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SESSION OVERVIEW
Significant existing research documents the negative impact of 

consumption on the environment (see, for example, Kilbourne and 
Beckmann 1998). Less attention is given to exploring the burgeon-
ing local experiments by individual consumers and communities 
who seek to live more sustainably (Prothero et al. 2011). We bring 
together three empirical studies of local community-based initiatives 
that offer alternative models of exchange based on life affirming val-
ues of sharing (Belk 2010), capacity building, and wise stewardship 
over the earth’s limited resources. 

Specifically, across the three papers, we examine the ongoing 
social construction and negotiation of new norms and values with-
in three local community engagement projects: a community time 
bank, an online item exchange community, and ecovillages. To vary-
ing degrees, each of these experiments was inspired and is connected 
to international social movements; yet the exchange systems are 
inescapably enacted within local environs that are shaped in minor 
and major ways. These exchange systems are relatively new so we 
are able to see the actual development and formation of new social 
norms and community practices to affirm these values. We examine 
how these experiments in sustainability both expand and limit the ca-
pacities of communities to transformation. We seek to move toward a 
better understanding of collective efficacy and to inform the develop-
ment of an applied theory of community change. These experiments 
provide useful insights to the challenges facing us as we move halt-
ingly toward a more sustainable post-consumer culture (Mick 2006).  

Lucie Ozanne and Julie Ozanne examine the development of a 
time bank community. Time banks are based on a form of community 
exchange that assumes everyone’s time is equal in value. As such, 
time becomes a unit of value in which participants give and receive 
help in exchange for time credits. While consumers import norms 
and social expectations from market-mediated and family-mediated 
exchange, the time bank requires different norms to release its poten-
tial to enact social change.

Zeynep Arsel and Susan Dobscha examine an internet-mediated 
item exchange community that is international in reach but operates 
at a local grass roots level. This Freecycle community is often con-
sidered to be a gift economy in which people post free goods that are 
then presented as gifts (Giesler 2006). The authors explore contradic-
tions between the top-down policies of an organization guided by a 
specific ethos and the bottom-up contestation of the local participants 

engaged in meaning making. The potential of this community is at 
times thwarted by these organizational policies.  

Rob Kozinets and Frank-Martin Belz provide perhaps the most 
dramatic example in their examination of intentional and sustainable 
communities called ecovillages. Not surprisingly, this lived experi-
ence has a more profound influence impacting members’ connection 
to their food, the land, and one another.

Jean-Sébastien Marcoux, who is trained as an anthropologist 
and has published provocative work on the contrary nature of gift 
giving (Marcoux 2009), is well suited to comment on the contra-
dictions found within these experiments. In conclusion, this session 
should be of particular interest to scholars concerned with issues 
such as sustainability, community building, community resilience 
and efficacy, sharing, gift giving, generosity, and altruism. 

Building Community Efficacy through 
Time Bank Exchanges

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
A time bank is a locally-based exchange system in which labor 

flows through non-reciprocal exchange (Seyfang 2004). Community 
members “deposit” an hour of labor by giving services to another 
time bank member and, in return, can “withdraw” an hour of ser-
vice from different members (Williams 2004). The time bank in this 
study began in 2005 with just a handful of members and now claims 
over 300 members, which represents about 13% of the local town. 
To date, over thirty thousand hours have been exchanged and cur-
rently an average of four hundred hours is traded each month. While 
original members were all individuals, memberships now includes 
organizations ranging from the local school, radio station, medical 
center, community garden, and childcare facility. 

Part-time field work spanned approximately eighteen months 
and included participant observation of both the internal administra-
tion of the time bank and external community events as well as ac-
tively trading in the time bank. Besides field notes, the data collected 
included focus group interviews, over twenty formal interviews, and 
time bank communications, trades, and publicity. Data collection is 
completed and the data analysis is well underway.

Time bank trades are facilitated through an online trading sys-
tem, which documents the breadth and diversity of the skills that 
exist in the community. Thus, the community becomes aware of the 
latent and often untapped potential of its members, which positively 
impacts the community identity as resourceful. Similarly, even indi-
viduals who may feel like they have no ‘marketable’ skills become 
aware of capacities they possess that are valued by others and can 
be traded (e.g., companionship, canning preserves, dog walking). 
The time bank breaks down barriers and allows neighbors to request 
and offer help through indirect exchanges. Through time bank ex-
changes, traders become more deeply integrated into the local com-
munity. Early in the field work, traders struggled to transport social 
norms derived from marketplace and more familial exchange. More 
recently, the time bank is emerging as a community resource guided 
by a different logic. 

While traditionally relational and reciprocal exchange is highly 
valued (Dwyer, Schur, and Oh 1987), the weak ties of non-reciprocal 
exchange allow the community to tap into the significant distributed 
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expertise of the community (Sampson 2002). Increasingly the time 
bank is seen as a way to mobilize the power of this network increas-
ing collective efficacy and contributing to the quality of community 
life. Time bankers rally to engage in community projects, such as 
working on the summer street festival, facilitating the weekly farm-
ers’ market, participating in the annual clothes swap, and volunteer-
ing at the local visitor information center finding that even physically 
demanding tasks are more pleasant when shared (Belk 2010). Time 
bank members initiated a scheme to “tag bust” and clean-up graffiti.  
The time bank creatively responded to cuts in government funding 
by training time bankers to run physical fitness courses and adult ed-
ucation classes--participants then paid in time credits. The time bank 
is used to socialize the youngest community members on being civic 
minded and altruistic. For instance, the local school encourages their 
student body “to learn about the benefits of community and giving” 
through beach clean-ups and other community enhancing projects.  

Rather than suffering from the classic economic free rider prob-
lem, community time wealth accrues and needs to be redistributed. 
Time bank members regularly gift their time credits to members 
who are in need of support or toward community projects. A com-
munity treasure chest of time credits enables the time bank to direct 
community effort to priority initiatives, such as volunteer assistance 
with reading recovery programs, art and drama projects, and work-
ing bees at the school. As one older informant states: “I go into the 
school each week and work with a few children who need a bit of 
extra help with reading. All my grandchildren live in the North Is-
land, so it is lovely to have this contact with these delightful beings.” 

Perhaps the most dramatic example of the time bank’s potential 
for collective efficacy and community resiliency was evidenced in 
the aftermath of the first New Zealand earthquake; the time bank 
helped people rally when the civic services became over whelmed. 
For instance, the health center turned to the time bank to activate 
members to phone elderly patients to check on their safety. When 
the volunteer fire brigade was besieged with calls to dismantle un-
safe chimneys and structures, the time bank assisted.  Members also 
manned the information center providing a retreat and social valve 
for residents to vent their anxieties.  Direct support was provided 
to residents, whose homes were severely damaged, providing them 
with shelter and support. The time bank acted as a conduit of infor-
mation regarding tunnel and road closures and local infrastructure 
and support. Perhaps most importantly, community members were 
given the opportunity to act constructively helping others during a 
crisis that often left people feeling helpless and alone.

Hybrid Pro-Social Exchange Systems: 
The Case of Freecycle

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Freecycling is an organization that facilitates non-reciprocal ex-

change of goods within local communities with the goal of reducing 
waste (Freecycle website). This exchange is pro-social since the par-
ticipants who offer their possessions to others do so at a personal cost 
and without immediate gain (Penner et al. 2011). It is often charac-
terized as a gift system given no financial exchange occurs; instead, 
the exchange is governed by a principle of generalized reciprocity 
across members (Nelson and Rademacher 2009). Initiated informal-
ly by a group of friends in Tucson, AZ who realized that their trash 
might be another’s treasure (company documents), members now 
number over 8 million users across 85 countries. The institutional 
mission is to promote gifting among its members, divert goods with 
existing use value from landfills, and reduce the overall impact of 
consumption on the environment. 

Freecyling provides free goods to consumers for a diverse range 
of reasons. The majority of the participants are similarly minded, so-
cially cooperating, free laboring individuals who redistribute goods 
in a creative and novel way. In fact Nelson, Rademacher, and Paek 
(2007) found that members of a local Freecycle community had a 
distinctly less materialistic relationship with consumer culture and 
higher levels of civic involvement and politicized consumption than 
non-Freecyclers. Whereas the assumption is that Freecyclers are act-
ing upon some greater moral imperative when they gift these items, 
previous research suggests that participants who joined Freecycle 
could actually fit into one of four categories of motivation: self-
interest, decluttering, environmental concerns, and helping others 
(Nelson, Rademacher, and Paek 2007).

We have conducted a multi-method analysis utilizing blog min-
ing, archival search, and interviews with 22 regular participants of 
Freecycling. Both authors also are active participants of the commu-
nity since 2007 and exchanged goods through their local Freecycle 
chapters. Our data analysis revealed several interesting tensions be-
tween the goals of the institution (the owners of the Freecycle brand) 
and its community members (participants in local chapters). Spe-
cifically, these tensions arise from institutional norms being imposed 
upon the participants rather than from the patterns of consumption 
that emerged from freecycling. While others find improved commu-
nity cohesion as a result of these pro-social communities (Ozanne 
and Ozanne 2010), our research suggests a more complicated pic-
ture.

Our work extends theories on exchange following Belk’s 
(2010) article on sharing. Belk outlines a typology of marketplace 
exchanges that correspond to three divergent cultural patterns with 
their own rituals and behaviors: sharing, gift giving, and commodity 
trade. The case of Freecycling exhibits characteristics of all three 
prototypes in contrast to the organization’s frame of “gifting.” Fur-
thermore, within each exchange, tensions and paradoxes arise from 
the institutional misalignment of norms and expectations. For ex-
ample, while the mission of Freecycle is to offer and request goods 
free, participants are discouraged from providing information related 
to personal predicaments (a counterindication of sharing) and from 
expecting reciprocity (counterindication of gifting). We suggest that 
this complex and paradoxical practice of impersonal “sharing out” 
(Belk 2004; Widlock 2004) provides a fruitful context to further ex-
tend theories of exchange.

We find four main tensions arising from the mismatch be-
tween the institutionally imposed norms and community participa-
tion. These tensions suggest the hybrid and ambiguous status of this 
exchange system vis-a-vis Belk’s typology. The first tension arises 
around the issue of materialism. While the aim of Freecycle is to 
reduce overconsumption, some informants are materialistic in their 
motives and actually hoard goods. In some ways, Freecycle allows 
them moral license to acquire too much. Still, we argue that this hy-
brid exchange system allows people to engage in variety seeking and 
collecting while minimizing their ecological impact when compared 
to buying “new” goods. The second tension arises when nontradi-
tional items are commodified. For example, pets and personal ser-
vices are considered inappropriate from the institution’s perspective, 
whereas local participants disagree and frequently defy this rule. The 
third tension arises on the need for personalization and communal 
bonding. Freecycle’s policy is to remove personal stories from list-
ings to discourage pity exchanges and increase market efficiency. 
Yet, participants express a strong need for divestment rituals and the 
transfer of symbolic meaning of goods through storytelling. We ar-
gue that this tension creates an impediment to community, an asset 
that Freecycle’s policies undermine or at least undervalue. The last 


