-stigmatising 

social security benefits so that everyone 
has the right to a living income.

Can we afford this?
Many countries already spend significant 
amounts on health, care, transport and 
access to digital information, and offer 
universal access to some services. We 
estimate that the extra costs for the 
services we propose, if implemented all at 
once and provided universally, would be 
between 4 and 5% GDP, or less than 15% of 
total annual government spending in most 
OECD countries. There are savings to be 
made from economies of scale and other 
efficiencies, noted above. UQPS can also 
prevent harm that would otherwise incur 
more costly ‘downstream’ interventions. 
And we envisage a gradual development, 
with costs rising more slowly. 

This matters because funding UQPS is an 
investment, not just expenditure. It builds 
and strengthens the social infrastructure, 
just as money spent on roads and railways 
is an investment in material infrastructure. 
This investment can be expected to 
yield substantial returns for society and 
environment as well as for the economy. 

By pooling our resources and working together, 
we can create an equitable, efficient and 
sustainable way to meet everyone’s needs.


