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Abstract 

 

This study explored communication and ethical investment in social capital to improve quality of 

life through the lens of time banking, a model of alternative currency. Previous studies of time 

banking noted a distinct set of characteristics of time banks that contrast with capitalist-based 

systems while using similar language; these were compared to research of social capital and 

social networks. Seven participants were interviewed at-length as representatives of the time 

bank movement. Stories of money framed theoretical constructs in practice on a daily basis and 

future visioning of the movement. Further analysis using the dialogic ethic of Martin Buber and 

the theory of the coordinated management of meaning (CMM) of Pearce and Pearce described 

transformational patterns of communication in time banks. The analysis shed light on the 

intentions of time banks and the meaning of the terms reciprocity, community and co-

construction of reality. Further explorations of transcendent stories of time banking were 

recommended. 

Keywords: community, dialogic, reciprocity, respect, social capital, social networks, 

storytelling, transcendence, trust 
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Stories of Money: Building Social Capital through Time Banking 

Chapter 1. Introduction 

In the formation of community, communication acts like the flow of water in and 

between relationships, connecting all with a vital force. Reciprocal exchange of money often acts 

in a similar fashion, flowing like water and lubricating relationships. The flow of money is, in a 

very real sense, a form of communication. How the natural flow of currency has become 

distorted by its own inventors, creating loss of community is not the focus of this thesis, but does 

provide a contrasting paradigm for discussion. However, the restoration of community by 

restoring authentic forms of communication through currency is a compelling and worthy goal. 

One form of money, a socio- economic currency that is not widely known but has potential to 

alter declines in community, is known as time banking.  

 All developed nations are familiar with national currencies based on the fluctuating prices 

of supply and demand economics. When something is scarce and in high demand, the price rises, 

creating even more scarcity as less people can afford it, which in turn affects uncertainty and fear 

in society. Most strategists of currency, in fact, at an accelerating rate use the mechanism of price 

to enter new markets and force previously abundant things to now be scarce, such as child care, 

or clean water. The main function of the time bank model that is different from all other forms of 

currency is the removal of price. Time banking considers good work to be priceless, work that is 

remarkably undervalued in the marketplace, such as acts of kindness and caring to fellow 

neighbors, and community engagement (Cahn, 2004). Time banks issue credits to honor and 

reward this kind of good work. All money, as communication, works in reciprocity but there are 

levels of reciprocity; if money markets are based on “paying it back,” time banks are based on 

“paying it forward.”  
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 Time banks are most often led by coordinators, either alone or in teams, all working to 

“create experiences for others—experiences that in themselves are examples of our desired 

future” (Block, 2008, p.88).The pay-it-forward philosophy is closely related to ideas of a 

community center, a reverence for the network itself and shared purpose. Even in challenging 

environments and changing contexts, the story of time banking is one of transformation to 

community, and the story of coordinators is the story of building community and creating 

bridges to new thinking and human connection. Studies found explored the failures of early time 

banks in creating community transformation and the struggles of coordinators to educate, lead, 

and transform individuals, but did not address the powerful cultural context of scarcity or how 

time bank networks may shift socio-economic paradigms through growth of social capital. It is 

hoped that this thesis and future research will further aid understanding of the co-construction of 

community through time banking. 

Importance of the Study 

The premise of time banking is that economic power given away freely by the acceptance 

of scarcity as reality could be taken back freely in a new story of abundance. The founder of time 

banking, Dr. Edgar Cahn, first coined the term of the Time Dollar to represent the equal worth of 

one hour’s time (Cahn, E., Rowe, J., 1992; Cahn, 2004). This message of abundance in vast 

untapped resources is shared by other time bank leaders and visionaries worldwide, such as 

Martin Simon of the Time Bank UK network: “We have allowed the free market to decide for us 

what is produced, what is consumed and what price we should pay for it. This has limited our 

individual freedoms and weakened our natural inclination to be generous” (Simon, 2010, p. 128). 

As Stephanie Rearick of Dane County TimeBank in Madison, Wisconsin states in a YouTube 

video, “It’s not the economy, stupid. It’s the stupid economy!” (http://youtu.be/ykT4msyg3G4).  
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The choice to view wealth as something beyond price has been an elusive concept within 

the context of capitalism; indeed, an almost fanatical devotion to the power of price pervades 

industrial nations. The sense of urgency grows as the current global economy has revealed its 

shortcomings in recent years. In his book Among Cultures: The Challenge of Communication, 

Hall (2004) stated: “The idea that for us to succeed others must fail is a popular misconception in 

the world today” and “[t]here are better ways to build positive social acceptance, self-esteem, 

and value adherence than through the tearing down of others” (p. 220). Covey (2004) defines the 

nature of scarcity as an unnecessary obstacle to human potential. The Scarcity Mentality 

describes the inner script of people living in fear of loss: “They see life as having only so much, 

as though there were only one pie out there” and “have a very hard time being genuinely happy 

for the successes of other people” (p. 219).  

Concentration of capitalist ideology and practice in the intrapersonal realm of 

communication, to the exclusion or suppression of interpersonal communication with others, has 

affected relationships and human connectedness, reducing the motivation and participation in 

activities that build social capital (Cahn, 2004; Cahn & Rowe, 2000; Eisenstein, 2011; Putnam, 

2000).  “Even in prosperous places, the idea and experience of community are elusive. If you 

look closely, you realize that the social fabric of our culture is more fragile than we imagine” 

(Block, 2008, p. 7). This elusive sense of belonging and being cared for is missed by many, and 

it is more than just having social connections; it is a lack of a shared sense of purpose. 

In his book Sacred Economics, Charles Eisenstein (2011) asserted that withdrawal from 

community exacerbates scarcity, for the traditional social support networks increasingly 

disconnect from the individual and are absorbed into the monetary realm: 
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Obviously, poverty is not due to a lack of productive capacity. Nor is it due to a lack of 

willingness to help: many people would love to feed the poor, to restore nature, and do 

other meaningful work but cannot because there is no money in it. Money utterly fails to 

connect gifts and needs. (Eisenstein, 2011, p. 20)  

Connecting gifts and needs is the primary activity of time banks, unencumbered by the 

imposition of price. Eisenstein (2011) further stated that people of all sorts have become willing 

slaves to scarcity, and the “deepest indication of our slavery is the monetization of our time. . . 

[w]hen we experience time as scarce, we experience life as short and poor” (pp. 30-31). Simply, 

to survive and even thrive, our time must count in order to meet all our needs, and it is the 

greatest gift we possess (Cahn, 2004; Simon, 2010). If this gift of time is squandered in 

lackluster labor that separates givers and receivers by vast distances and struggles for power, the 

lifeblood of community itself is drained by the scarcity mentality.  

Although money is perceived as controlling our communications and limiting our ability 

to help others, it cannot have this power without our consent: 

Contrary to the view that money functions because it contains intrinsic worth, money is, 

rather, a social construction, whose value is primarily derived from beliefs attributed to it 

. . . The form that money takes is irrelevant, as long as people agree to accept it as a 

legitimate means for exchange of goods. (Singh, 2011, p. 132) 

To stimulate new agreements regarding exchanges of resources, community dialogues are 

needed to establish ways to value both scarce and abundant resources.  
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This study sought new insight into the role of coordinators and leaders of the time 

banking movement in the creation and sustainability of social networks. Time banks and their 

predecessors of local exchange movements throughout history have increased community 

resilience and mobilized resources in troubled economic times. Many research studies have 

focused on the activities of large time banks and core values of time banking philosophy, yet 

how coordinators build social networks on a daily basis is often based on trial and error and 

friendly advice from national forums. An analysis of the creation of time banks and 

communication processes used by successful and not-so-successful time banks would be helpful 

for researchers and leaders alike.  

Statement of the Problem 

 Plenty of important work waits while many stand idle due to lack of currency, but any 

mutual agreement could create new currency. What would be its expression if instead of frequent 

flyer miles, coupons, discounts, plastic, metal, and paper, communities used hours? In America, 

the widely believed cultural narrative is that anyone can rise from poverty and scarcity to live a 

life of abundance through the accumulation of money, but the failure to do so can strike a blow 

to self-esteem, self-worth, and personal dignity through messages of shame. Inequality has 

provided a powerful narrative that dampens cooperation, but intentional community can be 

powerful as well. Bell hooks’ (2000) book Where We Stand: Class Matters describes the struggle 

for dignity among those stricken with poverty and the moral crisis unfolding within capitalism. 

While noble, “the call to live simply is regarded by most people as foolhardy. Most think that to 

play it safe, one must strive to accumulate as much material wealth as possible and hoard it” 

(hooks, 2000, p. 41). Increased wealth at the expense of others is encouraged and corruptive to 

ethics, leading to a mentality of scarcity (Covey, 2004; Cahn, 2004) even among those with 
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plenty (Eisenstein, 2011; hooks, 2000). “To many greedy individuals, power lies in withholding 

resources even if it would be more economically beneficial to share” (hooks, 2000, p. 47). Hooks 

(2000) referred to the liberation theology of David Hilfiker, stating that “identification with 

wealth has produced a culture where belief in an oppressive capitalism functions like a 

religion…sharing resources is no longer deemed an important value by most citizens of our 

nation” (p. 43). Time banking can help members rediscover the value of social capital and 

neighborly supports. It can provide a path to a transformation of the mentality of scarcity to one 

of abundance, and help heal the division that the current money system has created.  

Definition of Terms Used 

The Western cultural capitalist mindset has changed resulting worldviews and 

perspectives on many concepts and, at times, co-opted such terms as community, reciprocity, and 

social networks for market purposes. This thesis explored terms that are often associated with 

commercial applications and identified specific meanings found in time bank research and 

experience that contrast with current culture.  

Community is defined as Block’s (2008) understanding of community, a place in which 

“relatedness, accountability, and commitment are every moment available, experienced, and 

demonstrated” (p. 86). Community is further defined in the literature review. Time bank 

communities are further defined and unified by a specific set of social norms and structures. 

I-You is a term used by Martin Buber (1970) to mean authentic dialogue and persons-in-

conversation that forms the basis for ethical analysis for this study. Walter Kaufman’s translation 

of I-You was preferred to the original term I-Thou in earlier translations of Buber’s writings. In 

order to more closely describe the turning to neighbors within time banking, it was more helpful 
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not to add confusion using an archaic term such as Thou that could be construed to mean a 

higher power of religious connotation. 

The term reciprocity is used frequently and is defined in terms generally following 

Putnam’s (2000) version of generalized reciprocity within the time banking model, described in 

Chapter 1 as acts that benefit the community with no guaranteed returns. However, multiplicity 

in the meaning of reciprocity is further explored in subsequent chapters. 

Social capital is defined as the willingness of others to help a person, based in trusted 

relationship. It is earned by helping and supporting others without monetary compensation. It is 

closely related to the term time credits and is compared in further detail in subsequent chapters. 

Social constructionism is a field of study that examines the significance of circulated 

language and shared perspectives in an effort to improve communication and the understanding, 

meaning and development of a coordinated social construction of reality.  

Social networks are defined as organized time banks verses spontaneous networks, and 

are otherwise used to describe those networks that provide caring and support in tangible ways, 

as opposed to merely homogenous sharing of interests. Several authors, as well as participants in 

the study, further compared the term social network to that of community. 

Organization of Remaining Chapters 

 Chapter 2 presented a review of literature described the efforts of previous researchers to 

understand the nature of social capital, ethical dialogue, and time banks. Chapter 3 outlined the 

scope and methodology of this research and explored them for potential insight into participants’ 

experiences in time banking. This research focused on conversations and stories and how they 

co-construct reality and build community as they are woven in time.  Chapter 4 interpreted the 
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results of field work studies and discussed the data in terms of theory and practice. Chapter 5 

explained limitations of the study, offered conclusions, and discussed options for further 

research. 
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Chapter 2. Review of Literature 

Philosophical Assumptions and Theoretical Basis 

 If money talks, what is it saying? Much of this review explores the philosophical and 

theoretical differences between capitalism and time banking, the story or messages of money 

verses time credits, and how shared meanings and understandings are co-created within 

communities and cultures. Many researchers and practitioners have found inclusive, asset-based 

perspectives that increase community bonds and lay the groundwork for social transformation to 

true community. These perspectives exist within the context of exclusivity, inequality, and 

scarcity that pervade modern capitalistic culture. The meaning and understanding of commonly 

used research and social terms are often distorted; clarification of theories and perspectives in 

context with time banking provided further understanding.  

For example, nonprofit organizations (NPOs) inherently are ill-defined in terms of profit, 

loosely connected, and prolific in America; their missions of public good are measured by 

competitive and quantitative criteria that often do not suit them. Researchers of multiple 

disciplines have increasingly struggled to define terms and value of social capital, social 

networks, and community within a modern context of disconnection and of globalization, 

capitalism and individualism. This value is not expressed in the gross domestic product (Cahn, 

2004), yet it underlies the philosophical imperative of ethical communication, authentic dialogue, 

social networks, and in the long run, the health of our market economy. This literature review 

examined the pertinent underlying philosophy of Martin Buber’s dialogic ethic, Pearce and 

Pearce’s theory of the coordinated management of meaning (CMM), and the theories of social 

capital and social networks, together with prior studies specifically focused on time banking.  
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NPOs of all kinds, including time banks, spend a great deal of human and capital resources 

extracting evaluative research based on often qualitative and subjective data in order to receive 

sustaining funds. These funds often come from centralized systems such as foundations, 

government, or private donors. However, sensibilities of many NPOs and especially time banks 

function best in loose, decentralized systems and much of the activity within local communities 

is unreported in a usable form; it is ethereal, contextual, and transitory in nature. Centralized and 

decentralized systems can work to co-produce shared goals, yet centralized funding 

organizations are often at odds with local communities in understanding the compelling needs of 

smaller collectives within the context of individualistic culture and money.  Meeting human 

needs and improving the quality of life for all could and should be a common goal, yet 

worldwide poverty and scarcity still exist. Time banking has proven to be a successful model for 

addressing the critical needs of marginalized citizens and joint concerns of communities, yet has 

not yet led to change on a systemic or cultural level over its thirty year history. However, within 

a context of political turmoil, economic instability and ever-expanding social networking, 

decentralized systems have gained popularity and technological tools have been sharpened. This 

may signal a local and global social movement that includes time banking. System change is 

often difficult; for all the successes of time banks, a string of challenges face most of them. 

Buber’s Dialogic Ethic 

The time bank philosophy resonates with the dialogic ethics of Martin Buber, who placed 

critical value on relationships and authentic dialogue to define social existence. Buber (1970) 

described two states of humanity, the I-It and the I-You, as a continuum of existence. People not 

in relation only see the world as an “It,” (e.g., experiences, information outside of themselves, or 

a means to their end).  People not in relation cannot fulfill their potential to open to the world of 
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the I-You, or a state of community, that we all long to attain. According to Buber (1970), the key 

to connection with the I-You is reciprocity; “relation is reciprocity” (p. 67) and “all actual life is 

encounter” (p. 62). In Japan, traditional reciprocity, or “ikigai,” means a “sense of meaning in 

life” and forms the central structure of the Osaka Time Bank (Miller, 2008, p. 5). Indeed, the 

idea of reciprocity as a precursor to social meaning, respect, dignity, trust, and community is 

universal and thematic in time bank networks. 

Coordinated Management of Meaning (CMM) 

Pearce and Cronen’s coordinated management of meaning (CMM) theory can help time 

bank coordinators understand and improve conditions for orientation trainings and public 

outreach through authentic communication. CMM can also help guide coordinators to more 

authentic and transformational interactions with members. The diverse nature of time banks 

requires sensitivity to individual members and their perspectives, cohesion in the common goal 

of transforming institutions and organizations as members, and transformation of an I-It world 

through patterns of communication and action. No hierarchy can bring I-You to the masses; it 

must come from community; coordinators can only try to create the right atmosphere for the 

healthiest relationships, and the rest is up to the members. This is directly related to CMM’s 

main question: “What patterns of communication are most conducive to living with dignity, 

honor, and joy?” (Pearce & Pearce, 1998, p. 169). This crucial question is of primary importance 

to time bank coordinators as they communicate with current and potential members. Pearce and 

Pearce (2000) explained: “The CMM model claims that the events and objects of our social 

worlds are co-constructed in communication. The form of communication, fully as much as the 

content of what we say, sustains or destroys our personalities, relationships, and institutions” (p. 

413). The tension within the individual with needs to fill and a longing for trust and a sense of 
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belonging is played out in many stories of time banking. Both sides of this tension play a 

reciprocal role in the story, and fuel human exchange. CMM researchers are “strongly influenced 

by the tensions between the realities of individuals and of social groups, or what is indexed by 

the hyphens in Harre’s (1984, p. 58) felicitous phrase, “persons-in-conversation” (Pearce and 

Pearce, 1998, p. 170).  

The coordinators of time banks face a range of challenges in creating community, from 

establishing an environment of trust and respect within the membership to enforcement of core 

values that are often misunderstood; they also work outside the membership with community 

organizations to forge partnerships. In each case, coordinators frame time banking core values in 

terms that make sense from many perspectives.  

Cahn and Putnam: Social Capital and Networks 

 The core idea of social capital theory is that social networks have essential value (Cahn, 

2004; Cahn & Rowe, 1992; Covey, 2004; Eisenstein, 2011; Mayo, 2001; Putnam, 2000). 

Although descriptions of social capital have varied over a century, Putnam (2000) credits the 

work of Hanifan in 1916, defining it as “those tangible substances [that] count for most in the 

daily lives of people: namely good will, fellowship, sympathy, and social intercourse among the 

individuals who make up a social unit” (p. 19). Putnam’s description of reciprocity, one critical 

component of social capital, was quoted by Edgar Cahn in his book No More Throwaway 

People: The Co-Production Imperative (2004) as a guiding principle for time banks: “Each 

individual act in a system of reciprocity is usually characterized by a combination of one might 

call short-term altruism and long-term interest” and these acts “together typically make every 

participant better off” (Cahn, 2004, p. 169). Visionaries of time banking continue to discuss the 

meaning of reciprocity and these two principles, striving to bridge gaps between what one might 
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describe as selfishness with basic human instinct to survive in groups over time. Dialogue 

highlights and questions differences between the self-absorbed individual and the altruistic one, 

and the social definition of work. 

The Literature 

Time bankers continually vacillate between these two states of reciprocity, thinking of 

self and thinking of others, on many levels, aspiring to a third way, to overcome Buber’s (1970) 

“I-It” mentality in favor of relation, the “You” of connection and bliss: “The basic word I-You 

can only be spoken with one’s whole being. The basic word I-It can never be spoken with one’s 

whole being” (p. 54). Buber’s (1970) idea of true community rests on two criteria: “All of them 

have to stand in a living, reciprocal relationship to a single living center, and they have to stand 

in a living, reciprocal relationship to one another” (p. 94).  Smith (2000, 2009) upholds Buber’s 

stance on these building blocks of community: “The quality of life in a community or society 

will depend on the extent to which I-You relations exist” (under Community, para. 4). Buber 

“sought to create dialogical community - a third way between individualism and collectivism” 

(Smith, 2000, 2009, under Community: para. 1).   

In contrast, I-It relationships are more like monologues (Buber, 1970), analogous not 

only to the culture of personal profit but also the one-way giving structure of most modern 

charitable and government institutions that time banks directly challenge, with notable 

exceptions such as the Habitat for Humanity program and others that require reciprocity from 

recipients. Time banks honor reciprocity and community, the I-You, promoting the idea that 

giving and receiving are essential human nature and of equal value, and that humans long to 

connect with others deeply (Cahn, 2004). Buber’s (1970) reference to a living center that 

requires reciprocity is equally intriguing. Many lament the gradual loss of community and sense 
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of belonging once felt decades ago among neighbors. If reciprocity and community go hand in 

hand, can quality of life be enhanced by the quality of reciprocity? 

Time banks equally challenge current market systems and charity as lesser forms of 

reciprocity—i.e. common market exchanges or barter and patronization or one-way giving, 

offering instead a distinctive pay-it-forward system of community exchange. The cultural 

expression of current money market systems, with consumers and distant providers in unequal 

relationships, likens to Buber’s I-It relationship where individuals interact, but in separation. In 

moving to an I-You or I-Thou community, time bankers experience the transformation of turning 

that Buber describes in authentic dialogue. Buber described the turning from I-It individualism 

and separateness to I-Thou community as a surrender of self-will, in authentic relationship with 

the other (Kramer & Gawlick, 2003, p. 118). Time banks redefine work as acts of mutual caring, 

placed at equal value, lifting reciprocal exchange to its higher, generalized form that Putnam 

(2000) championed. In more recent studies of Buber’s sometimes archaic and convoluted 

philosophical text, the moral basis of Buber’s ethics was distilled in the I-Thou relationship as 

recognizing human existence in connection and communion, as expressed by Jesus: “Where two 

or three are gathered in my midst [sic], there I am in their midst” [Matt 18:20]; the term gathered 

refers to “not just a collective social or economic purpose but a genuine togetherness, a 

community of conversations by which persons really meet one another” (Kramer & Gawlick, 

2003, p. 117). Although Buber saw a higher purpose than economic or social benefit in his 

dialogic ethic, time banks provide a platform to transform practical pursuit into something more, 

to develop relationships with higher levels of shared meaning. In effect, time banks offer a daily 

path to the eventual turning that Buber (1970) described. Indeed, the distraction of the task at 

hand provides a safe space in which differences are minimized and cooperative behavior is more 
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appropriate, in the context of shared work. This cooperation often leads to lasting relationships 

among members who would not have normally met, thus weaving the social fabric of 

community.  

How Time Banks Work 

According to personal experience and information found through large time banks and 

various sources such as TimeBanks USA and hOurWorld, the general guidelines of time banking 

are as follows: Each hour spent helping another is recorded as 1 Time Credit (or other term such 

as Time Dollar, Hour, or Share, in some time banks) in an account. All work is valued equally, 

regardless of the service. Time credits may be used to ask for time from any other member in the 

network to perform any legal service and members may enter a negative balance while still 

receiving services. In fact, debt is encouraged to facilitate flow of currency rather than 

accumulation of credits, to give others the chance to give and share skills. The flow of the 

currency is the primary goal with a net balance of zero, optimally. Accordingly, the records of 

ordinary acts of kindness provide a visual picture of community at work. Work and availability 

of services are never guaranteed. 

 Time banks have been in use since the 1980’s and have taken many forms, most 

commonly as neighbor-to-neighbor exchanges in specific localities,  but also as targeted 

programs for elder care, youth courts, wellness programs, prisoner re-entry programs, and 

neighborhood stores filled with donated goods available for credits. Several time banks with 

thousands of members exist, and hundreds more are relatively small in membership. Still others 

are no longer functioning or are in a state of flux. 

 Time banking “draws from an ethical tradition, rather than the legal and commercial 

tradition that lies behind the Internal Revenue Code” (Cahn & Rowe, 1992, p. 81). The essence 
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of IRS rulings is that time banks may not allow for a contractual obligation and they must be 

used in a charitable manner (Cahn, 2004, Cahn &Rowe, 1992). The credits earned “provide a 

kind of all-purpose insurance and all-purpose safety net that no commercial company would 

underwrite and no government could afford” (Cahn & Rowe, 1992, p. 81). Typical exchanges 

might include home repair, child care, or elder care, all tasks historically handled within small 

communities and extended families. Services such as these in recent decades have become 

embedded within competitive marketplaces, with prices imposed upon acts of caring and 

expertise that are well out of the range of many household incomes, yet are critical.  

 Government subsidies abound for some services but not others, and social agencies 

struggle to deliver all the eclectic needs of a dependent community, often frustrating both 

recipients and service providers alike. Co-production between time banks and social agencies 

may help both participants and staff; in a study of time banking involving at-risk youth, a 

surprising finding emerged. As youth found empowerment and improved outcomes, “data also 

revealed beneficial staff outcomes, suggesting a reciprocal relationship between gains made by 

youth and enhanced staff efficacy, empowerment and engagement” (Marks, 2012, p. 1236). 

 Time banks strive to alleviate this community dysfunction by filling these gaps and 

empowering communities to take care of their people in need. Price and the system of supply and 

demand are replaced in time banks by declaring good work to be priceless and unattainable by 

demand. Instead, a moral sense of caring at free will for mutual benefit is fostered in time banks. 

Indeed, Eisenstein (2011) pointed to the unique lack of price inherent within time bank currency, 

separating it from all other alternative forms of currency. Eisenstein (2011) further stated that the 

time banking movement has the potential to be “a great equalizing force in society” (p. 307).

 Although other similar models have existed in the past, coinage of the term time banking 
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was established by Dr. Edgar Cahn, a social justice lawyer, during the 1980s when the London 

School of Economics examined his proposal for a currency without price (Cahn & Rowe, 1992). 

Several pilot programs in the United States were evaluated for efficacy and several patterns of 

successful programs emerged, resulting in the establishment of key principles of time banking 

which were further refined over time (Cahn, 2004, 2006). The following are the basic principles, 

or core values, distilled by experience, conferences among the pilot leaders, sharing, and Cahn’s 

reflection that form the legal basis for time banking: 

1. An asset perspective: Each one of us has strength.  

2. Honoring real work—the work the market fails to value.  

3. Reciprocity: Empowering the recipient.  

4. Community: Acknowledging our interdependence.  

5. Respect: Each voice is owed a listening. (Cahn, 2006, p. 9) 

All the above values are familiar in social and philosophical research with the exception of the 

second—honoring the work the market fails to value. Never before has a practical measure of 

social capital been employed to intentionally build community in an economic fashion. This 

distinction will be explored more fully in subsequent chapters. 

A critical element in the growth of time banks is the heavy use of stories to convey the 

experience of members and teach the core values in a fully participatory manner. Coordinators 

become the keepers of stories, holding confidences, championing seemingly insignificant 

exchanges to reveal larger meanings, and building new stories in dialogue. However, 

coordinators also experience scarcity: of time, money, and sometimes confidence. As Pearce 

(2004) stated, “The task for contemporary communication theorists is to answer the question of 

how we can make better social worlds when those involved in the process are grounded in 
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traditions that frequently have been treated as if they are mutually exclusive?” (p. 49). The 

complexity and spontaneity of hurdles that coordinators face demands a strong set of principles 

from which to draw courses of action. In short, coordinators learn along with members and tend 

to use active listening and simple ethics as primary tools in decision-making, striving for mutual 

understanding in dialogue. This is similar to the dynamics of CMM theory. The participatory 

nature of CMM goes beyond objective study of dialogue as separate speech acts to the 

communication processes in between and in flux, trying to answer the question “What are we co-

constructing together?” (Pearce & Pearce, 2000, p. 410). CMM involves a multi-faceted heuristic 

approach to gain understanding of the processes at work before, during, and after conversations, 

but also a practical blueprint for transcendent discourse designed to: 

Value all listening as much as speaking; to help others—particularly those with whom we 

disagree and find disagreeable—to be heard and understood; to incorporate appreciative 

and inclusive language rather than deficit and exclusionary language in our meetings; and 

to treat disagreements as welcomed sites for exploration rather than obstacles to progress. 

(Pearce & Pearce, 2000, p. 413) 

Stewart (2009) extended these insights into dialogue when he stated: 

The best at dialogue speak their minds completely and do it in a way that makes it safe 

for others to hear what they have to say and respond to it as well. They are both totally 

frank and completely respectful. (p. 264) 

This delicate balance is the primary challenge for most time bank coordinators, requiring deep 

commitment and compassion to foster trust in a diverse network. 

Many stories gathered and told by time bank coordinators are meant to gain 

understanding of the meaning of reciprocity in order to teach subtle differences to new members. 
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New members often begin with a vague concept of reciprocity and social capital, comparing time 

banking to what they have experienced in the marketplace. Anchored to the concept of 

reciprocity as specific trading or barter, shared stories help to create bridges to an even higher 

meaning of reciprocity. Social networking is a good place to start. Even within a competitive 

environment, social networking is key to landing the perfect job (Covey, 2004), getting a helping 

hand with an opportunity for advancement (Putnam, 2000), and that “most of us get our jobs 

because of whom we know, not what we know—that is, our social capital, not our human 

capital” (Putnam, 2000, p. 20). But the benefit is not limited to economic gain, or to the 

individuals within a social network.  The generalized reciprocity Putnam elaborated on is similar 

to the ethical basis for human existence that Buber described, a higher form of social capital than 

simply “networking,” or using social connections to one’s own end, and is “commonly expressed 

as the Golden Rule, but takes many forms” (Putnam, 2000, p. 21). Time bank coordinators 

primarily use stories, by telling, listening, creating videos, and using reflexivity as a bridge with 

members to link episodes with the concept of generalized reciprocity, often simplified to “paying 

it forward,” rather than “paying it back” (specific reciprocity). 

Healthy amounts of social capital also create positive “externalities” (Putnam, 2000) or a 

“spillover effect” (Putnam; Collom, 2007) in the surrounding community. This point is of 

particular interest, and is two-fold. First, there may not be immediate or reciprocal reward 

apparent in the offer of social support to the individual who gave it (Putnam, 2000). As Putnam 

(2000) explains, this delayed and underrated benefit may explain why some do not recognize the 

value of social capital and the element of faith, or generalized reciprocity, behind it—faith in the 

community, Buber’s (1970) living center. By recording each exchange, time banks seek to 

illuminate this elusive aspect of community and give practical use to altruistic behavior, often 
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valued in rhetoric but ignored in practice. With each confirmation of community, faith is 

rewarded tangibly; it counts. 

Second, even those without connections benefit from increased social capital from 

compassionate strangers; for instance, Putnam (2000) asserted that living in a neighborhood with 

a crime watch in place is safer for all residents, even ones who do not participate, so “social 

capital can thus be simultaneously a ‘private good’ and a ‘public good’” (p. 20). If one were to 

give food or teach farming to a hungry person, that person would be far less likely to commit 

violence in the neighborhood in search of food. Many time bank members report that after 

joining, they are more willing to help strangers (Ozanne, 2010), thereby creating public good 

outside of membership in surrounding communities. Time banking finds social capital and social 

networks to be of great value, counting, naming, and placing tangible value on time given freely 

as a means of exchange, both locally and globally, bringing the theory of social capital and 

networks to collective social transformation through practical use. 

Social Networks and Time Banking 

 Social network theory and models of analysis focus on the relationships individuals form. 

Wasserman and Faust (1999) identified four principles to structure their research: “The 

independence of actors; relations or ties consisting in the flow or transfer of resources; the 

constraining and/or enabling of individual actors by networks; and the generation of long-lasting 

ties and networks by social structures” (as cited by Williams & Durrance, 2008, p. 2). Similar to 

Buber’s ethic, Eisenstein (2011) takes the notion of social networks even further: “We are not in 

essence separate beings having relationships. We are relationship” (p. 49). As all forms of social 

capital require a high degree of ethical investment, networks such as time banks can help restore 
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cultural norms of reciprocity, respect, trust, compassion, community, and civic engagement 

(Covey, 2004 ; Putnam, 2000).  

 Cook-Craig (2010) discussed the assumptions of homophily and propinquity, to help 

differentiate how networks come together in relationship. Homophily refers to the assumption 

that individuals and entities are likely to connect to others with whom they share similar 

characteristics; propinquity refers to the assumption that they are likely to connect with those that 

are geographically close to them (Cook-Craig, 2010, p. 315). Strong time bank networks contain 

both of these types of relationships; first, in homophily, time bankers share a strong ethical value 

system to which members from diverse culture can relate, creating unity. In struggling time 

banks, however, homophily may also negatively affect the network, especially those in the 

beginning stages. As members of similar demographics gather to form a time bank, such as 

seniors, for example, they may lack access to necessary services such as arduous manual labor. 

Secondly, the propinquity of local gatherings that were the hallmark of historical communities 

are also present in time banks, but with a twist: time bank software has provided an additional 

way, with the intervention of coordinators, to enable members to engage in intimate exchanges 

with others across the globe, albeit not in person. Thus, the nature and manifestation of social 

capital is in flux, adding to its complexity. 

Roger Gould (1993) used social network analysis in a case study of a socialist revolt in 

France in 1870-71, asserting that previous models of researchers failed to address the supra-

individual nature of cohesive networks for mobilization of community resources; it failed to look 

beyond the relationships to individuals and the network, and at the effect of the network on the 

participants, especially across neighborhoods. Gould (1993) suggested that social network 

theory, specifically focused beyond looking at individual or organizational-based structures, may 
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be applied to gain understanding of interdependence between formal and informal networks. He 

studied a historical uprising in Paris, France in 1871, when a Commune was established to 

provide local economic and political structure during an “economical recession and misguided 

war” (Gould, 1993, p. 718). The remarkable solidarity and mobilization of Parisian 

neighborhoods during the ensuing, brutal crackdown by Napoleon Bonaparte’s forces could only 

be explained by examining the effect of cross-neighborhood linkages. Gould’s (1993) findings 

illuminated the importance of cross-neighborhood relations in the context of crisis: “High levels 

of commitment in one area enhanced commitment elsewhere when enlistment patterns provided 

a conduit for communication and interaction” (p. 726); Gould (1993) was able to demonstrate 

evidence of interdependence across districts generated through “a fundamentally social network” 

(p. 726). Since facilitation of cross-neighborhood linkages is a hallmark of time banks, Gould’s 

(1993) findings and methods could shed further light on the effect of time bank networks on the 

participants and the community, extending to global ramifications. The parallel between Gould’s 

(1993) historical context and current global upheaval is striking. Under increased stress, such as 

economic and political upheaval, time banks may face increased pressure from external forces 

that would deny them economic power and abundant resources. 

Two other concepts strongly associated with social network theory are strong ties and 

weak ties between individuals, offering different benefits; strong ties provide a connection to a 

“common identity, shared purpose, trust, and an efficient source of information and resource 

sharing” (Cook-Craig, 2010, p. 316). Weak ties connect people who have heterogeneous 

characteristics, and Granovetter (1973) “hypothesized that weak ties provide new opportunities 

for individuals to be introduced to a broader range of resources” (as cited by Cook-Craig, 2010, 

p. 316). Time banks would seem to rely heavily on weak ties with new members, as well as the 
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loose ties between distant time banks worldwide. As Eisenstein (2011) noted, “Time banks 

connect individuals who would otherwise be oblivious to the needs and gifts each can offer” (p. 

306). Most time banks also work to gather members geographically to increase strong bonding 

ties and solidarity. However, as time banks expand membership as well as area coverage to 

expand the range of services available and consolidate administrative duties, a balance of strong 

and weak ties will be required to sustain larger network cohesion. Within time banks, the 

concepts of respect and reciprocity are intertwined with the core principles of community and 

equality, along with the principles that all members are viewed as assets and their work has value 

(Cahn, 2004). Many researchers agree that the creation of respect requires reciprocity (La Caze, 

2008; Langdon, 2007; Miller, 2009) and that reciprocity, as the concept of fair exchange, is a 

natural precursor to respect (Warne & Lawrence, 2009). As Putnam (2000) explained, “social 

connections are also important for the rules of conduct that they sustain. Networks involve 

(almost by definition) obligations. . . [and] foster sturdy norms of reciprocity” (p. 20); for time 

banks, this is a core principle, a goal in and of itself.  

Putnam (2000) further goes on to categorize reciprocity into two types: specific and 

generalized reciprocity. Specific reciprocity more closely resembles a direct exchange between 

two parties, as in a barter exchange, and relies often on bonding capital, or solidarity (Putnam, 

2000). More valuable, Putnam (2000) asserts, is generalized reciprocity based on bridging 

capital: “Bonding capital constitutes a kind of sociological superglue, whereas bridging capital 

provides a sociological WD-40” (p. 23). Time bank principles more closely resemble the concept 

of generalized reciprocity, in both legal definition and practice. There is a moral contract, but not 

a legal one as in barter. The presence of bridging capital and weak ties enables members to meet 

and exchange internally, but also externally with global connections and forums with other time 
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banks; this activity accelerates with the continuing improvements in information technology (IT). 

Primary coordinators of time banks will handle increasing amounts of online communication and 

traffic, not only needing bridges but also needing bonding capital as glue for decentralized 

networks, to enforce norms of the five core principles across neighborhoods, continents, and 

demographics. 

As Putnam (2000) pointed out, both forms of capital can work in a positive or negative 

way for the network as a whole; bonding can swiftly turn to “us and them” perspective and 

exclusion, threatening diversity and creating conflict. In time banking, this is countered by the 

principles of community and respect. Members of time banks face a very real and tangible threat 

of being cut off from the network should they act in disrespect or engage in unethical behavior, 

yet this is a delicate process requiring restraint and clear communication between members and 

coordinators. 

This is also an important legal distinction from barter (Cahn, 2004): In a time bank 

economy that is based on trust, ethics, and social capital, losing one’s reputation would translate 

into the loss of one’s social capital or expulsion from the network (Putnam, 2000). Since there is 

no monetary equivalent to social capital, there is no legal claim to the balance in a member’s 

account. These policies are in the form of a member agreement that every member must sign (ex. 

http://assets.danecountytimebank.org/member_guide.pdf). Time banks occasionally use an 

economical tool to express the norms of social networks with a community concept used for 

centuries—ostracism, the loss of social capital. This creates a clear legal separation from any 

other form of currency; time banking clearly redefines work and money (Cahn, 2004; Cahn & 

Rowe, 1992; Simon, 2010). Time banks stand on the edge of widespread use on a global scale, 

and in the case of economic crisis, could provide critical aid and comfort to citizens in distress 
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using scant monetary support. Future plans include mobilization of the volunteer open source 

community for IT support and cell phone applications, and connection to a shared exchange for 

hundreds of time banks currently scattered across the globe (E. Cahn, personal communication, 

September 3, 2012). These developments will most likely change the dynamics of 

geographically-based local time bank networks, exposing them to increasing numbers of weak 

ties and a more heterogeneous base of members seeking an increase in centralization outside 

local communities. Brafman & Beckstrom (2006) point to the critical need for ideological 

cohesion of decentralized networks; this is something time bank organizers will need to examine 

closely. As members spend less time in face-to-face communication and more time in 

cyberspace, the same danger of loss of community that Putnam (2000) warned of could 

regenerate and threaten the sense of community that time bankers currently enjoy. In this case, 

commitment to the ideology of time banking will become more essential. 

Collom (2007) researched a local time bank to determine the motivations for joining and 

participating in a time bank, by means of a survey and analytical models: “The mean scores of 

these scales indicate that the needs and the social movement values motivations are the most 

popular reasons for joining this Time Bank … [T]he vast majority of members are motivated by 

very instrumental reasons—to help them obtain services that they need” (p. 13). Collom (2007) 

was primarily concerned with the commitment time bank members had to the principles and 

ideology of time banking. His research has implications for the role of shared ideology as a 

catalyzing force for time banks, especially as more exchanges expand into cyberspace:  

[Findings] indicate that those with social movement motivations engage in fewer 

exchanges on average...those with other motivations (such as economic needs) may have 

more pressing reasons to exchange more often in this system. However, those with 
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greater organizational commitment are engaged in more exchanges on average and attend 

the social events more often…this again points to the important need for SMOs [social 

movement organizations] to maintain engagement among participants. (Collom, 2007, 

p.14) 

This research may also shed light on the issue of scarcity and abundance. If the vast 

majority of members join and use time banks to fulfill their needs, this would indicate a 

mentality of scarcity—understandably, a strong motivation to join. However, members are 

encouraged to learn norms of abundance through participation to become more aligned with the 

core principles of time banking, thus more committed ideologically. Of members who join for 

ideological reasons, in Collom’s (2007) study the roughly one quarter who joined for ideological 

reasons were more likely to commit to the organization as leaders, and as leaders, to record more 

exchanges; conversely, three quarters of members used the time bank exchange to meet their 

needs without demonstrated commitment to the ideology or organization, suggesting a continued 

mentality of passivity, scarcity and little sense of reciprocity with the network itself. Even more 

troubling were his findings that non-leaders joining for ideological reasons do not engage often, 

on average (Collom, 2007, p. 14); this may indicate a need to engage on other levels and invite 

them to learn to experience abundance in some way that resonates with the shared ideology.  

Members often struggle to understand the ideology of time banking and the differences 

between time bank currency and traditional currencies based on efficiency. They often cannot 

distinguish work done for time bank members from volunteerism (Ozanne, 2010) or traditional 

views of charity. This tradition forms the foundation of moral stance for many, and could explain 

the reticence to receive found in most time banks. Volunteerism is still placed at a higher value 

than mutual aid, leading to stagnation when givers cannot find enough members asking for help. 
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Transformation to shared meaning of time banking is often a slow process, punctuated by 

profound episodes that lead individuals to think in collective terms over time and in dialogue. 

This thesis explored the transformation that occurs for time bank members and leaders during 

these profound episodes by exploring the language and themes used in descriptions. 

Rationale 

The thoughtful analysis of previous researchers as explored in the review of literature 

suggests the possibility of a new paradigm of community under construction within time banks, 

one that mirrors, magnifies, and strengthens traditional norms of social networks, now under 

extreme duress. The nature and purpose of time banking is constantly evolving through persons-

in-conversation and significant research. The past successes and failures of time banks offer rich 

and diverse data for further insight into the evolution of social networks.  

Time banks are simultaneously social networks and organizations, some formal, but most 

informal in structure. Most useful to current leaders is the application of communication theories 

in cultural context, to both ascertain the effective use of networks for collective action and on the 

participants and relationships involved. Further study of social capital in the context of virtual 

community will be critical to understanding the efficacy of time banks on a global scale. As 

more time banks become more interdependent, not only is there a greater chance to mobilize for 

collective action and power (Gould, 1993), there will likely be greater chance for upheaval and 

conflict within and between networks due to increased diversity (Cook-Craig, 2010), increased 

reliance on the Internet for communication, and a greater reliance on the leaders of time banks, 

or bridges, to facilitate ever more broad activities with weaker ties. Coordinators will 

concurrently mobilize complex actions with strong ties and bonding capital (Putnam, 2000) in a 

rapidly changing environment. This is a large workload, indicating a need for more bridges to be 
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established to help carry the workload and investment from the community at large with all 

forms of capital, to ensure stable networks and community involvement. A strong ideological 

cohesion to build more bridges across wider divides will be critical (Brafman & Beckstrom, 

2006) and more hubs for a fully connected and effective network (Cook-Craig, 2010) will be 

required. In times of crisis and social upheaval, social capital plays a stronger role. Time banks 

could potentially mobilize vast, untapped resources to address major social and economic 

problems through cooperation. Free enterprise balanced with social enterprise could transform 

the cultural illusion of scarcity (Eisenstein, 2011) to one of abundance. The application of 

diverse theoretical concepts and continued research will assist time bank networks to navigate an 

increasingly complex environment and future. 

More research is needed to understand the effect of the time bank networks on 

participants and how communication shapes their cultural reality. A narrative approach 

encompassing the past and current state of the time bank movement captures hidden insights to 

future direction and organizational strategies that enriches previous studies. Time banks are 

moving from models of locally-based neighborhoods to decentralized, collective networks 

working in synchronicity and the effects of these partnerships have not been studied. The CMM 

model offers a cohesive framework and synergistic model with which to explore the stories of 

time bankers intimately, as co-creators of a new socio-economic paradigm. This thesis offers a 

step toward filling this need. 

Research Questions 

1. What do the language, practice, and stories of time banking reveal about the nature of 

social networks, production of social capital, and community?  

2. How do leaders and coordinators of time banks create social networks? 



STORIES OF MONEY: BUILDING SOCIAL CAPITAL                                                           33 

 

Chapter 3. Scope and Methodology 

The Scope of the Study 

 The theoretical and practical applications of time banking are expansive, leading to many 

research perspectives that are, on a grand scale, beyond the scope of this study. Volumes of study 

by various authors have debated the meaning of such terms as social capital and community to 

arrive at meaningful definition of the terms, but to what end? Time banking is concerned with 

the practical application of social capital and community, and it allows for subjective 

interpretation of its members to reinvent their own definitions. These definitions are arrived at 

through daily experience and dialogue and constantly shift in context. As each member confronts 

another in the context of time banking, he or she is exposed to new language, practices, and 

diverse perspectives that provide a counter-narrative to the story of money. The creation of new 

stories of money that celebrate community is often a collaborative effort between members and 

coordinators, who gather the stories and focus attention on them. However, the story of the 

coordinator is often missing, and little is known in research as to the motivation of coordinators 

to build time banks, or what is required of coordinators to build social networks in practice. 

 In Collom’s (2007) study, the question of motivation and commitment of time bank 

members to the network was raised, as well as the ability of coordinators to inspire this 

commitment. The author considered this inspiration to be critical to the success of the social 

movement, yet the criteria and measurement of motivation still remain elusive, as elusive as 

Block’s (2008) and (Buber’s (1970) sense of a “living center,” so critical for dialogic 

community.  

Eight participants were contacted based on collegial relationships and knowledge of both 

time bank networks and leadership experience. As a coordinator of a local time bank and 
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collaborating partner with TimeBanks USA, this author is also included as a participant, bringing 

the total to nine. Seven of the eight contacted were available to participate in an in-depth 

interview lasting approximately ninety minutes, though some interviews were somewhat longer. 

One participant was chosen specifically for knowledge of organizational failure in a time bank. 

The advantage to this approach was the strength of relationships with the participants and their 

willingness to share personal experiences freely. The use of anonymous quotes was also helpful 

to this process. The stories heard for analysis were both unique and resonant with the spirit of 

community described in the previous review of literature. 

As technological tracking of time banks grows, more predictable hypotheses may emerge 

among overwhelming volumes of data available, which may be possible if and when 

decentralized networks coalesce for academic study. As of this date, only large and successful 

time banks have access to sufficient data over time. The numbers of transactions and responses 

to surveys tell only part of the story. For instance, there is little to no record of failed time banks 

or access to reliable data; the history of these start-ups is fading quickly. In order to understand 

how time banks work, analyzing failure and struggle was especially enlightening. Speaking at 

length about what might have gone wrong with former leaders provided rich data for 

ethnographic research. An ethnographic approach provided insight into the lived stories of time 

bankers and their vision for the time bank movement. This data ventured beyond statistical data 

found in time bank software and theoretical models into the daily workings of time banks, to 

observe and detect emerging themes in details of stories told. Exhaustive interviews and several 

site observation trials would have yielded a greater variety of responses and ethnographic data, 

but was not possible for this study. Therefore, a small group of participants with extraordinary 

knowledge and experience were chosen for interviews at length, including those with knowledge 
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of failed time banks. To discern the cultural implications of time banking, the research required a 

great deal of intimacy and attention to detail. In pursuit of this goal, leaders and coordinators of 

time banks were chosen based on stability, creativity, and history of time bank efforts. They were 

encouraged to share stories of meaning in answer to the interview questions. It is often 

appropriate to share stories to relate meaning. Naturally, “people tell stories in such a way as to 

make the events of their lives coherent” (Pearce & Pearce, 1998, p. 171). In the stories collected 

for this study, it was also appropriate to entertain why the particular stories were chosen by the 

participants to tell during the interview. The questions, “What makes a good coordinator?” and 

“What does a successful time bank look like?” were meant to elicit responses in self-reflection 

and observance of other time banks and admired peers who are perceived to have successful 

networks, and to discover what are perceived to be essential skills and sensibilities.  Many 

questions were designed to discover how coordinators go about building social networks while 

keeping questions open-ended, without steering the conversation. The question, “Who has 

trouble understanding the concepts the most, in your opinion?” intended to explore the prevalent 

miscommunication of the idea of barter and charity in relation to time banking and to begin a 

conversation regarding reciprocity in an open dialogue. 

How and why time bank leaders choose which stories to tell and how they tell them to 

build social networks is compelling. Therefore, research of time bank leaders’ experiences 

offered a distillation of the building process of language and practice, and how the sharing of 

stories transforms the lives of members and leaders alike, forming community. It revealed why 

the use of stories is vital to the sustainability of time banking and social change itself.  

 “It is through the flow of behavior—or, more precisely, social action—that cultural forms find 

articulation” (Geertz, 1973, p. 17). Geertz (1973) states, “In the study of culture, analysis 
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penetrates into the very body of the object—that is, we begin with our own interpretations of 

what our informants are up to, or think they are up to, and then systematize those” (p. 15). This 

study used narrative inquiry and narrative analysis as a storyteller, “not as a disembodied voice 

or detached observer . . . whose emotions, personal experiences, and life events [were] a part of 

the story being told” (Neuman, 2006, p. 475). Researchers using this technique often “portray the 

narrative as an outline or model that also serves as an explanation” (p. 475).  

Methodology of the Study 

For this research, the method of in-depth interviews of leaders deeply involved in the 

time bank movement provided critical information missing from previous research. Although the 

practice of time banking often produces a critical view of capitalism and the current loss of 

community, criticism alone does not improve quality of life. Therefore, methods of critical 

analysis are not adequate research tools for this thesis. The objective of time bank leaders and 

coordinators is to find practical ways to build social networks and community. An ethnographic 

approach can reveal the practices of time bank leaders on a daily basis to discern patterns of 

communication that improve or stifle advancement of community. Unfortunately, most trainings 

and packets of instructions are inadequate to prepare coordinators for the complex navigation of 

an alternative economy, as it is constantly unfolding in new and unexpected ways. For as long as 

time banks have existed, gaps between theoretical understanding and actual practice have 

challenged leaders and funders alike. Filling these gaps demands a closer examination of 

leadership in style, execution, and the act of co-creation that coordinators navigate. Above all 

other skills, coordinators have found the use of storytelling to be the most powerful tool in their 

daily work, and this thesis offered a closer examination of stories to assist coordinators in their 

efforts, leading to an ethnographic approach.  
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Over time, coordinators and time bank networks have found ways to collaborate through 

forums, conferences, and, most importantly, shared stories. These conversations and resultant 

relationships have added enormously to the understanding and cohesion of the movement, yet 

they were not addressed in any previous research that this author could find. Some stories are 

shared in mass media for promotion, but study of these postings, videos, and blogs do not 

contain enough detail in most instances to teach coordinators how to build social networks in 

practice. A deeper examination of the stories of coordinators and their time bank members 

offered a bridge between theory and social reality, a path to transcendent action and value in 

shared storytelling toward transcendence. This study used interpretive, ethnographic methods to 

explore the effects of time bank networks on individuals and institutions, and vice versa. In 

practical application of the coordinated management of meaning theory (CMM) as presented by 

Pearce and Pearce (1998, 2000), this researcher asked open-ended questions and clarified 

meanings of particular language used, used reflexive assessment, and listened attentively to 

nuances and tone of conversations. Personal biases and experiences as a leader were a challenge 

and strength of this study, providing further contextual elaboration. Baxter and Babbie (2004) 

described the interpretive researcher as intimately involved with the object of study, unlike many 

types of objective research. Dialogic engagement with other leaders compared previous 

interpretations with theirs’ and found common themes. Through thoughtful analysis, the aim was 

“to weave together native and researcher subjectivities in an attempt to understand the life 

experience of the native” (Baxter & Babbie, 2004, p. 326). Qualitative interviews of time bank 

leaders lent themselves to ethnographic study that richly defined the concepts of value, trust, 

social capital, reciprocity, abundance, community, and what this study defines in theoretical 

context as social networks. 
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Pearce and Pearce (1998), after many years of practice developing the theory of the 

coordinated management of meaning (CMM) made a distinction from other forms of 

communication research in that CMM researchers take an active role: “To ‘do’ CMM work 

consists of entering into patterns of communication as a participant with a commitment to 

improve them” (p. 171). Mundane stories of daily community life outlined a re-construction of 

reality, yet neighborly assistance in time banking was sometimes left in tension with stories of 

the greater network of time banks, especially when viewed in relation to the prevailing culture of 

scarcity and austerity present in current economic times. They are merely a snapshot of the time 

bank movement as it stands within the current environment, yet they represent the gritty actuality 

of social change. Collectively, they express the transcendent story of time banking, a synthesis of 

theory and action. 

During the interviews, care was taken to follow open ethnographic research practice; 

participants were warmly invited and fully informed of the purpose and format of the study. This 

researcher obtained consent, actively listened, asked open-ended questions to illicit genuine, rich, 

and far-reaching conversation, and let the conversation wander on stories for expansion, further 

clarifying items of interest pertaining to RQ1 and RQ2. Each interview was unique, yet the 

format of the questions remained intact; the sequence varied somewhat based on initial structural 

questions (see Discussion Guide). The planned questions provided a map to explore and elicit 

themes found in the review of literature, including those of community, social networks, respect, 

reciprocity, and trust.  Follow-up questions helped answer questions R1 and R2 with specificity, 

and more often than not, stories gave the keenest and clearest perspectives.  

Pearce and Pearce (1998) were concerned “with the events and objects of our social 

worlds as they are (re)co-constructed in temporally-extended, unfinished patterns of 
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communication” (p.170). The authors offered a useful heuristic for storytelling, the LUUUTT 

model, to help analyze not just the tension between stories lived and stories told to make sense of 

them, but also the underlying unknown, unheard, untold stories and the art of transcendent 

storytelling in weaving the narrative. Like time bank coordinators, systemic practitioners 

described by Pearce and Pearce ask, “What patterns of communication are most conducive to 

living with dignity, honor, and joy?” (p. 169). The authors offered a model of stories lived, 

unknown stories, untold stories, unheard stories, stories told, and the telling of stories that 

revealed the patterns of communication useful for agents of change such as time bank 

coordinators.   

According to Pearce and Pearce (1998, p. 171), lived stories are “co-constructed patterns 

of joint-actions that we and others perform”; unknown stories are “which the participants are not 

(currently) capable of telling,”; untold stories are those “which the participants are perfectly 

capable of telling but have chosen not to (at least, not to some of the others in the situation)”; 

unheard stories are those “which, although they have been told, have not been heard by some 

important participants in the situation; told stories, or the “explanatory narratives that people use 

to make sense of stories lived, or to make the events of their lives coherent”; and finally, how 

effective the telling of the story can be developed in the pursuit of transcendence. “Transcendent 

storytelling is not so much the fourth corner in a square as the apex that makes the figure a 

pyramid” (Pearce & Pearce, 1998, p. 178). The pursuit of the transcendent story of time banking 

revealed much about both questions R1 and R2, the nature and culture of time bank networks 

and how coordinators build social networks. 
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Interview Protocol 

 Qualitative interviews followed a semi-structured format. Participants were informed of 

the purpose of the study and the format to be expected. Structured questions preceded the 

interview to clarify the nature of the organization, whether work was paid or volunteer (for time 

credits), the mission of the time bank, and the personal history of the participant as related to 

time banking. These questions were more structured to compare respondents on organizational 

levels. Afterward, I asked a series of open-ended questions, creating opportunities to obtain 

narrations of key concepts. Participants were chosen from peer recommendation and current 

relationships based on the richness of data. The study included familiar members and leaders of 

the time bank movement, known as “backyard research” (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008), using 

recorded telephone and in-person interviews. Each interview lasted approximately one and a half 

hours, for a total of six interviews.  

 The questions of structure quite often led to elaborate stories of the participants call to 

time banking—their passions, struggles, and vision. This directly connected with RQ1 and RQ2 

as to the skills and qualities of leadership required for coordination and execution of network 

growth and sustainability. Little prompting was required to move to interview questions 1-9, 

where the nature of time banks was revealed and related to core principles and ethical conduct. 

As the dialogue continued, participants entered into co-production of consensual and paradoxical 

conclusions regarding the state of the movement. Participant feedback was also valuable when 

follow-up questions offering theories in context of time banking were reflected back to the 

researcher in their own words and experiences. 
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Data Analysis 

This researcher used the techniques of reflexivity, participant feedback, and data 

triangulation as well as triangulation of theories (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008) for the basis of 

interpretations. Reflexivity in field research plays a strong role, especially when the researcher 

plays an insider role; since the research model does not use a linear approach, circling between 

interviews, literature, and personal knowledge provided data triangulation and a holistic 

perspective. Reflection on bias, prejudices, and use of the hermeneutic circle were used where 

“prior knowledge…can be modified and changed…[and] centrality of the language and meaning 

become important…objects are interpreted, contingent things” (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, p. 

33). CMM and dialogical ethics theories are rooted in the co-construction of reality, ever-

changing in the context of dialogue and action; therefore, context was examined closely for 

insights into the state of the time banking movement as a whole. Time banking is rooted in 

purposeful actions where the centrality of language is in flux, moving toward both cohesion and 

confusion as a subculture. Therefore, study of several local subcultures, various targeted 

missions of time bank networks, and collecting rich details enabled cross-cultural comparisons 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, p. 144-145).  This study used multi-sited fieldwork and 

reflexivity in context (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, p. 144); networks studied ranged in locale 

from the Northeast United States to the Midwest. Some had adequate funding and staff, but 

others were under more financial and organizational stress; some had succumbed to burnout or 

dissolution of the network. Trusted online relationships abound in time bank networks and are 

reinforced occasionally by large conferences. Face-to-face communication with many of the 

participants had occurred previously at these conferences, therefore the use of telephone 

interviews did not interfere with the trust of the participants in the study and their willingness to 
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reveal personal information. In one case, a personal relationship had not been established and the 

interview was conducted in person. Direct quotations and short stories allowed participants to 

reflect on concepts in their own words and established pertinent patterns of communication.  

Ethical Considerations 

 Consent for participation was obtained via telephone and email, and verified again at the 

start of the interview. Participants were recorded using an external audio device which was 

transcribed into text and stored on an external drive under this author’s protection. Quotes were 

used anonymously and names within stories were substituted with fictitious ones, using only the 

first name. Recordings and transcriptions were destroyed after the study. 
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Chapter 4. The Study  

 

Introduction: The Co-Construction of Reality 

 

An opportunity exists to co-create new realities with honest yet respectful dialogue and 

acts of transformational exchange. To understand the complex nature of community building and 

thus help time banks gain wider acceptance, further scrutiny of ethical and communication 

theories related to community help illuminate the source of problems faced by time bank leaders. 

Additionally, study of changing technology and global networks can help begin a more authentic 

dialogue between community partners, other time banks, other national movements, and global 

initiatives aimed at social change.  

All the coordinators studied related stories of transformation in different forms in their 

time bank members and within leadership as well. In many cases, the stories were their own; 

others were chosen to illustrate a relative experience of a member and creation of policy. The 

content is nearly irrelevant, but the patterns say volumes about the form of communication both 

unique and universal found in time banks. In these mundane stories of everyday life in 

community, the story and the storyteller combined to create the transcendent story of time 

banking, which when lived leads to no less than social transformation.  

“Unlike symbolic storytellers, social constructionists act as if they can—and should— 

change reality and create new things” (Pearce & Pearce, 1998, p. 177). Based on this definition, 

time bank coordinators and assistants are passionate social constructionists and systemic 

practitioners of storytelling. From all participants in this research, the consensus was clear: First, 

the understanding of time banking occurs in layers and is marked by expanding reciprocity; 

second, this understanding occurs through gatherings and stories shared. Third, formal 

agreements are signed, but coordinators guide members in living the core values of time banking 
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by exploring terrain along with them, listening, and encouraging the use of social capital. As 

members take steps to exchange with others and build relationships, more reciprocity and 

resulting trust is established and further gatherings help bond members together into something 

larger, the idea of community.  

Structural questions about organizations, missions, and status of leaders revealed a mix of 

sensibilities, organizational models, and strategies. Nine questions thereafter were posed on 

various subjects according to the semi-structured discussion guide, but progressed into winding, 

circular dialogue. This analysis focused on key elements emerging as coherent, binding themes. 

Participants described challenges and successes of networks, traced the time bank movement 

internationally through time, told stories of daily stressors and joys in operations, and shared 

their visions for the future. Rich data informative of the culture of time banks and the methods of 

coordinators in building social networks helped to answer RQ1 and RQ2.  

Results of the Study 

Time banks rely on informal exchanges involving dialogic parameters; unlike a 

capitalistic marketplace with concepts of supply and demand, time bankers are held to the norms 

of social capital which include interacting, giving time to the community when they can, and 

asking politely when they need support. According to time bank membership agreements, 

members pledge to treat others with respect, be honest, communicate clearly their availability 

and skills, and never demand labor of anyone (http://www.mainetime.org/apps/documents). This 

can be a complex endeavor within a diverse community and is a journey of self-reflection and 

reflexivity with others: comparing contexts, sharing intimate vulnerabilities, and defining issues 

for collective action. Exchanges often occur in intimate home settings that create an environment 

of relaxed trust for more authentic dialogue. Within the context of practical tasks, members of 
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diverse backgrounds and perspectives are able to relate meaningfully with mutual benefit; this 

process is aided by focusing on the task at hand within the parameters of voluntary labor. 

Without the constraints of competition, social hierarchies, and direct confrontation of egos, time 

bankers feel a sense of authentic communication with other members, a sense of safety, and 

belonging. Simply, members value security, belonging, and being needed. A higher sense of 

interdependence occurs in sometimes halting steps.  

RQ1: What do the language, practice, and stories of time banking reveal about the nature 

of social networks, production of social capital, and community?  

 Time banks use terms that have been absorbed into capitalism in order to redefine them 

and provide a new paradigm for economics. It has resulted in closer examination of time banks 

by the Internal Revenue Service when they have requested tax-exempt status as a 501(c) 3 

organization. In turn, many chose to use different terms such as Hour Exchange or Community 

Shares in order to avoid pointed scrutiny, but in most cases, the IRS has granted tax-exempt 

status regardless of the title of the organization. Those who steer away from the term “time 

bank,” paradoxically, could injure the whole. The branding of the term “time bank” has built 

cohesion in ideology over time and a strong set of core values to which all time banks have 

committed. Diffusion in naming the same thing many different ways can dilute the principles in 

practice and lead to confusion and fracturing of the very community all are trying to expand 

globally. When alerted to the idea of time banking, for instance, online users searching for a 

“time bank” near them may not find it if it is named something else entirely. Also, similar 

structures such as barter “exchanges” are not time banks, nor tax-exempt, so a new term is not 

always better, as it can lead to co-option and dissolution of the core values of time banking.  
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Time banks are not like any current bank known to most people; there are no tellers, no 

interest to be paid, and no debt to enforce. Yet they are banks just the same, a place to store 

wealth for a rainy day. Time banks are a way to store economic power, but they are dependent on 

members and supporters to stay open and functioning. The actual cost in dollars for this function 

is minimal and it requires only a fraction of the money that most programs of largesse consume 

currently in other nonprofit models of community assistance. The context again comes into play; 

most have willingly given control away to conventional banks and governments to take care of 

the details, and the compunction to continue this passivity puts time banks at risk of collapse. A 

true sense of ownership must occur from within communities, a commitment to place value on 

the social network itself and not just its functions.  

 The term Time Dollar, coined by Cahn and Rowe (1992) was used for many years in time 

banks but in recent years other terms have been used to describe the currency, such as Hour, 

Share, or Credit. Recently the use of the term Time Credit has also come under scrutiny for its 

kinship with credit cards and massive, untenable debt. Use of the term Time Dollar was also 

prejudiced toward American sensibilities; as the movement grew globally other countries chose 

to use non-American terms. The term “Time Share” is also often confused with time banking, 

with unfortunate stories of hapless consumers losing great sums of money on vacation rentals, a 

completely different topic. The management of meaning requires nimble conversation. 

It is important to weigh in on the perception of the terms social network versus 

community, as different time banks use these terms in their stated core values. The use of the 

term social network, for many, has become something different, perhaps more diffused, than 

what Putnam (2000) and others outlined before the advent of online social networking on 

platforms such as Facebook or LinkedIn. The majority of participants preferred the term 
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community when speaking of time banking, but not all—there was a distinct global aspect to the 

idea of transforming online social networks into interdependent, collaborative structures for 

global change: 

“Some of it depends upon the closeness of what we all share because of our core values 

so community is more like that. It is about our neighbors, our friends— our family. It’s 

more, though. It’s that with new technology we can cyber exchange with New Zealand 

and that would still be community because community is more than the whole. It’s more. 

And because of the fact that it’s a living entity, the technology just changes the 

dynamics.”   

 

“‘Community’ takes on almost a core and ethological significance. A ‘social network’ is 

part of that work, to weave, but I’m trying to define two types of community. Community 

of place is neighbors helping neighbors. But, there is also community of mission, 

community of value, community of vision. It embodied not only that we function and 

relate to other people, but dealt with issues of sustainability, and coherence. The social 

networks felt more transitory and didn't feel like it had the same kind of, uh, well, punch, 

really. Could people relate to it—and they would say, social network is nice, but we lack 

the sense of community. So, to me ‘community’ had more power and resonated more 

with people. But I also think that it had a different meaning than ‘social networks.’” 

 

“What I think of what has happened over the years, social network has come to mean 

‘how can I gain for my business or myself, but it’s not the same as ‘how can I build a 

community around me.’ It’s all about me and what I can gain for me. Yes, to me it’s 
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entirely different.  I don’t think that’s the original meaning for social network. Social 

network was how we communicated and how we worked together in a community, as 

we’re social beings. Community is the interacting. How we live, and work and play 

together . . . to support each other so we have a place where we can thrive, our children 

can thrive. Community is where we take care of each other. Community is where 

everyone counts. Social networking is a term that has come to be a constant chatter, or 

has no meaning, or it’s about furthering your business, or how to meet the right people.  

And that has nothing to do with community or time banking. Community is about the 

living entity that changes lives. It is part of who we are going back for centuries.” 

 

“I think as we grow, especially people in that twenty-something range, they're going to 

create more social networks through time banking, which is all pieces and parts of a 

greater community. I think community is such a hard word I actually prefer social 

networks . . . I think there's a segment of the time bank community that doesn't feel a 

sense of community, but they feel like they have a lot of options or available services to 

them.”  

In this research, the use of social networks or community in the stated core values did not affect 

the commitment of coordinators to the model of time banking in any discernible way; both terms 

are in flux among persons-in-conversation. 

Coordinators and members struggle with the use of terms such as: money, pay, spending, 

or debt—a negative balance in one’s account—even the term negative must be redefined. In this 

way, a coordinator’s work is never done until global recognition of the shortcomings of current 

economics is attained, perhaps not in his or her lifetime. This also points to the need to generate 
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redefinition of all economic terms in general, as money is an agreement, not an object, and it 

exists in many forms. Many have called for a need to move to informal, gift economies, but most 

time bankers would agree that the world is not ready for this. A gift economy needs bridges to 

new thinking, a formal structure to name generalized reciprocity as something to be valued and 

organized. Further examination of these terms in RQ2 will further define how they are used to 

build social networks in practice. 

 

RQ2: How do leaders of time banks create social networks?  

 Much attention has been focused on the language used in and to describe time banking, 

and the co-construction of new meaning for largely economic terms is a challenge for all 

coordinators. Moving beyond terms to experience, leaders and coordinators build social 

networks in three ways: they create reciprocity, gather people together, and live the core values 

of time banking to help guide their decisions.  

Creating reciprocity. Much of the effort of coordinators is devoted to creating the 

experience of reciprocity, specifically within the pay-it-forward system that elevates the meaning 

of reciprocity for members. The manner in which this dialogic community is created is only 

partially revealed in examination of recorded exchanges, events or initiatives. The creation of 

reciprocity for each member is a very personal and complex journey, and coordinators play a 

unique role in monitoring and sometimes intervening to elevate experiences of reciprocity. 

Ethnographic study of the stories of their interventions and challenges provided critical data to 

not only reveal the creation of generalized reciprocity, but how a living center, a dialogic 

community, might be recognized and strengthened.  

The main purpose of time banks in practice is to match gifts with needs. Coordinators 

find satisfaction in playing the role of the matchmaker or networker. They help weave the social 
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fabric of community and enjoy the process. For many leaders, the frustration with those who 

“don’t get it” is palpable, yet their joy at those who do sustains them:  

“We all have these different things that excite us, that we’re passionate about, but there's 

something about the giving and receiving in the time bank, that it's almost like it gets me  

high, like I'm addicted to it, but not in a bad sense.” 

Coordinators respond to local needs that reflect the previous discussion of reciprocity and 

the challenge of redefining charity and barter. Each community may be addressing one or the 

other at any given time: 

 “We have totally stopped even asking what the needs are because I was starting to see 

that more people were coming to us because they were needy and I didn't want them 

being needy; I wanted them to think about what they had that they could share. What was 

their skill? What was their asset?”  

On the other hand, in many time banks there may be an issue with reciprocity in the 

mentality of barter and the concept of demand. When a new member confuses time banking with 

barter, a coordinator pulls up a story to illustrate the meaning of reciprocity in relation to barter. 

For example, a story might be shared of failed barter transactions from a disillusioned male 

mechanic, the victim of failed agreements when the car owners they helped disappeared...in time 

banking, the mechanic would not have to worry about this because he would receive credits 

regardless of the client’s intentions. His work is separate from what the car owner does in 

reciprocity for the community, and the car owner does not have to perform a service he or she is 

not willing to do. The car owner might teach someone how to play the guitar, something the 

mechanic cares little about. The mechanic can ask for what he really wants or needs instead of 

what he will accept, a win-win in abundance for both parties. This small transformation of a told 
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story into a new transcendent story becomes second nature to coordinators. The mechanism for 

demand, disarmed, is replaced by free exchange and sharing of resonant stories without delving 

into complex, theoretical terms.  

Coordinators spend a great deal of time as bridges and must be flexible. In reciprocity, 

bridges need strong support and bonding. Online forums provide a web of support for leaders in 

the absence of face-to-face communication. Use of the Internet to gather is growing and fast-

changing, creating a new space for community more ideologically-based in relation and relying 

on weaker ties. It is potentially a powerful vehicle for global action. As a co-construction, a 

global network will be dependent on principles of community without the benefit of face-to-face-

communication. A potential bridge to this might be facilitation of travel between time banks. A 

few time banks are finding ways to link travelers with housing, moving arrangements, and 

personal guides at destinations across the globe, using international forums to discuss ideas, 

terms, and software capabilities. 

Gathering. When members first join time banks, they are hopeful and enthusiastic but 

often hesitant to trust and make exchanges for the first time. This is especially true for frail and 

vulnerable populations, who expect to rely on coordinators for recommendations, arrangements, 

and software applications. Fostering a sense of interdependence rather than entitlement is often 

the first task of coordinators. Challenges range from recognizing hidden talents within to 

computer issues, shyness, and dependency on authority figures. Aside from personal 

encouragement, helping with the first exchange, or locating an “E-Buddy” to help with software, 

the most efficient way to get neighbors helping neighbors is to gather in a meaningful way and 

begin Buber’s (1970) process of turning to one another. 
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Block (2008) remarked that the traditional style of leadership in the past has been to 

elevate leaders to an elite group in a hierarchal arrangement, but the real task now is to “move 

the culture toward shared ownership” by using gatherings as “an opportunity to deepen 

accountability and commitment through engagement” (p. 87). In answer to RQ2, coordinators 

build social networks by creating meaningful gatherings. This builds both bonding and bridging 

capital.  

Gathering on a regular basis is a hallmark of local time banks, often for group 

orientations and another very popular activity in most time banks–the potluck supper. Joint 

consumption in itself does not create community, but with careful planning it creates an 

opportunity for meaningful connection. One leader shared the practice of reciting the core values 

at potluck gatherings as a mantra of sorts: 

“Unfortunately the [list of] core values is a longer mantra, it's not as easy to memorize it. 

But when you hear it over and over and over something begins to change in your heart. You 

think, ‘This is how I want to live, this is how I want to be; this is why we're here together.’ So, 

now we read that mantra at the start of the evening activity part of the potluck and we let anyone 

read, anyone who wants to read. It's a little more powerful to have a potluck [than just meeting in 

the software] so that's why what we do potlucks; we do that fairly professionally so that people 

are able to make those connections. I think if you just had a potluck where people just eat 

together and watch a movie or something you're not really getting the interaction with the group.   

The group activity is pretty key. People are at their best behavior because they care; because they 

want to be there to meet people. So, I’m finding that the people that are getting the most out of 

the time bank are coming to the potlucks here and there— they don't come to every one—it is 

true that when you meet people you're more likely to make an exchange with them.”  
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This coordinator made an important point about group activities. When time bankers 

gather for the purpose of meeting others and preparing to exchange, they are careful about their 

behavior because they are pledging accountability to each other. Those who love to give are 

questioning their potential to give what they have not been able to in the market economy, and 

also questioning why they find it hard to receive. If members have a need, they will require 

social capital to obtain resources and to widen their association with family. A time credit may 

record the exchange, but the resulting relationship is of more practical value than the credit, 

especially since members may use credits “in debt.” Impressions made at gathering go far in 

building social networks.  

For those in great need, it is a lesson in restraint; appearing as an object of pity will not 

impress in an atmosphere of reciprocity. These members have an added incentive to focus on 

their assets—what they have to contribute—and this can lead to personal transformation. When 

they feel transformed, they often share their stories at the next potluck with veteran and new 

members, strengthening relation to the whole and helping to co-construct a transcendent story 

(Pearce & Pearce, 1998). Commenting on the pervasive use of time bank potlucks to build social 

networks, the coordinator added,  

“What I've learned now is that I personally, absolutely, adore the potlucks. I have grown 

to love them. I found out, unbeknownst to me in the beginning, that those potlucks are a 

lot like going to church.  I look forward to seeing people that I haven’t seen in a month.   

I look forward to feeling the atmosphere that is so pervasive in that room, I can't even 

describe it.  It's like everyone is kind, everyone is smiling, everyone's feeling good, 

nobody's bitching, there’s no political crap, and there's no anger.”  
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Time banks can fill community needs that were previously accomplished at religious 

gatherings. A secular message from time banks resonates with members in the same way, that 

kindness has value, the highest value of all. There is no anger and no politics at gatherings 

because there is no reward for that behavior, nothing to be gained. Anger and politics are present 

in systems of inequality as a means to power over others. Power in time banks is gained by 

reputation alone and cannot be taken except by loss of reputation.  

In this sense, time credits alone do not empower. Only relation can do this, so gathering 

with good intentions and behavior is a way of gathering power. Accumulation of credits does 

little in this effort; power lies in their circulation. Circulation requires relation, and all members 

must live within the limits of social capital, that is, the absence of demand. In a context of 

scarcity, this can strain the limits of capacity of time banks to meet more needs than for which 

they were designed. Members can lose social capital by asking for too much too soon, although 

their account would not reflect this. Time credits are a symbol but not always an accurate 

measure of social capital in practice; this distortion may reflect the failure of the market 

economy to meet demand with supply. The gaps time banks fill in the community are widening. 

To strengthen weak ties, a popular game played at time bank orientations and gatherings, 

known simply as the “Yarn Game” (http://www.danecountytimebank.org/tools-for-

organizers.html), provides a disarming way to provide orientation training while building 

diversity. It also reveals CMM principles in terms of the language and practices involved in 

RQ1. As members declare needs and offers of services, they toss the ball of yarn to the first 

responder, who then takes the next turn, eventually weaving a “safety net.” Someone may drop 

the ball, for instance, providing an opportunity to discuss “dropping the ball” in communication, 

such as a missed email or forgotten phone call. Members are encouraged to imagine the 

http://www.danecountytimebank.org/tools-for-organizers.html
http://www.danecountytimebank.org/tools-for-organizers.html
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difficulty of non-response from others and the resultant feelings that might arise, enforcing the 

importance of timely response in respect. This is a more active training than simply dictating the 

rules of conduct to new members; they are inspired to expand applications of the currency to 

common goals and interests. Many new relationships founded at gatherings such as orientations 

and potlucks result in actual exchanges, bringing the story of the safety net to reality. 

Coordinators must create accountability at gatherings, and the orientation training has 

taken on great significance for seasoned time banks, some by trial and error: 

 “So, the biggest complaint that we used to hear—I don't hear it much anymore—is just 

that someone doesn't get back to a person. They say, “Someone didn't get back to me so I 

really don't want time bank anymore.” But I wonder if we heard that a lot more in the 

beginning because in the first year of the time bank we didn't have an orientation. Live 

and learn. We didn't really know what we were doing. I thought maybe we needed 

orientation, though maybe I didn't know that as strongly as I know it now. The first 

hundred people that joined our time bank never had an orientation and those were the 

people that I heard more of those complaints from. Now, we stress that particular 

complaint over and over again. I bet we say it six times during our orientation—that you 

have to get back to people, so, when they hear that, I think the new members say, “Gosh, 

okay. I get it. I'm really going to do that” [core value: Respect]. Because, we say you 

don't have to provide the service even if you’ve offered it, but if a member contacts you, 

you have to call them back.” 

During her orientations, the previous coordinator also encourages active members to share their 

lived stories with new members, who bring abstract concepts of reciprocity to life. It is vital to 

impart a lot of information during orientations, but also to listen and be open to co-construction. 
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When discussing the core values of time banking like rules of a playbook, one member of a 

smaller time bank said, “Rules and community don’t go together. Time banking comes with a 

desire for community and to help each other. To have somebody say, ‘I can be the authority on 

how to run something effectively’ is top-down. That’s not community.” Good point, from an 

elder member who still has a clear grasp of what community used to feel like. Clearly, the 

language of leaders is important, but even more so is the context, making targeted and engaging 

gatherings essential to the story of time banking. The job of leaders is to create the space for 

community. 

When attempting to recruit beyond current members in the surrounding community, 

gathering support from other organizations may happen quickly, or it may be excruciatingly 

difficult and painfully slow in some times and places; this is dependent on many factors, not the 

least, the patience of the coordinator to keep trying to gather: 

“There are some people in our town that are not willing to look at it.  Their first response 

is it’s a “hippie organization,” and there’s another group of people who think it's a 

program for the needy, and they don't want to join a program for the needy.  They already 

volunteer at their church.” 

Coordinators face other common issues trying to gather community within a capitalist context: 

“Many don’t join because they feel they don't have time.  Someone who is really, really 

busy, really doesn't want to get it.  If they've closed their doors to any other activity 

outside of living and breathing, sleeping, and going to work, they're not even going to 

think about it. So, I think that that's the first real barrier. The second barrier would be 

people who just don't understand that their time is not more valuable than other people's 

time.”  
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Conversely, coordinators must look at the negative possibilities of weak bridges and the limits of 

diversity, the acceptance of too many members who find it difficult to abide by or understand the 

time bank philosophy. Too many members who “don’t get it” and are allowed to continue can 

wreak havoc on bonding capital and trust. Coordinators must protect what they have gathered 

and occasionally choose to exclude members who cannot abide by the core values. Bonding and 

bridging capital are in tension. Members soliciting others cannot be tolerated in many contexts: 

in economic terms, unwelcome political persuasion, or religion. 

For instance, take the act of proselytizing as related to the core value of Respect; this 

particular core principle is often hazy to comprehend by members in practice. Although some 

time banks are formed by congregations and have no issue with the preaching of gospel and 

ardent discussion of religion, most are secular in nature and desire diversity and peace. In an 

effort to encourage many voices, discussion of religion, politics, or business to the point of 

persuasion or pressure is often prohibited in the time bank: 

“I had actually worked up an application with a man who had come to one of our 

potlucks and was very definitely a Christian who believed it was his job to preach the 

gospel. When he applied, he had great references, everything was fine. But he was not 

okay that he couldn’t preach the gospel because this is something he believed he was 

supposed to do, because God gave him the commandment to preach it to everyone. He 

agreed not to join the time bank. He actually felt that reciprocity was okay, the giving and 

receiving, as long as we realized that it wasn’t about us.” 

Indeed, gathering also can mean protection of the flock, building bonding capital at the 

expense of bridging capital. Some may not be ready to accept all the principles of time banking 
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immediately and coordinators uphold Respect by coming to a mutual agreement and 

acknowledging common ground (a partial bridge) but parting paths. 

Gathering networks together globally has been difficult for the time bank movement, 

largely due to constrained budgets of most time banks. Many cannot find the means to travel for 

these face-to-face gatherings, but for those who can the experience can catalyze cohesion with 

the ideology of time banking. A very few in the movement have taken responsibility for bringing 

gatherings to reality at international conferences; several larger time banks have served as host 

cities for these rich gatherings. The relationships formed at these conferences can be powerful, 

deep and lasting and, in fact, provided some of the participants for this study.  

Living the core values. Finding and holding a moral center to make ethical decisions for 

the organization is essential for coordinators. It requires constant reflection, personal restraint, 

and active listening skills. The core values of time banking are based on sound ethical practice 

and provide an excellent platform for decision-making when applied to daily challenges. Perhaps 

it is this strong foundation that has led to deep enough passions within the circle of coordinators 

to live without much cash wealth. It has built their solidarity with not only other coordinators, 

but also the poor and disadvantaged. For most coordinators, a personal calling either brought 

them to the time bank movement or it was produced by experiencing time banking after 

employment by a sponsor. Time banking is meant for transformation and coordinators feel this 

deeply in the saturation of their experience:  

“For whatever reason, however, the stars aligned or whatever happened, I realized I felt 

like this was why I was born. This is my mission, to bring something like this to fruition.”  

 

“For me, being alive meant making a difference in the lives of others.” 
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“It allows me to feel part of this change that has to take place in this country if we want to 

survive economically  as well as individually, in community, and also if we are going to 

survive as human beings and care about each other.” 

 

“I think you have to be driven by the mission and time banking becomes the vehicle. And 

you also have to believe it's possible to make a difference in the world.” 

Grassroots organizers of time banks come to feel passionate easily when they encounter 

the model, but those who are hired face a new transformation: 

“I find that in community, people have no trouble getting it, but that it's highly trained 

and deeply committed human service professionals who have the most trouble. Their 

profession and their whole training is about understanding the problems of people and not 

their assets and capacities.  They don’t know what to do with that contradiction between 

their own values and how they have been programmed to function.”     

The tension of time banks with the context of sponsored personnel also reveals the 

contradiction in values that exists between time banks and most social agencies and endowment 

foundations. Many coordinators find themselves at odds with their own boards of directors, 

community funders, and private foundations on fundamental values of Reciprocity and 

Community. The coordinator is basing their definition of these values on experience and 

transformation, while others with power in the organization or economic power over it are 

bringing a conventional, I-It mentality to the table. Staying in the I-You mentality requires great 

courage. Living the core values sometimes means organizational conflict between leaders, losing 

a grant or refusing financial backing from parties that distort the mission.  
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Many coordinators simply do not have time to focus on funding as they are immersed in 

pursuit of reciprocity for others, and so have still more levels of reciprocity to understand and 

find self-worth, sustenance and awareness of their own needs. Acting within the core values does 

not always mean turning down the money, in principle. Dedicated coordinators willing to 

immerse themselves in creation are a critical asset to time banks and must receive some sense of 

stability if the network is to be of value on a wide scale. Coordinators navigate a difficult path 

with others as they state their worth in the context of scarcity. As many in the nonprofit realm, 

they are often uncomfortable or impatient dealing with the monetary realm. They must explain 

the value of themselves as leaders without claiming superiority; however, staying humble can 

lead to self-imposed slavery. It can be nearly impossible to explain the job of coordinators to 

members who have not experienced complex exchanges, coordinator interventions, 

administrative contact with other time banks and networks, behind-the-scenes software 

difficulties, preparation of documents, unfruitful efforts of outreach, or members in crisis.  

Many activist time bankers reject all connection to the concept of money at the expense 

of their coordinator, unwittingly in disrespect, by demanding work from them that is too much to 

bear in credits alone as a volunteer. Conversely, time bank leaders and dedicated members who 

become immersed in chasing funding to support the paid position of coordinator can find 

themselves adrift, under pressure to change community gatherings into solicitations for money 

and undermining their own core value of Community. In short, time banks are in more need of 

collaboration together for a new way to bridge funding concerns as a whole. The problem of 

sustainability for time banks within capitalism is persistent and universal: it will require a new 

sense of interdependence between networks and more effort than any one time bank can do in 

isolation. The core value of Community must include bonding together to build bridges with the 
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money market, not just outside it. Time banking and capitalism inexorably meet in convergence 

and conflict.  

The Social Role of Time Banks: One Story 

In order to understand the daily work of a coordinator and the worth to society as a 

whole, it is useful to look at a specific story in time. The coordinator plays a key role as a pivot 

between bonding and bridging capital. It can be an overwhelming burden while also bringing 

exhilaration; if the devil is in the details, so is the angel. One coordinator shared her experience 

integrating members with felonious backgrounds with other members and the creation of time 

bank policy as a result:  

“I did have a gentleman who came to us, who was referred through a psychiatrist, who 

disclosed to me during his orientation that he was a pedophile. Now, he was prior to 

Megan’s Law, and he didn't have to tell me, no one had to tell me, and that scared me. 

How do we handle it when people do have some kind of a conviction? We work with 

them on a one-on-one basis, and we say, ‘OK. What was it that you did? Let's talk about 

this.’ The gentleman that was a pedophile never received our directory; he didn't have 

access to other members’ information. He didn't receive our newsletter. I was very up 

front with him that this is the only way he can be a part of the program. All he wanted 

was a walking buddy, that's what he wanted—someone to help motivate him to walk 

every day so he could lose the weight that his doctors wanted him to do.” 

This coordinator arranged for the gentleman to participate under supervision, and personally 

became involved as his walking buddy. The story of a sexual conviction provides a unique 

opportunity for discussion and a lens into the social role that coordinators and time banks play in 

the integration of marginalized populations with the greater community. 
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 Historically, a sexual felony conviction has wrought untold misery upon both the 

offender and the victim. Pedophiles are social pariahs. Why was the coordinator scared when he 

confessed? There are several reasons: 1. Time banks enjoy a great deal of trust and this situation 

poses a threat to trust for most people; 2. What of the process of background checks—were there 

undeclared felons existing in the time bank or the potential for predators to join unhindered? Is a 

policy change in order? 3. What are the intrapersonal monologues of the coordinator when faced 

with a pedophile and the network dynamics of becoming his walking buddy? 

A dialogue both spoken and unspoken unfolded during this story. For most people, an 

aversion to sexual offenders is natural and a reflection of social norms. The coordinator initially 

is frightened and wary of handling a member with this particular told story, but the member was 

frank and honest at his orientation which earned him some bonding social capital. It required 

courage to reveal his past history to the coordinator and she recognized a step toward trust. This 

led to her contemplation of the parameters to his participation and how all parties might be 

protected. It is worth noting that in most volunteer organizations this applicant would probably 

be denied a volunteer position due to his conviction, completing his separation from community 

that his offense began—the dark side of bonding capital. It is also highly likely that he was also 

shunned in the market economy and other social networks aware of his history, a lonely place 

indeed. Coordinators provide a combination of bonding and bridging capital to form a path back 

to community, by getting to know the member, listening, and thinking of ways for the member to 

meet and serve others. The flexibility of exchanges possible in time banks enables these 

integrative barriers to be overcome with planning and dialogue.  

In CMM theory, according to Chen (2004), the “reflexive connection between theory and 

practice needs to be acknowledged and lived, not merely theoretically articulated” (p.183). For 
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the coordinator and the new member, an open and honest exchange of ideas transcends the social 

norm of separation with the core value of assets and represents the turning to neighbors that 

Buber (1970) advocated. Each member has something to contribute and this principle guides 

action; the coordinator finds a way for him to participate while under supervision, taking care to 

minimize the risk for others. 

Quite often, the time bank is the last stop in a series of episodes outlining the members’ 

journeys seeking help in a bureaucratic fog. The situation is often complex and winding, leaving 

individuals drained and in despair. When well grounded in understanding of the core values, 

coordinators don’t have to think—they can experience Buber’s (1970) turning to their neighbor 

and write policy even as they act. In this case, finding a walking buddy for a pedophile is a tall 

order, let alone finding a way to make him feel useful, valued, and needed. Because of the 

flexibility of the time bank model, many time banks take on people and projects that others have 

refused or failed to achieve integration. The time bank is often the only place some members 

have felt welcome and equal to others, and this feeling extends beyond sex offenders to other 

marginalized populations, such as people with disabilities, the elderly, the socially awkward and 

at-risk youth. It is not that they may find help that transforms their reality. It is reciprocity; they 

have something to give, and when allowed to do so, their self-respect soars, a precursor to 

respecting others and finally feeling a sense of reciprocity and accountability to the whole. In the 

story above, the coordinator enters personally into the mix, almost casually. The coordinator just 

happened to live near the new member and liked to go walking anyway. Both member and 

coordinator co-construct a new reality, transformed with each exchange. Cyclically, living the 

story strengthens the commitment to the core values.  
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Many may point to the failures of time banks to sustain networks over decades, but no 

study has found fault with the core principles that are used to form the time bank model. If there 

is a problem, it is one of context and implementation. During a discussion of many failed time 

banks over three decades, one leader said, “No time bank I know has failed to generate people 

helping each other.” 

The Future Vision of Time Banking 

 Each participant was asked to share their vision for the future of the time bank 

movement. Universally, the responses echoed the need to support time banks and their 

coordinators found in previous research. The challenge for leadership is burnout and the 

sustainability of full-time dedication of coordinators as time banks grow (Collom, et al., 2012).  

Just as members learn the nuances of time banking from experience and over time, so it is 

with leaders. The theories behind time banking are far-ranging and contain levels of meaning in 

co-construction, always in tension with cultural distortions of scarcity. From the beginning, local 

autonomy has also been in tension with the greater cause of time banking, to bring a 

complimentary currency system into the mainstream through the use of Co-Production, 

describing integration with other organizations and institutions that may broaden the reach of the 

currency. Although this may be the goal of centralized networks such as TimeBanks USA, many 

decentralized, local networks resist expansion beyond a neighbor-to-neighbor model. For many, 

this change represents encroachment of the mission, intervention into daily affairs, more 

regulation, and distortion of community. Some coordinators expressed visceral reaction when 

asked about the social theories behind time banking and co-production with government 

agencies: 

 “We’re all about doing, we’re not into the intellectual stuff.” 
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“I remember one person in the network; I won't mention her name...she was a core leader 

at the time and she almost spouted out, ‘Co-Production—I’m sick of it! What does it 

mean, it means nothing’ . . . and there was anger, real anger.” 

These sentiments echo the tension between theory and action. While some think that the core 

values of time banking are simple and easy to fathom, layers of meaning are sometimes lost in 

the bustle of activity and culture of expediency. Not all leaders spend a great deal of time in 

reflection and analysis, and this can be frustrating for those who want to go beyond local 

neighborhoods and create global social change. It is again a tension between bonding and 

bridging capital. For all, lack of funding is commensurate with most nonprofit organizations, but 

many have been understandably reticent to enter the market economy seeking major funds. Some 

participants interviewed looked upon the purity of time bank activists who shun the market 

economy but expect funding anyway as hypocritical or naïve: 

“I think they want to be paid and sustained to operate a totally separate system and, I 

think the thing is, that those who do reach out, they get ripped off because their services 

and labor is taken for granted and is free.” 

One leader said of early failures and the continued struggle for sustainability, 

 “I think one way of putting it is that we're all blinded by money.  Another way of saying 

it is that we are so under-capitalized that we never got the resources together to take on 

the system to make the system change.  And system change is hard.” 

Another weary coordinator said of Co-Production for a particular mission, 

“We started with that it's for everybody kind of thing [neighbor-to-neighbor]. My thought 

was if we started that way, the champions of certain things would come out and that's 

how we would be able to get stuff done . . . if I had to show on a computer for the next 
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year showing that data, that we were helping with healthcare somehow, I’d burn out. So, 

I’m hoping someone else will step up and say how can we make this work?  It sounds 

really juvenile but there's a part of me that says I don't want to get into any particular 

mission because I feel my running wick is running a time bank.”  

Yet, some missions may be easier to bridge, such as agencies of caring professionals: 

“I think once we started working with our chronically ill population, that's when I 

realized that it doesn't matter how sick you are, you still have assets. When I did the 

presentation at a conference and it was a roomful of doctors, I had them play a time bank 

game. I had them pick two complex illnesses and then I shared with them some of the  

listings of services that we have and out of that two page document, I wanted them to 

look at and see if there was one thing on there they felt that someone with that complex 

illness could do for someone in the community. One of the doctors jumped up and said ‘I 

got it! Oh, my gosh—I understand it! So, we’re no longer looking at them as patients, 

we’re looking at them as people!’ and I thought, ‘Oh, my gosh. He got it!’”  

Discussion 

Many of the coordinators interviewed stressed the importance of time bank orientations 

as a key practice for new members to absorb the myriad principles involved in building social 

capital and community. Application of CMM models of communication can help passionate 

leaders avoid exclusionary language and invite dialogue that helps members define time banking 

on their own terms. The definitions of terms such as respect, reciprocity, social capital, and 

community differ in cultural meanings frequently; CMM may be used to help time bank 

members find shared meaning and trusted collaboration together, as well as provide better 

understanding of the themes of time banking stories in context for researchers. There are levels 
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of trust and layers of meaning laid like brickwork among the stories of time banking. These 

principles, the core values, are not just found in time banking, but in all disciplines of 

sociological and philosophical research. This last quote was from an early leader of time banking 

on the possibility of social transformation: 

“It became clear to me that time banking was simply a mechanism for underlying the 

mechanisms for principles. And, the principles have been in existence long before time 

banking. I felt some kind of medium of exchange was important and I thought we were 

redefining the whole way in which a different economy functioned. I tried to take step 

back and look at the stories; what kind of values and principles became fundamental and 

when I looked at the people who have participated and who have created it, everyone has 

something to give. . . I think that goes in part with the values and the understanding that 

the transactions are simply the instrumental application to the values; the values are more 

fundamental than the transactions, but without the transactions, are rhetoric.” 

 The importance of social capital as a demonstration of human connection has long been 

established in relationships, neighborhoods, and societies, and its loss has been lamented by 

many social researchers, philosophers, and clergy in the last few decades. Finding and using a 

currency to express social capital is a first step toward increasing it. The currency and existence 

of time banks, however, are not enough to guarantee the production of new social outcomes. It 

will require sustained efforts to live the core values of time banking by everyone involved, 

testing the boundaries of an I-You community. Time banks must exist in context of capitalism 

and I-It pedagogy of objectivity exerting powerful forces upon each member. The model of time 

banking is as vulnerable and fragile as social capital itself, and subjective in its terms of “good 

work.” When time banks began, much work was undervalued in the marketplace; however, this 
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trend has grown exponentially into absurdity. The resultant desperation to find a replacement 

economy in time banking could place a huge strain on a currency designed as complimentary, 

not alternative, to the market economy. The model is weakened if it does not remain committed 

to the co-construction of reality, but also if the co-construction devolves into the mentality of 

scarcity that pervades the lives of members. Just as accumulation of time credits does not 

guarantee any service, accumulation of time banks does not guarantee sustainability of 

communities who still rely on supply and demand dynamics of communication. The weight of 

community burden due to the devaluation of work and failed market systems are too much for 

time banks to bear; social change will have to move beyond the time bank movement enough to 

reinvent mechanisms for distribution of scarce goods. The lived story of time banking still does 

not express the abundance of the story told in its model and falls far short of providing the 

solutions for collapsing market economies. It does give an indication of what will be required for 

such solutions, however. Short of eliminating the need to demand labor of others, a clear vision 

of reciprocity will provide a compass for future designers of currency and models of 

communication to facilitate human connection.  
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Chapter 5. Summaries and Conclusions 

Limitations of the Study 

 This study, although insightful, only included a small group of participants and very 

limited amount of stories. Certainly, more studies of the narrative of time banking would help 

flesh out more details of social significance and theories of communication. The context of the 

time bank movement has a strong influence on future developments and direction of all 

members, leaders, and global networks involved. The study of the interaction of time banks and 

their surrounding communities was only briefly explored, along with the details of Co-

Production with outside entities; these factors may play a large role in the ultimate co-

construction of a new economy of balance. As a fellow time bank coordinator, the subjectivity of 

this researcher also may limit the full understanding of co-construction of the reality of time 

banking; this was mitigated to some extent by focusing on universal themes that all participants 

described in a similar fashion.  

The coordinators interviewed for this study all abide in the United States and this limits 

the global perspective on time banking. In addition, this co-construction is ever-changing, as 

world events and local communities encounter the time bank model and affect its construction. 

The endeavors of time banks to address large social issues are an unheard story to most 

American citizens, and a thesis may not command much attention. Yet, it is hoped that by 

introducing time banking through accessible storytelling, a public dialogue may be sparked and 

others will add further layers of co-constructive meaning. 

Recommendations for Further Study 

Time banks and particularly coordinators face enormous demands on many levels for 

fund raising, technological development, guidance and organization of members, community 



STORIES OF MONEY: BUILDING SOCIAL CAPITAL                                                           70 

 

partnerships, peer support for other time banks, and formation of a vast repository of documents, 

audio-visuals, and globally shared forums. The continued efforts of leaders are enhanced by 

increasing the sharing of stories and introspection on current forums. These discussions form a 

rich yet chaotic repository of data to be mined in the future. The transformational stories of time 

banking are more than intriguing, existing in transitory events and the minds of coordinators and 

members, in writing, videos, and in scattered web based repositories. Leaders, including this 

author, are in the process of collecting thousands of documents, stories and collective training 

packages, organizing them into accessible websites, and inventing new governance models for 

global sharing. These repositories and changing forums will provide rich and powerful data for 

fruitful research.  

The greatest demand on time banking within our capitalistic society may be in achieving 

serious investigation and acceptance as a viable model for an American cultural shift in 

perspective. Whether social transformation could be realized through the implementation of time 

banking on a mass scale remains to be seen. Transformation takes place incrementally within the 

model and is often subjective and unequal among members; adding massive numbers of 

members to the mix might reflect these halting steps, affect bonding capital in a negative way, or 

change the dynamic of communication to accelerate transformation.   

Closer examination of “failed” time banks is imperative to learn patterns and pitfalls to 

avoid with more clarity and depth. Ethnographic methods will be essential to this research. In the 

research of failed time banks, the importance of a social network and a sense of community were 

never lost on the members. No research, written or in personal testimony of these failures, 

showed that members chose to stop any time bank program; most closed due to lack of funding 
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and leadership errors. Former members expressed a sense of loss and a desire to return to time 

banking if it were available. 

In addition, workgroups of willing experts in information technology are building 

network hubs for all software applications currently in use to interact and facilitate global 

exchanges between time banks. The implications of these interactions are exciting and unknown, 

and will expand concerns of both bonding and bridging capital. Will the ideology remain intact 

across the globe, and will members feel a sense of trust exchanging in distant countries? 

At the same time, time banks are growing exponentially in countries full of social unrest, 

such as Greece, described in a 2011 YouTube video (http://youtu.be/-dIEqFOG-wE) as a barter 

exchange. Although this video imparted a clear vision of time banking through the voices of 

members, a news reporter repeatedly used the term barter and time banking as if equal in 

descriptive meaning; time bankers still have a constant challenge communicating the meaning of 

reciprocity to the general public. Any research intended to achieve further clarification will also 

lead to network cohesion and growth, as those who dismiss time banks often view them as 

limited barter arrangements of no great importance—this meaning must be managed.  

Conclusions 

 For thousands, including this author, time banking offers a living story of coherence in 

contrast to a life of incoherent nonsense; it has transformed many thousands of lives. In the 

introduction and literature review for this thesis, the imperative for time banking was built upon 

social and philosophical paradigms that have existed for centuries. The need for equality, justice, 

and human connection may have reached a crescendo worldwide, signaling imminent change in 

patterns of understanding. The model of time banking is built to fulfill these needs in compliment 

to increased awareness of community and interdependence. The insights of former researchers 
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into the nature and development of social capital have never been more critical. Placing worth on 

social capital in a meaningful way also places worth on things that are abundant: the air we 

breathe, the oceans that sustain us, and people that are willing to help others and declare human 

connection despite economic poverty. Most coordinators of time banks live without riches by 

choice, preferring to enlighten others to the joys of human connection, one hour at a time. It is 

hoped by all involved in time banking that everyone now living in separation will join at some 

point and realize that we all need each other, in community. 

 Buber (1970) and Smith (2000, 2009) stated that reciprocity is a critical component of 

community, between individuals and the larger whole of society. These authors believed in a 

balance between human individual and collective endeavors through the I-You experience of 

relation. Reciprocity therefore provides a platform for relation, the active sharing, giving and 

receiving of human ideas and actions (Cahn & Rowe, 1992; Cahn, 2004, Simon, 2010). If 

relation is life itself (Eisenstein, 2011), reciprocity is the living of life. Therefore, lack of 

reciprocity and resulting lack of self-worth in human relations is a danger to community and 

connection, forming artificial barriers to I-You relations and creation of destructive I-It 

mentalities, according to Buber. This leads to feelings of isolation, loneliness, scarcity (Covey, 

2004), social inequality and resentment (Hall, 2004), and frantic accumulations of money to 

satisfy self-esteem (Eisenstein, 2011; hooks, 2000).  

Reciprocity was also shown to be a natural precursor to feelings of self-worth and respect 

(La Caze, 2008; Langdon, 2007; Miller, 2009; Warne & Lawrence, 2009). Putnam (2000) further 

described forms of reciprocity, dividing it into two types, specific and generalized reciprocity; 

generalized reciprocity was deemed to be more valuable in terms of building social capital. The 

description of good work as outlined by Mayo (2001) and Cahn (2004) echoed Putnam’s (2000) 
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call to place value upon the development of social capital using generalized reciprocity and 

provided the framework for the asset-based currency now known as time banking. 

Next, the criteria for the creation of vibrant social networks was discussed through the 

research of Cook-Craig (2010), which examined strong ties and weak ties as forms of bonding 

and bridging social capital; this was linked to the work of coordinators of time banks. Cook-

Craig’s (2010) description of homophily and propinquity in the formation of community bonds, 

along with Gould’s (1993) research of cross-neighborhood linkages, was also helpful in 

conjunction with Brafman & Beckstrom’s (2006) theory of cohesion in ideology as a 

contributing factor in well-connected social networks. The effects of thriving social networks 

upon participants was analyzed (Collom, 2007, Collom et al., 2012; Putnam, 2000) as well as 

upon surrounding communities. To understand what happens to create social networks and the 

patterns of communication that build social capital, the dialogical ethics of Martin Buber (1970) 

supplied the theoretical perspective of the I-You and I-It mentalities. In addition, Pearce and 

Pearce’s (1998, 2000) theory of the coordinated management of meaning captured the essence of 

persons-in-conversation and narrative analytic model to examine stories of time bankers for 

emerging themes surrounding the core values and practices of participants. These themes 

included reciprocity, respect, assets, trust, social networks, and community. 

Just as stories told and lived are in tension, so it is in time banks. Although the simple 

model of time bank currency, the hour, transcends the element of price, many people find it hard 

to understand the essence of time banking even as they begin to find community. The overriding 

theme of stories studied was the element of reciprocity: the nature of generalized as opposed to 

specific reciprocity, sense of the whole, longing for connection to the whole, and the journey to 

trusted community through transformational experience. The cultural dissonance and 
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incoherence of the current story of money may help the cause of time banking as more people 

recognize the limitations of pure capitalism and begin to imagine a new story. The stories of time 

banking reveal more explicitly the path to community from theory to practice and add new 

insight to current research existing in theoretical, survey and quantitative forms. Further study of 

these fascinating tales, of members and leaders, of small and large time banks in rural and urban 

settings, and of local setbacks and future global connections will contribute to fuller 

understanding not just of time banks, but the nature of social capital, social networks, and 

community. In addition, it is hoped that the tireless work of time bank coordinators in the 

creation of social capital will be recognized as critical components of effective and cohesive time 

bank networks, and that these examples of real time bank situations and conversations will aid 

new coordinators in new endeavors. 

The social role of time banking may be paramount in troubled times. Enlightened 

application of time banking principles holds the promise of an alternative to social conflict in 

nations under extreme duress, as evidenced in places like Greece. While some engage in violent 

protest against prevailing systems, others engage in peaceful solutions outside those systems. 

Continued research and public exposure to time banking may help steer perspectives to peaceful 

pursuit of unified goals: global justice, abundance, and human connection.  
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Appendix 

Discussion Guide 

Introduction:  

Hi _______ (exchange pleasantries). As you know, I’m working on my thesis about time 

banking for my masters in communication and leadership from Gonzaga University. I am 

recording this conversation for my purposes in this research, and this recording will be stored on 

an external device, transcribed into text, and stored on an external drive under my protection. 

Any quotes I use of yours will be anonymous, and the names of anyone you mention will 

become fictitious and only the first name will appear. Is this alright with you? Lastly, I want to 

make sure I am interpreting you correctly. I’d like to send you my preliminary results and get 

your feedback, or perhaps a short follow-up interview to clarify an issue. Would that be all right 

with you? 

Just to explain, I am interested in many aspects of time banking, but my focus today is 

the motivation for ethical behavior that underlies the core values of time banks, the nature of 

social networks or what we now call community, and the function of coordinators and leaders in 

creating social networks. I plan to present this in largely narrative form, using stories to illustrate 

my points, so be thinking of any stories you may have in your experience that help explain 

concepts; feel free to wander through that landscape. 

First, I’m going to ask you some questions about you and your time bank’s history, to 

compare with others. This is fairly straightforward information. Then, the actual interview will 

elaborate three areas of my research: First, we’ll explore the nature, language, and practice of 

time banking. Second, we’ll try to define what goes into building a time bank; and lastly, we’ll 

look at the future of local and global time bank networks.  
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Organizational Structure 

Tell me about your history with your time bank and your personal involvement.  

If not covered, answer the following:  

How and why did you first become involved with time banking? Why was it important to 

you personally? 

What kind of time bank is your organization? Free-standing, attached to an agency, under 

fiscal sponsorship as a project?  

Do you have a particular social problem you are addressing with time banking? Is the 

membership limited in any way? (Demographics, background checks) 

How long have you been a leader? 

What is the hierarchal structure of your time bank? Formal, informal? Who makes 

everyday leadership decisions? 

Are/were you paid or volunteer? Is/was the arrangement sustainable? If not, how so? 

Are you involved with the concept of Co-Production? If so, how do you practice it? 

Time Banking 

Q1. What does a time banker need to know to get along?  

Follow-up:  

Does he/she have to be “ethical”? What does that mean, and how does that relate to the 

core values?  

What might be frowned upon? How is it handled? 

Q2. Who has trouble understanding the concepts the most, in your opinion? Are there any typical 

reactions from people who “don’t get it”? Can you describe a hypothetical conversation? 



STORIES OF MONEY: BUILDING SOCIAL CAPITAL                                                           80 

 

 

Time Banking (continued) 

Q3. We hear the word community tossed around, but does time banking mean something 

different? A few years ago, the core value of “social networks” became “community” instead; do 

you think these terms imply different things?  

Follow-up: Do you think people have to live near each other to have community; how 

important is face-to-face communication? 

Q4. What does a successful time bank look like? 

Follow-up: What makes a time bank fail? 

Coordinators 

Q5. What makes a good coordinator? (Do you have other names for coordinators?) 

 Follow-up: Why are coordinators necessary?  

The Time Bank Movement 

Q6. Why is time banking still largely unknown after over 30 years? 

Q7. What is Co-Production? 

Follow-up: Does it make time banks more sustainable? 

Q7. Should a national or global network be centralized more, or decentralized as much as 

possible, do you think? 

Q8. What are the greatest challenges for the time bank movement?  

Q9. What is your vision for the future of time bank networking? 
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