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Abstract— In today’s world of increasing scarcity of resources 
and economic stagnation, we still see rapid developments in 
computer science and user experience towards increasingly 
mobile, intelligent and context-aware computing systems. These 
innovations represent a new frontier for transformative 
innovation on a societal level. They hold the promise of 
breakthroughs in how people can collaborate through 
dynamically coordinated, efficient and reciprocal service 
transactions to improve the quality of life for all. I fix your car, 
you do a neighbor’s taxes, she designs my new kitchen, and so on. 
Existing organizations, which are already pursuing the goal of 
leveraging untapped community potential, do exist. These are 
known as as timebanks and community exchanges and have been 
around and increasing in number for quite some time, but they 
have grown only slowly in relation to the need for their services. 
This is partly due to a lack of adequate resources devoted 
towards setting up and running them and also to constraints in 
the design of the systems that they rely on to coordinate the 
transactions between community participants. This paper 
highlights the possibilities for today’s researchers and innovators 
to turbocharge community collaboration by developing the 
required technologies. It is based on past research and our own 
ongoing research conducted towards building a mobile app for 
timebanking. The guiding vision is to develop more intelligent 
and context-aware systems to support on-the-fly service 
brokering that will greatly increase the scope and efficiency of 
acts of reciprocal altruism. 

Keywords-context-aware; mobile; timebanking; community 
exchange 

I. INTRODUCTION 
Despite impressive progress in technology innovation that 

has fostered, among other things, many new forms of business 
and commerce, 21st Century society is disappointingly 
inefficient. Unemployment figures, although high (almost 8% 
in the US at the time of writing), do not begin to reflect the 
untapped potential of the able population. Most homemakers, 
part-time workers, seniors and children are capable of, but are 
not making productive contributions to their communities and 
yet do not show up in any easily accessible public record as 
available to provide services. And only a small fraction of the 
full-time working population volunteer or participate in civic or 

community activities that provide public services outside of 
work. At the same time, there are many that are in dire need of 
help; children struggling academically at school, elders living 
alone and finding it difficult to keep up with chores, outpatients 
who need home care and transportation to treatment, parents 
who need someone to mind their kids while they work and 
much, much more. These individuals in need are within the 
same communities and may even be the very same people 
whose potential to help is as yet untapped. 

The situation is particularly frustrating while well-respected 
researchers of human happiness, such as Martin Seligman [34] 
and Dan Gilbert [13] have concluded that performing services 
for others is very rewarding in itself and contributes greatly to 
happiness and self-esteem. Sheldon et al. [34] found that the 
top four human needs that seemed to be a part of people’s most 
satisfying experiences were, respectively; Self-esteem, 
Relatedness (‘a sense of closeness with some others’), 
Autonomy and Competence. These needs can all be met by the 
experience of helping others. American writer Ann Herbert is 
thought to have coined the whimsical term ‘random act of 
kindness’ in around 1982, and it conjures up the idea of the 
unplanned and unusual services that are, according to Gilbert, 
particularly highly associated with increased happiness for both 
the giver and receiver. These are the kinds of services that 
innovative context-aware and ‘smart’ technologies hold 
immense potential to encourage and support. 

This paper is therefore a call to action to researchers, 
innovators, technologists, funders and investors to consider 
opportunities for technologies that can radically improve our 
capacity to perform random acts of kindness. They can do so 
by efficiently matching up those in need with those who can do 
a good deed in the moment. At a very simplistic level, what is 
needed are solutions that will allow people to advertise needs 
and offer services effortlessly and spontaneously, to match 
requestors and providers safely and conveniently and to keep 
track of people and service transactions so that freeloading and 
criminal activity is kept to a minimum. Details of what is 
needed are the focus of this paper. 

Whilst this could be facilitated through the use of web-
based short-term employment services like TaskRabbit.com or 
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Zaarly.com that are associated with paid work, they exclude 
many of those who are most in need, since they do not have the 
necessary cash to pay for services (not to mention that income 
thus earned is taxable, which draws resources away from 
disadvantaged communities). To address this concern, various 
thinkers have suggested or even developed systems that 
support the exchange of favors, by simply keeping track of 
time used and donated. But, in order to avoid incurring taxes, 
these systems must not assign a monetary value to that time 
(participants cannot ‘cash-out’ as it were). Today such systems 
are commonly called timebanks, community exchanges or local 
exchange trading systems (LETS). Whilst they may go by these 
and other names, for the sake of conciseness in the remainder 
of this paper, we will generally refer to all such schemes 
collectively as timebanks or timebanking. It is also worth 
pointing out that timebanks are a subset of a larger 
phenomenon of alternative-complementary or locally-backed 
currency systems which include the Swiss WIR and the US 
BerkShares, which are beyond the scope of this paper, but, for 
more information, see [18, 20]. 

In a typical timebank, a user can login to its website to 
advertise her skills and availability and browse services offered 
or make a request for a service. Service providers can receive 
email notifications that someone is interested in their service 
and a transaction is scheduled. Once the task is finished, each 
participant registers in the system whether she or he has earned 
or spent an hour and the system keeps track of all such 
transactions in the community over time. 

We are working with various timebank organizations to 
understand how technology can better address their needs. Our 
initial objective is modest; we are developing a mobile 
application called CiVicinity to allow people to advertise 
services they can provide, to request services from others and 
to keep track of the time donated or spent whilst on the move 
(see Fig. 1). Whilst CiVicinity is not the focus of this paper, 
which is looking considerably further ahead than what we have 

implemented today, it is beginning to explore some of the basic 
issues of timebanking on the move, so it is worth mentioning.  

With CiVicinity, we want to support mobile timebanking as 
an extension of transactional/ asynchronous timebanking as it 
exists now, supporting compatible core functions such as 
logging in/out, checking user’s profile or activity history, 
checking the lists of requests or the lists of events nearby, 
making a request or offer, etc. This approach can enhance 
current time banking interactions, but also make possible a 
wider range of time banking interactions, namely, real-time, 
location-based and context-sensitive interactions. 

The timebanks we have interacted with thus far all have 
web-based software systems (e.g., Fig. 2) that allow people to 
arrange transactions, but they lack (and strongly desire) a 
mobile client application. So we are addressing an important 
need with our contribution. However, we have a longer-term 
and far more ambitious objective, which is to radically 
transform the nature of timebanking by making it much more 
efficient and dynamic in nature.  

Timebanks can broker any kind of service, but most 
services exchanged would not usually command a high rate of 
pay; dog walking, gardening, elder care and cooking are 
typical. As mentioned, services are arranged through people 
advertising (as in Fig. 2) in a timebanking web portal, which 
others can browse before making a service request. Because of 
the desk-bound nature of current timebanking systems, services 
are scheduled in advance and time is reported after the event. 
We believe much of the work involved could be automated or 
made vastly simpler and the entire system made much more 
efficient and dynamic by allowing the system to find whoever 
is suitable and closest to being in the right place at the right 
time. With a more dynamic experience, certain kinds of 
spontaneous tasks can be included, such as searching for a 
jacket left in a bar, or picking up eggs from the store when 
someone finds he has run out of them in the middle of 
preparing for a dinner party, right before his guests arrive.  

In the rest of this paper we will explain some of the history 
of timebanking, provide more details about how it works and 
suggest ways in which advanced technology can make it far 
more efficient whilst addressing the challenges involved. 

II. A BRIEF HISTORY OF TIMEBANKING AND RELATED 
RESEARCH 

The idea of timebanking has been around for a surprisingly 
long time. Josiah Warren, perhaps the first American anarchist, 
established a forerunner in the form of the ‘Cincinnati Time 
Store’ in 1827, which issued the first ‘labor notes’, whose 
value equated to the hours of labor required to produce the 
goods with which they could be purchased. Shortly after this, in 
1832, Welshman and philanthropist Robert Owen set up an 
experiment in the UK called the ‘National Equitable Labour 
Exchange,’ which involved notes for ‘labour’ (British spelling) 
as a means of keeping track of time earned. Although there 
have been other more or less successful experiments and 
schemes in timebanking and time-backed currency exchanges 
in the US and elsewhere since then, the modern conception of 
timebanking in the US may have its roots in the late 70’s. This 
period saw the establishment of the System to Assure Elderly 

  
Figure 1. Screenshots from our CiVicinity timebanking app prototype 

showing the requestor’s and a potential provider’s view of a service request. 
 



Services at Grace Hill 
Neighborhood Services in St. 
Louis, Missouri. This system 
provided outreach, needs 
assessment and connection of 
elders to health care services. At 
first it involved paid staff but, as 
government funding was 
withdrawn, it evolved into a 
volunteer-run program by 1981.  

At around this time, Edgar 
Cahn, an American civil rights 
lawyer and activist, began 
working on devising ways to 
incentivize individuals outside of 
the mainstream finance-based 
economy. He received a grant 
from the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation to design an initiative 
to fund six ‘service credit’ 
programs. Grace Hill was one of the first groups to receive this 
backing and was reframed as the ‘Member Organized Resource 
Exchange’ (MORE) in 1986. It was based around the idea of 
giving and receiving not just time but other resources as well. 
Within that entity a ‘MORE Service Credit Exchange’ emerged 
for tracking the exchange of resources and this was renamed 
the ‘MORE Time Dollar Exchange’ in 1990 (for a more 
detailed history, see [34]). 

From 1980 onwards, Edgar Cahn continued to work on and 
write about the economic theory implications of an alternative 
currency such as service credits for the welfare state [4], 
eventually renaming them, time dollars and then finally coining 
the term ‘TimeBanking.’ He went on to found the first 
representative of what became his TimeBanks USA 
organization in 1986, to address the effects of Reagan-era cuts 
in government spending for social services in Washington, 
D.C. [5,6]. The first timebank in the UK, Gloucestershire’s Fair 
Shares, was established in 1998 by Martin Simon and Joy 
Robinson. By 2000 there were 300 timebanks worldwide [19].  

Around the same time as timebanks began to multiply, 
Michael Linton, a British emigrant, coined the term ‘local 
exchange trading system’ (LETS; a community system for 
exchanging services and goods) in 1982 and started one in 
Comox Valley, in western Canada. It is estimated that 
thousands of LETS were established worldwide, peaking in the 
mid-1990s [33]. But, in the early days, the timebanks were 
simpler than the LETS model in three ways. First, member 
service exchanges were recorded in an online database system 
(in some cases administered by a paid staff). LETS were 
typically administered manually and on a purely volunteer 
basis. This made service exchanges and balances less visible to 
members, as well as being less abundant and vulnerable to the 
flux of volunteer labor, which was constituted largely of well-
educated, liberals, making those most in need of services feel 
LETSs were for other people [27]. Second, the value of 
services rendered and requested in timebanks is calibrated 
purely on the basis of time; rather than on estimates of 
monetary value (Seyfang, ibid). This makes the system simpler 
to administer and to participate in, but also more egalitarian 

and more independent of the dollar economy. Indeed, this 
independence from US currency, and the fact that timebanks 
exchanges are non-contractual and value all work equally and 
purely on the basis of time, makes time dollars tax exempt in 
the United States [5,16,19]. Finally, timebanks systematically 
leverage existing social service institutions (hospitals, schools, 
churches, food banks, elderly support groups) and focus on 
strengthening support networks among socially and 
economically marginalized members of society (see [33]). 
Nonetheless, LETSs are evolving, now benefiting from similar 
software support to that of timebanks in the form of platforms 
such as WebLETS or lets-software.net that facilitate their more 
complex transactions and they continue to exist worldwide. 

Seyfang et al. [27] surveyed members of a timebank and 
included questions about their motivations for participating. 
The dominant motivations cited by respondents were altruistic 
and communitarian: “to help others” (78%), “to get more 
involved in the community (72%), and “to improve the 
neighborhood” (56%). The relatively social, self-interested and 
economic motivations were cited by a minority of respondents: 
“to meet people and/or make friends” (44%), “to get help for 
oneself” (44%), and “to earn time credits” (17%).  

Collom [7] carried out a large survey study of an 
independent US timebank (not affiliated with a larger 
organization). As he notes, his respondents were higher than 
average with respect to community engagement, political 
engagement, and educational level; they tended to be middle-
aged, white, female, single and have relatively low household 
incomes. Among 58 rated potential outcomes of timebank 
participation, he found that the four strongest were ‘gain 
satisfaction from helping others,’ followed by ‘act on your 
personal values, convictions or beliefs,’ followed by 
‘contribute to the quality of life in our region,’ followed by ‘be 
part of a larger movement for social change.’ These four were 
all rated higher than 3 on a four point scale.  The items were 
also analyzed with respect to subscales of outcomes: values, 
altruistic, wants, instrumental, needs, resources, independence, 
social, civic engagement, and employment. As indicated by the 
top rated items listed above, values and altruistic outcomes 
were rated highest. These findings seem to be consistent with 

 
Figure 2. Screenshots from CommunityWeaver showing service offerings and menu categories. 

 



the human needs that were met by the most satisfying events 
documented by Sheldon et al. [32] that were mentioned in the 
introduction to this paper. 

A recent study showed that membership in timebanks 
promoted physical health and sense of belonging, particularly 
among older and lower-income persons, and people who live 
alone [18]. The New York Times [11] reported rapid growth in 
timebanking in Greece due to the economic crisis, job losses 
and wage cuts. The Wall Street Journal had an analogous 
report on Spain in 2012 [22]. Timebanking makes greater 
economic sense when people are not in a position to pay for 
services with currency and has been repeatedly linked to 
economic regeneration in the literature [7, 17, 31, 32]. 

In the difficult societal context of declining social capital 
and sense of community through the past half century [27], and 
the more recent stresses of economic crisis, timebanking 
appears to simultaneously enhance sociality and community 
engagement, helping and altruism, and personal autonomy and 
responsibility taking; it appears to grow social capital as it 
provides an alternative basis for economic exchange. 
Moreover, timebanking has now spread successfully to more 
than 20 countries. 

In 2000, the United Nations Millennium Declaration 
(http://www.un.org/millennium/declaration.htm) enumerated 
an extensive action plan for civil society, national governments, 
and the United Nations itself. In Section C “Facing the 
challenge of globalization: equity, justice and diversity,” the 
millennium forum specifically requested the following action 
from national governments: “To make serious commitments to 
restructure the global financial architecture based on 
principles of equity, transparency, accountability and 
democracy, and to balance, with the participation of civil 
society organizations, the monetary means to favour human 
endeavour and ecology, such as an alternative time-based 
currency.” Thus timebanking has been considered as a means 
to achieve some of the noblest aims of modern society. 

III. DRIVING VISION AND REQUIREMENTS GATHERING 
Our ultimate objective is to develop sophisticated, cutting-

edge software that leverages advances in technologies such as 
context-aware and intelligent computing. Context-aware 
computing [1,23] makes use of more than just deliberate or 
‘explicit’ user input to alter system behavior. It can use 
‘implicit’ information from interactions such as how many 
times a user looks at a web page and it can use information that 
is extrinsic to the human-computer interaction altogether, such 
as location, time of day or bus schedules. At its present level of 
advancement (or at least in the very near future) context-aware 
computing should be able to turbocharge transactions by 
dynamically accommodating people’s ever-changing 
availability and location; for example, a young man who is idly 
waiting for a bus for 10 minutes could take time to help an 
elderly lady nearby move a sofa. Intelligent computing [21] 
will allow timebanking systems to ‘learn’ from the context and 
make inferences and predictions about people’s habits and 
preferences, for example, anticipating that someone always 
walks her dog at 1pm and her route also makes it convenient 
for her to pick-up her neighbor’s dog that is due for a walk at 
the same time, while he is stuck at home waiting for a delivery. 

On the way to this objective, for various practical reasons, it 
made sense to start with the modest goal of developing a 
mobile timebanking application to plug an existing need for 
most timebanks today. By taking this baby-step first, we 
anticipated and have indeed found that we are learning much 
along the way that will be valuable for grounding our more 
ambitious effort further down the road. There are certainly 
many challenges for systems designed to support timebanking, 
so, in order to be responsive to both the obvious and the non-
obvious issues, we have been conducting field research with 
existing timebanks and their members, which we will outline in 
the next subsection. We will then touch on some of the findings 
in the following two sections as we explore the technology-
driven opportunities we foresee to turbocharge timebanking. 

A. Study Methods 
A team of researchers has been assembled in the Bay Area 

in California, Allentown in Pennsylvania and Dane County in 
Wisconsin. Team members have been gathering requirements, 
via the following activities: 

• Joining and building relationships with multiple 
timebanks and obtaining access to organizers, software 
developers and members. Individual timebanks we 
have reached out to include, Sobrante Park TimeBank 
(SPTB) in Oakland California (174 members), Bay 
Area Community Exchange (BACE) in San Francisco 
(~630 members), Dane County TimeBank in Madison 
Wisconsin (~2,500 members), Allentown in Lehigh 
County Pennsylvania (~500 members), Happy Valley 
TimeBank in State College Pennsylvania (a new 
timebank with 58 members), and a few others in the 
USA and the UK. 

• Obtaining accounts for and ‘trying out’ timebanking 
software as well as learning about membership and 
what is on offer. 

• Meetings and conversations with local timebank 
founders, leaders, coordinators and software 
developers from TimeBanks USA, hOurworld and the 
Community Exchange System to obtain institutional, 
historical and infrastructural background information. 

• Semi-structured interviews with timebanks 
coordinators, users and other community members to 
obtain personal background information about the 
experience of timebanking (for present-, former- and 
prospective-users); at the time of writing we have 
conducted 50 interviews. 

• Attendance at timebank meetings (see Fig. 3) and other 
visits to observe what the organizers and members are 
concerned about and what their activities consist of. 
For example, meetings at the very large Dane County 
TimeBank have often focused on problems with the 
timebanking software. At SPTB and BACE a great 
deal of discussion focused on increasing participation. 

Researchers have taken notes from conversations and at 
meetings and uploaded them into a shared document repository 
for others to access. Interviews have been transcribed and the 
transcripts also shared, reviewed and analyzed to extract 



evidence for near-term requirements and more advanced and 
futuristic possibilities. The analytic approach has been bottom-
up, rather than top down; we have been open to any unexpected 
findings, which could impact the mobile app that we seek to 
develop or future more advanced technologies. At the time of 
writing, the research team has been meeting remotely, via 
phone conference, once a week to share findings and other 
information and to coordinate research activities. 

The following two sections discuss core elements of 
timebanking. The discussion is presented with supporting 
evidence and implications for advanced technology to support 
timebanking, particularly intelligent and context-aware 
solutions. The next section considers the core elements that 
must be in place for a timebanking system to flourish and the 
section after that considers the elements that are required to 
perform a timebanking transaction. 

IV. THE CORE ELEMENTS OF A TIMEBANKING SYSTEM 
For any transaction to take place in a community exchange 

or timebanking system, a number of components have to work 
together to ensure success. These components are all elements 
that must be taken into account when developing systems, both 
mundane and futuristic to support timebanking. In the 
following sub-sections we detail each of these components, 
drawing on our own research and in some cases that of others. 

A. Community 
As mentioned above, timebanks are good for local 

communities, building relationships and trust amongst 
members [27]. But, in turn, timebanking depends on a 
community led by proactive members who will implement and 
a system that will support transactions, maintain it and develop 
extreme workarounds where the design of the software does 
not mesh well with the needs of the people using it. The need 
for proactive community leaders also can entail a requirement 
for funding to allow them to take the time and to gain access to 
resources required to develop and promote a timebank. While 
there are many people who simply donate their own time and 
money, the expense of running a timebank can put economic 
struggling communities at a natural disadvantage. 

Some timebanks have been set up as independent entities 
by altruistic volunteers who are simply seeking to meet well-
known needs in their communities. But, as Seyfang has 
observed [32,34], the most successful timebanks tend to 
leverage pre-existing communities that have the necessary 
leadership, community, history, momentum and staying power 
to confer trustworthiness on a timebank and keep it going after 
initial enthusiasm wears off (keeping the community alive and 
vibrant seems to be a perennial concern). 

Our research suggests that there are a number of issues 
relating to communities that are significant for futuristic 
timebanking support system design. These include: 

Bridging Gulfs in the Community. Any local community is 
likely to have cultural divides that present challenges for 
timebanks, which rely on mutual trust and cooperation and are 
more likely to grow if they can attract people from all walks of 
life, rather than a limited segment of the local population. In 
the words of one participant, “You have to lay aside ‘well, I’m 

white,’ or ‘I’m Native American,’ or ‘I’m Hispanic,’ or ‘I’m 
African American,’ or ‘I’m Pacific Islander’ or ‘from the 
Dominican Republic.’”  Apart from race, another prominent 
gulf is age, with elders requiring more help and having more 
time on their hands than most adults. This is particularly true 
for Sobrante Park where many active members are elderly and 
where they are trying to develop strategies for attracting 
younger members. Future timebanking technology will have to 
strike a delicate balance between bridging gulfs and putting 
some groups off; for example, some kids may not want to be 
part of any community entity that also includes their parents 
and some seniors may not trust kids to do a good job. 

Possible Solution: Include an interpersonal affinity-
modeling component in a service requestor-provider matching 
module. This would take into account the profile of the service 
requestor and find a provider who not only has the right skills 
but also has the right personal traits to foster a sense of trust 
and relatedness. A good match would be likely to lead to the 
formation of a relationship that is independent of the timebank. 
Such relationships are the building blocks of communities and 
more will be said on this topic below. 

Inclusion. Communities are made up of people with 
diverse ages, educations, income, knowledge, skills and values 
and this means that the degree to which they are willing or able 
to use advanced software, or indeed any software at all, varies 
greatly. BACE members are largely young, well educated and 
professional, whilst core members of SPTB are much older, are 
sometimes professionals, but in many cases only have a high-
school education. Many of SPTB’s 174 members do not even 
have an email account or a mobile phone. For this reason, 
coordinators use the office telephone to field requests and find 
service providers, whereas at BACE, members use software to 
organize transactions. At SPTB, since Community Weaver, the 
software they use, expects all timebank member accounts to 
have an email address associated with them, not only did an 
organizer have to create accounts for people who do not have 
access to computers, she also had to create fake email 
addresses for those accounts. We were relieved that we didn’t 
try to recruit people in the system to be interviewed via their 
email addresses before talking to the timebank organizers. 

 
Figure 3. Bay Area Community Exchange organizers’ meeting (with 

permission). 



Possible Solutions: Develop a capability that allows 
someone to manage the profile and interests of one or more 
others who may not have access to the service. For example, an 
individual user account might actually apply to an apartment 
block or a class in a school in which only one member (perhaps 
the teacher at the school) liaises with the timebanking software, 
brokering requests or offers of service on behalf of others.  

For those that at least have a phone capable of SMS, we 
have been contemplating developing an alternative interface 
that would allow two-way communication so that people can at 
least accept tasks, and possibly make request services, on the 
go. Another idea is to allow more than one account from a 
single smartphone so that someone can borrow a friend’s phone 
to check his timebanking account. 

Community Building. As Putnam [27] points out ‘civic 
virtue is most powerful when embedded in a dense network of 
reciprocal social relations. A society of many virtuous but 
isolated individuals is not necessarily rich in social capital.’ 
Timebanks are able to provide some of the dense connections 
that have dwindled as people increasingly rely on the phone 
and the Internet, devoting socialization time to relationships 
with people who may be far flung from the local neighborhood. 
In fact, through transaction-based connections forged between 
community members who were previously unknown to each 
other, a timebank may offer a means to build a scaffolding of 
contrived relationships that over time solidify, becoming 
genuine, sincere and able to survive independently of the 
timebank. We learned that at both Sobrante Park and Dane 
County it is believed that the majority of transactions are not 
recorded in the timebanking system at all, as networks of 
reciprocal relationships have developed that no longer require 
explicit external tracking of social capital to make them seem 
worthwhile. Indeed, we repeatedly found strong evidence that 
many people prefer to ‘give out of the goodness of their heart 
because it’s right to give and they don’t want to do it in order 
to receive,’ as one participant put it. Ironically, this kind of 
sentiment seems to deter some of the non-timebankers we 
interviewed from joining a timebank, as they appear to believe 
that it detracts from that good feeling that comes from giving 
without expecting to receive1. 

One of our participants at Sobrante Park also talked about 
wanting to show or make visible what is good about Sobrante 
Park and Oakland in general. This community faces challenges 
with local violence, often involving firearms, so the members 
urgently want to show other locals that there are positives to 
the area and that there are many good people who can be 
trusted living there. 

This same participant added that local organizations do not 
collaborate as much as they should, which seems to be a 
missed opportunity for building Putnam’s dense network of 
relationships. Both non-profit organizations such as schools 
and churches frequently ally themselves with timebanks, but 

                                                
1  Note, however, that there is no objective reason why people should 

have to ‘spend’ all their earned time, as long as there are people who need 
more time than they can give to balance things out. So, whilst timebank 
leaders seem to think this imbalance is a problem, it may just be a framing 
problem that could be addressed by careful support system design measures, 
rather than a fundamental flaw of timebanking. 

timebanks also reach out to commercial entities such as Kaiser 
Permanente, AT&T and Wal-Mart in Sobrante Park, who may 
donate time or funds to the timebank. As the organizer 
describes it: 

“… we’re trying to get them to see is that it’s part of their 
community piece.  That’s your community service.  One of the 
things that we have been really clear with them is that – and I 
will use Wal-Mart because they’re just a monster – most of 
these families live out of that Wal-Mart.  So, for you to become 
a better community partner, would never be bad for your 
image.” 

An offshoot of this is that organizations may wind up with a 
timebank account, earning and spending hours, just like 
individual community members (perhaps, for once, a situation 
where treating a corporation like a person can act in favor of 
the disadvantaged). 

Possible Solutions: Ideally an advanced context-aware 
timebanking support system should have built-in connections 
or make it easy to customize and add connections (with 
information being communicated both inwards and outwards) 
to other social media such as Facebook, Twitter, Nextdoor and 
Meetup, as well as links to local government sites or any other 
community resources that have a web presence. It should also 
be able to extract information from local external resources 
using text mining. For example, it could look for dates 
appearing with place and venue names, which would be likely 
to indicate what’s on in the community. It could use GPS data 
from tweets and FourSquare check-ins. Better still it could be 
designed to spot and classify different kinds of events by 
looking for terms such as ‘event,’ ‘fair,’ ‘benefit,’ 
‘performance’ and so on. These could then be presented for 
browsing different categories of local events in the timebank’s 
web site. This would make it easier for community members to 
discover activities they can participate in and volunteer to help 
with. 

Another function could be to extract information from 
Internet resources about community organizers, their causes 
and activities and how to reach them, meet them in person or 
support them. Community organizers are often ‘connectors’ 
[14], who know many people in the community and can 
introduce them to one another. By making them more 
accessible in this way, an advanced timebanking system could 
enhance their ability to play their connector role and strengthen 
community ties. 

Yet another feature would be for organizational accounts to 
be designed slightly differently from individual accounts to 
allow for donations to the timebank and to promote that entities 
community-fostering activities that go beyond simple services 

Finally, to avoid problems of detracting from the 
experience of ‘doing good,’ a system should also allow people 
to sidestep the ‘earning’ mentality and start with or move 
towards more of a giving experience, either anonymously or 
perhaps using some other way to provide recognition for those 
that wish to donate services, such as showing whom someone 
has helped, or allowing people to write each other testimonials. 
This would require the design of a more open timebank portal 
that breaks away from the current emphasis on bankable 



transactions and fosters other ways for people to join the 
community and devote time and effort to it. 

B. Organization and Roles 
For a timebank to survive, it requires an organization with 

established roles and responsibilities and even, ideally, a 
physical location in the community where people can meet 
other timebankers face-to-face to develop social bonds and to 
collaborate and coordinate action on certain tasks. The 
organization takes care of the day-to-day running of the 
timebank and outreach to make the local population more 
aware of its existence and accomplishments and attract more 
members. Towards this end, it may organize special events for 
additional promotion or to provide specific services. Indeed, 
any organizational entity’s life as such depends on the ongoing 
ability of members to disseminate and perpetuate its roles, 
structures and practices [3]. We have learned that keeping a 
timebank going is no small achievement and that organizers 
have much to learn in order for them to be successful. 

SPTB uses the Sobrante Park Community Reformed 
Church as a base, which is critically important since they need 
a respectable place (that does not charge the organization 
prohibitive rent) to answer phone calls and conduct timebank 
business. The deacon of the church also fills one of the two 
administrator positions. Because TimeBanks USA, their parent 
organization, is by now well established, it runs training 
programs for organizers who are just learning the ropes. The 
founder of SPTB now acts as the main trainer for the entire 
USA organization, flying to different locations to train others in 
the many kinds of work needed to keep a timebank going 
(outreach, recruitment, obtaining funding and measuring 
progress for funders, dealing with liability issues, setting up 
software, etc). At SPTB, two administrators deal with 
infrastructure and management issues and two coordinators 
mediate between members (replacing the requestor-provider 
matching role of the web-based timebanking system, which 
will be described in more detail below). Dane County has been 
extremely successful (started in 2004 and currently at about 
2,500 members) due to the strenuous efforts of its founder and 
executive director who was herself trained by the founder of 
SPTB. The SPTB founder mentioned that Dane County’s 
director has been extremely good at outreach and forming 
relationships with other organizations, which is a key part of 
her timebank’s success.  

Possible Solutions: A near-term solution for supporting a 
grassroots organization like a timebank is to provide more 
online training resources, for example, making it easy for 
organizers to contribute lessons learned for certain types of 
activities on an ongoing basis and for others in certain roles to 
find needed information. A system of this type, called Eureka, 
was developed at PARC after Julian Orr, an anthropologist 
studying Xerox field service technicians, discovered that 
technicians were sharing a wealth of valuable information that 
was not in their training or manuals [26]. Technicians’ tips 
were attached to copier components, but, for timebanks, tips 
would need to be attached to specific roles and activities. A 
Wiki would be impossible to keep organized without fully paid 
staff managing it. So, given the scant resources of timebanks, 
something more autonomous would be more practical.  

Whilst maintaining anonymity, a more context-aware and 
intelligent system could mine the text of communications or 
otherwise detect the activities that organizers or coordinators 
were engaged in and proactively offer tips or show the histories 
of similar cases or at least people to seek advice from. For 
example, if an organizer was searching for schoolteachers in 
the timebank and for information about local schools that might 
be participating or located nearby, she might be presented with 
tips about outreach to schools or how to work with teenagers, 
or might see the contact information of other organizers who 
accessed in this content in the past. 

Another possibility is that a timebank portal could act as a 
scaffold for learning about and leveraging social media and 
other community-building technologies. These technologies 
reduce some of the organizers’ workload by making it easier to 
reach members and make them aware of ongoing activities. 
Indeed many timebanks already have Facebook pages, blogs 
and Twitter accounts. Timebanking software could make it 
much easier for organizers to connect with and leverage these 
resources, even if it doesn’t go as far as automating two-way 
communication of information to and from those services as 
mentioned previously. 

C. Software Infrastructure 
Fundamental to the success of modern timebanking is the 

need for a central system to facilitate transactions and keep 
track of services that are provided. Such systems require many 
elements including an online presence, specifically, a website 
that provides information about the timebank, its history, aims 
and relationships to other entities. It might have a larger 
‘parent’ entity to which it is affiliated (Community Exchange 
Systems, TimeBanks USA and hOurworld are three of the 
largest). It may also be partnered with or even be managed by 
an entity such as a church, in the case of Oakland’s SPTB, or a 
hospital, as in the case of the Lehigh Valley Health Network to 
which the Allentown PA timebank is affiliated. 

Parent entities generally dictate the type of software 
infrastructure adopted, since timebanks rarely have the 
resources to develop a homegrown software platform 
sufficiently sophisticated and reliable to meet the needs of their 
users. The software infrastructure is usually open source, 
developed by volunteers and at the present time different 
platforms appear to be proliferating on the Drupal content 
management framework. TimeBanksUSA, with considerable 
personal investment from Edgar Cahn, has developed a 
platform called CommunityWeaver, hOurworld uses a system 
called Time and Talents and BACE uses oscurrency. However, 
at the time of writing, representatives from different parent 
organizations have begun discussing the possibility of a single 
communication standard for the various platforms to make it 
easier for developers to integrate additional systems and 
resources with them. Our own mobile application would 
certainly benefit from this initiative. 

A notable recent newcomer in the timebanking software 
space, Omnui.com developed by Redweb in New Zealand, is 
distinctive and intriguing for its deep integration with 
Facebook. It appears sidestep the traditional community and 
organization elements described earlier, encouraging people 
simply to start banking time with their Facebook connections. 



However, given its novelty, whether it can survive and thrive 
without those elements in place is an open question. 

Although the software territory is shifting rapidly, the 
existing solutions tend to be conventional in character without 
dynamic, context-aware and adaptive capabilities. Therefore 
research that explores the advantages of new sophisticated 
software features for timebanking is greatly needed, but efforts 
to develop context-aware and intelligent solutions must be 
sensitive to the considerations above. 

Reliability: A lack of resources makes the need for 
innovators and researchers to obtain funding all the more 
urgent. When BACE transitioned to Community Weaver 2.0, 
members needed to renew all of the very many service ads as 
they expired during the shift to the new software. Due to this 
and other features that do not work so well in CW2.0, the 
timebank now has a software developer in residence that has 
designed new software and is planning to design features 
specifically desired by the BACE organizers. 

Accessibility: Many people participate in timebanks 
because they are under-employed and rely on the support of the 
community. For this reason, timebanks have a high proportion 
of members with disabilities.  

Possible Solution to Reliability and Accessibility Issues: 
The schisms between the software platforms for timebanking 
are inevitable. For example, we have learned of a team at the 
Palo Alto Medical Foundation that is developing their own 
software because they want to create an entire communication 
eco-system with intelligent and context-aware capabilities, of 
which their time bank is just one (the first) piece. Once the 
entire system is built and validated, they want to offer it to 
other communities for free as an open source code-base. They 
are adding an enhanced profile including interests, sills and 
needs which the system could use as a basis for making 
suggestions. They also want to add crowdsourced reviews of 
medical and other local facilities and the capability to track 
behavior patters of participants in need of support (at present 
from human reporting) so that they can detect anomalies that 
might suggest a need for medical assistance. 

This innovative spirit strongly suggests that future 
timebanking software must strive for customizability, 
reusability and openness to allow people to use some or all of 
the components and customize or integrate with other systems 
as needed. This would greatly reduce the costs of development 
overall and increase the possibility of integration. Ideally 
universal timebanking standards should be established for all 
software and these should be independent of the different 
timebanking organizations.  

To deal with accessibility issues a highly customizable 
platform as outlined above could greatly facilitate the 
development of variations that meet the diverse needs of 
communities such as those with reading or learning disabilities, 
visual impairment or motor control challenges. So rather than 
devoting effort to developing alternative platforms that provide 
largely overlapping features, software engineers could devote 
time to customizing the user experience for various 
communities, developing on a single open platform. 

V. CORE ELEMENTS OF A TIMEBANKING TRANSACTION 
Assuming the community, organization and infrastructure 

are in place to make it possible for someone to consider 
requesting or providing a service, opportunities for innovation 
abound in the specific elements of a timebanking transaction 
and what is entailed. Each of these elements also has 
implications for context-aware, adaptive system design. 

A. Advertised Needs and Services 
A timebanking system must have some way of advertising 

what is on offer. For the new member, this is a source of 
inspiration for what they themselves can offer and what they 
can expect to get. Then the member needs to make a request or 
an offer and be matched with the best available person who can 
complete the transaction. Current systems require service 
requests to be classified so that they can be more easily 
matched to skills, but more futuristic systems could do more to 
infer matches. This may not be easy, given the variety of 
services and ways of describing them. As one participant said, 
“I think the hardest part is getting the right information in the 
field so that the computer can match what needs to be matched.  
I think when it’s things as simple as painting a house or when 
it’s things that are that literal, that’s one thing.  When it’s other 
things, I think it becomes a little harder just based on what I 
saw on Community Weaver.” 

Possible Solutions: It should be possible to make much 
closer service requestor-provider matches using text analysis to 
determine relationships that go beyond classifications or 
keyword matching. If this capability was fully developed, in 
addition to the personal profile-based matching mentioned 
earlier, it would be possible to extract requests from other 
popular social media systems that people use on an ongoing 
basis, making it much more convenient to express capabilities 
and needs and to respond to them. For example, it should be 
easy or for someone to tweet about needing a babysitter 
urgently and, assuming the timebank is following that person’s 
Twitter account, to receive recommendations for people with 
good reputations who are available at this time in the local area. 
This case would be simple to implement since babysitting is a 
distinctive word that matches a common type of timebanking 
activity that people are likely to use in describing what they can 
do. It should even be possible to infer that someone who says 
on Facebook that they love pruning trees and roses may be 
able and willing to help with weeding and mulching for a 
community garden (since all these terms are associated with the 
more general topic of gardening).  

A key issue here is to provide infrastructure that makes it 
extremely lightweight to advertise a capability or express a 
need, possibly even automating the times at which one 
expresses availability. This is discussed more in the section on 
Coordination below. 

Naturally, ideas such as those laid out above raise questions 
about privacy and security. As more and more social-media 
systems are plugged together to enhance the flow of 
information that makes dynamic service brokering possible, so 
the risk of unanticipated safety problems rises. This concern is 
dealt with in the next subsection. 



B. Reputation and Accountability 
Timebank members need to feel secure that people they 

exchange services with are bona fide members of the timebank 
like themselves and can be relied upon to do the work that they 
say they can. So there is a natural concern about interacting 
with strangers. For example, one organizer at SPTB stated 
“I’ve had people tell me, ‘I feel uncomfortable when somebody 
comes in my house and I don’t know [them].’” Another at 
BACE said “[…] if we ever turn in to Craigslist where we’re 
this thing that everyone uses and everyone feels totally 
anonymous, then the whole thing is going to break down.  
There is lots of information that our software gives you.  It 
gives you a record of all the trades this person has done with 
everybody in both directions, it gives you the amount of hours 
they have given or received, the things – their profile – all this 
stuff we give you.” 

Two elements that can foster trust are Accountability and 
Reputation. Accountability, used in the context of human-
computer interaction,  (which can threaten it if it is not 
accounted for in design; [24], means making someone 
answerable for her actions; meaning that they must be visible 
and attributable. Reputation, in the same context, implies 
maintaining a public history of one’s actions. 

Two kinds of behavior that must be born in mind are those 
associated with the exchange of services and those that are 
involved in reviewing information about people who might be 
requesting or offering services. 

Possible Solutions Associated with Service Exchange: 
Today’s timebanking systems offer the ability to see other 
people’s profiles and BACE’s software Community Exchange 
Systems, as mentioned above, provides a detailed track record 
of services given and received in the past, which gives 
additional reassurance, rather like a résumé. TaskRabbit, 
although intended for cash-based transactions, also lists service 
histories but, in addition, provides further credentials by 
allowing service providers to be reviewed and rated for their 
services by past customers2 (equivalent to a recommendation 
letter). The average is displayed as a star rating (e.g., 4 stars out 
of a possible five). We are already exploring these kinds of 
ideas in our CiVicinity prototype (see Fig. 4), which includes 
features for giving ratings and reviews and shows history 
information. 

Star ratings and reviews might make sense when a 
community has thousands of members, like TaskRabbit, but it 
may not work quite so well in smaller more tightly knit in 
communities (most timebanks have fewer than 100 active 
members [8, 29]), where people may know each other or even 
be neighbors and may feel awkward about providing less-than-
enthusiastic feedback. On the other hand greater interpersonal 
familiarity may, in some cases, enable people to get personal 
recommendations for others from friends or timebank 
coordinators. This suggests that there is an interesting design 
space for future timebanking software in terms of how much to 
show and how much control to give system users over what is 
shown.  

                                                
2  Whilst in TaskRabbit only the service providers are rated, services 

such as AirBnB and Lyft allow both requestors and providers to rate each other. 

In all cases, with and without such accountability and 
reputation features, newcomers are at a disadvantage since they 
have no history. To address this, outside sources such as 
LinkedIn and Facebook could be used (as employers today use 
them to check-out prospective hires [12], indeed we have 
recently experimented with the notion of connecting a profile 
(in this case on a dating site) to Facebook as a means of 
verifying someone’s identity [25]. 

Possible Solutions Associated with Reviewing Others’ 
Information: One safeguard that could easily be designed into a 
timebanking system would be to reveal who has viewed one’s 
profile as in LinkedIn. Another possibility is to throttle the 
number of times a profile can be viewed within a given period 
or to make views visible to a profile owner, only in some 
circumstances (e.g., if they exceed a certain number of views or 
if the viewer is or is not connected to them socially). Or it 
might be possible to indicate that another anonymous user has 
looked at your profile N times and allow you to block them. 
Privacy needs are difficult to anticipate in advance and as 
Facebook has repeatedly demonstrated [10], privacy design 
mistakes are easy to make, so this is an interesting design space 
to explore in future research. 

A final comment about reputation is that, since leaders are 
so central to the longevity of timebanks, there should be special 
consideration given in design towards fostering and supporting 
leadership, both in terms of system support for it and also in 
terms of acknowledging it and publicizing it, so that others in 
the community know who the leaders are, what their 
background and credentials are and what their strengths are. 

C. Security 
One of our participants from California mentioned that 

Spanish speakers are dubious of putting their names on any 
formal document because of their immigration status; she has 
to constantly reassure them that the information is only for 
internal use when trying to get them signed up for 
neighborhood participation. There may be all sorts of 

 
Figure 4. CiVicinity profile and evaluation interface, demonstrates rating, 
review and history features, fostering accountability of timebank members  

 



information that people may consider highly sensitive in certain 
contexts such as race, religion, sexual orientation, health 
situation and more. For this reason, information must be highly 
secure and not accessible to outsiders. It should not be possible 
simply to join a timebank and obtain access to all its 
information without going through some kind of membership 
application review process and Community Weaver, for 
example, makes it so that applications to join must be reviewed 
by a coordinator before their membership is awarded. Some 
timebanks, such as Dane County, even go as far as requiring 
that all applicants to join must go through an interview process. 

Another aspect of security is related to physical safety when 
engaged in timebank activities. The Sobrante Park 
neighborhood for example is considered to be quite dangerous 
(two of our researchers waiting outside the church headquarters 
were held up at gunpoint on one occasion in broad daylight and 
relieved of a smartphone and laptop). Thus safety is a critical 
concern, recognized by many timebanks that have developed 
guidelines for their members, and this is a particular area where 
intelligent and context-aware computing could help.  

Possible Solutions: One solution to the safety problem is to 
make it easy for the system to verify someone’s identity when 
they create an account, for example, by requiring that they 
provide a photograph and that this be matched with other social 
media-based images that were published at least a certain 
amount of time ago. Such measures would make identity theft 
much more difficult. 

For safety on the streets, an existing app called iWitness 
can be activated to upload live audio and video and makes it 
accessible to law enforcement at the same time as calling them. 
A crime map app like CrimeReports.com can alert a 
timebanker that he is entering a dangerous area and to be on the 
lookout. Such capabilities should be integrated with or made 
easy to download and activate from a timebanking app. 

D. Coordination 
Services need to be provided at a time and place that is 

mutually satisfactory and, with existing systems, this currently 
needs to be coordinated in advance, although it can be 
accomplished at fairly short notice, assuming that people are 
camped on their email to receive notifications of a service 
request matching their skills. However, there is currently no 
support for impromptu transactions, which could be based on 
nothing more than someone’s current status or activity and 
location. Being able to infer that someone is available for a task 
request would greatly increase the opportunities for 
transactions, especially briefer and possibly unplanned ones, 
such as moving an item of furniture as mentioned above. 

Possible Solutions: This is the area where intelligent and 
context-aware computing really can come into its own by 
making coordination much easier to the point where service 
provision could be highly spontaneous, even approaching Ann 
Herbert’s sense of randomness. Earlier we discussed the idea of 
automating matches between requestors and providers of 
services. In order to make this truly efficient, convenience has 
to be taken into account as well as skill and experience. It is no 
good recommending someone for a task or a task to someone if 

the required traveling distance is impractical, or the task would 
have to be performed at an inconvenient time or place. 

Integration with systems such as Foursquare and Uber 
Check-in would make it very easy to locate the right person at 
the right place. Uber Check-in automatically checks people in 
to places in Foursquare, allowing them to specify in advance 
which favorite places they want to be checked into in this way 
when they are there (this avoids unwanted and rogue check-
ins). So if someone happens to be in the supermarket, they can 
easily pick-up milk for their neighbor who complains on 
Twitter that she just ran out. 

A further advance would be to build a model of someone’s 
behaviors over time and use that to predict where they might be 
or what they might be doing in the near future. A team at 
PARC developed an activity-based leisure activity 
recommender system called Magitti [2], which did this. Such as 
system could be adapted to recommend tasks instead of leisure 
activities. For example, a user might regularly go to the local 
hardware store on a Saturday. Knowing this would allow a 
smart timebanking system to recommend a task that involves 
stopping off to pick up a chainsaw that needs to be taken to the 
store for a repair from their neighbor up the street.  Of course, 
in such a case, users would need to be more specific about 
where tasks might need to be done and would have to provide 
pick-up and drop-off locations in some cases. A mapping 
capability would make this easier and could save handy 
favorite locations such as the dry cleaner’s or the local 
supermarket. A smart and location-aware system would also be 
able to figure out what favorite places a user has. An smart and 
context-aware system could even work out how long certain 
predictable tasks (such as washing a car or walking a certain 
breed of dog) tend to take over time through observation and 
learning (possibly with self-reports or experience sampling). It 
could then give prospective providers an estimate of how much 
time they need to allocate for a certain type of task. 

E. Participation, Acknowledgement and Engagement 
Attracting and Keeping TimeBankers. The fundamental 

point of a timebank is that its members are acknowledged and 
compensated for the time they devote to the system and are 
motivated to both give and receive services. The hours are the 
device that is used to achieve these aims. But this is not as 
straightforward as it might at first appear, since some 
community members are likely to have few needs in 
comparison to what they can offer, whereas others may have 
few services they can offer in relation to many needs they may 
have. For these reasons a timebank must have ways of making 
sure that those who have most to offer or are most in need are 
not excluded for fear of having to big a surfeit or deficit of 
hours. Furthermore, there are issues concerning people’s sense 
of self-worth and independence and also concerning self-
presentation [15] that can be an impediment to making service 
requests. For example one 77-year-old in our participant pool 
insisted that she does not need help and prefers to help others. 
And there are those, such as teenagers or busy professionals, 
who have much to offer but may not understand the inherent 
rewards that can come from participating in a timebank. At 
Sobrante Park, one of the organizers is working hard to reach 



out to schools to try to involve youngsters and rectify this 
situation. 

Another consideration is that, as with any non-compulsory, 
volunteer-based system, there is always a risk that people may 
become bored, disenchanted or burned out after a certain period 
of time and drop out. So it is important to design for continuing 
engagement with alternative inducements for participation, 
such as relationship-building, entertainment, resume 
enhancement, furthering good causes that motivate people and 
so on.   

Possible Solutions: The profiles mentioned in the section 
on Reputation and Accountability that include a record of 
services performed are one means of providing 
acknowledgement. Accounts are also associated with a 
‘balance’ of hours that can be either positive or negative. The 
idea of having balances is certainly moving in the direction that 
we feel would be helpful which is to increase the use of 
gamification elements to attract people who are not (at least 
initially) intrinsically interested in helping or being helped. 
This means adding any devices that tap into people’s senses of 
playfulness, self-worth and competitiveness, rather like the 
stars in TaskRabbit, although these may not always need to be 
visible to others to work. One of our researchers coined the 
term “a game of hours,” since the hours themselves could be 
seen as a gamification device. Robinson and Bellotti [28] 
provide an extensive taxonomy of gamification elements, many 
of which could be of use, such as points (which hours 
effectively are), teaming, competition, templates or sets that 
must be completed to achieve a certain acknowledgement such 
as a badge, progress indicators against targets and so on.  

Another idea might be to allow timebankers to earn hours 
by helping people who are not in the timebank, without 
necessarily causing the outsiders to go into the red before they 
even get started with timebanking. This outward facing action 
would potentially be an excellent viral mechanism for 
spreading awareness and appreciation of the idea, although it 
would need to be designed so that it was difficult to fake, for 
example by making the recipients of these out-of-timebank 
services just as accountable to the community as the provider 
within the community is.  

A Possible Solution for Logging Hours. The final issue we 
wish to discuss in this paper is the problem of logging time. 
Whilst advertising for a service and looking for opportunities to 
perform services are primary goal-driven tasks, logging the 
hours may feel like ‘extra’ work since it serves no practical 
purpose outside the timebanking accounting system and several 
of our participants noted that this was tedious or that they 
skipped it because for them that wasn’t the point anyway. 
Mobile technology, even if not particularly smart, could go a 
long way to assist in this aspect. For example, imagine that Joe 
agrees to take on a task. Identification of the task about to start 
could either be achieved through Joe receiving an invitation 
and agreeing to do it now, or through its having been scheduled 
in advance, in which case the system would ‘know’ from the 
time which task Joe is likely to be doing now. In either case, 
the system could show which task it assumes he is about to do 
and when Joe decides to begin, a timer could start on that task 
and as Joe transitions from place to place as he performs the 

task, he could receive audio prompts, each time he changes 
location or every few minutes, inviting him to indicate whether 
the task is completed. As he departs from the venue where the 
task is completed, he could respond to the prompt that arrives 
at that time to confirm that he is done. Thus time tracking and 
assignment to a specific task can be done in the moment, 
making life much easier for Joe. 

VI. CONCLUDING REMARKS: A CALL TO ACTION 
The ideal model for timebanking today relies on web-based 

software that blends features of social networking with 
additional features to provide information about availability, 
geography, requested services and services on offer. This 
makes timebanking very workable, but it is not nearly as 
efficient as it could be. This paper has provided a number of 
examples of how timebanking could be greatly enhanced and 
made more dynamic, to the point of being experienced almost 
as ‘random acts of kindness’ through the development of more 
advanced, especially intelligent and context-aware solutions.  

However, at present, since there is no commercial or 
government entity behind the development of the existing 
software, it is not as robust or even as advanced as similar 
commercial systems such as TaskRabbit or Zaarly, which have, 
according to Crunchbase, received $37.7M and $15.2M 
respectively in venture capital at the time of writing. 
Obviously, venture capitalists will not invest in timebanking 
software development unless a viable business model can be 
divined; and it is likely that for many communities, a 
commercial gloss on timebanking may run entirely counter to 
its ethos. Therefore, the only realistic route for furthering the 
advance of timebanking technology is to convince government 
funding agencies, foundations or other entities that have 
philanthropic objectives that a futuristic version of timebanking 
has great potential to help individuals and society at large.  

• Firstly, it represents a way to breathe life into local 
communities that are otherwise stagnating, countering 
problems such as social alienation, crime, lack of 
opportunity to develop skills and so on.  

• Secondly, it provides a cushion against economic 
downturns, permitting communities in need to function 
when cash is in short supply.  

• Thirdly, it can reduce government costs in subsidizing 
services such as eldercare, transportation, child- and 
adult-education, afterschool activities for kids and 
more. 

• Finally, ad hoc timebanking, enabled by smart- and 
context-aware technologies would increase the 
efficiency and sustainability of society by reducing 
unnecessary car journeys, timewasting, waiting and 
failure to get needed services. It would do so by 
allocating more kinds of tasks than is possible at 
present more efficiently to those best placed to carry 
them out as soon as possible. 

Our final argument in this paper, then, is to encourage 
researchers and technology innovators to join us in learning 
more about this growing mode of collaboration, considering 
how we might further its spread and enhance its efficiency and 



in seeking funding and collaboration opportunities towards 
those ends. 
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