















































The recognized initiator of exchange
theory is George C. Homans, who began
his conceptual explanation of social ex-
change theory by defining its subject
matter as social behavior. That is, when
a person acts in a particular way, he or
she is usually rewarded or punished by
the behavior of another person and,
perhaps, also rewarded or punished by
the nonhuman environment. Thus,
Homans's perspective is concerned with
human interaction of a face-to-face.
give-and-take nature.

Homans, like the behavioral psy-
chologists, focuses his interests on fac-
tors that determine changes in the rate
of emission of learned behavior.
Homans explored factors involved in the
maintenance and termination of pigeon-
pecking behavior based on laboratory
experiments. For example, the more
hungry the pigeon, the more often it will
peck for food. If the pecking behavior is
rewarded by the attainment of con-
siderable food, the rate of pecking will
diminish as satiation increases. On the
other hand, if pecking to relieve hunger
is not reinforced by the reward of food,
the pecking rate eventually will become
extinguished. But all behavior, no matter
how rewarding, entails cost.

For the pigeon, the cost is energy used
in the pecking behavior. For humans,
costs may be measured in many ways,
such as energy expended in a work
situation or money invested to make a
profit.

The thrust of Homans’s theoretical
perspective may be stated as four basic
assumptions about social actors and
social activities:

® Social actors engage in activities as a
means of obtaining desired goals.
® All social activities entail some cost
to the actors, such as time, energy or
resources.
@ Social actors seek to economize their
activities as much as possible, by keep-
ing costs below rewards.
® Only those activities which are eco-
nomical —those that produce a profit—
tend to be perpetuated through time.
Social interaction begins, then, when
a social actor attempts to gain some kind
of benefit from another actor by ex-
changing something with him or her. If
the other actor also believes that he or
she will benefit from such an exchange,
interaction occurs. The basis of this
mutual attraction can take many forms.
For example, each has objects that the
other desires, each can perform services
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for the other, they enjoy one another's
company, or they share common goals.
In any case, the resulting interaction is
an exchange process.

The initial, emerging relationship may
be somewhat precarious. Unless the ac-
tors share a norm of reciprocity, neither
actor has any guarantee that his or her
actions will be reciprocated by the other.
If reciprocity does not occur, no relation-
ship will develop. Furthermore, if the
second actor does not reciprocate, it will
be nearly impossible for him or her to
receive any future benefits from the first
actor. To perpetuate the relationship, the
actor must return a compensatory bene-
fit to the other actor. Except for purely
economic transactions, the payment for
benefits received need not be an exact
equivalent as long as both actors believe
their rewards exceed their costs. The ex-
change relationship will continue as
long as it proves rewarding to all partici-
pants.

The maintenance of exchange re-
lationships is dependent upon an en-
vironment of mutual trust among the ac-
tors. The actor who first offers a benefit
to another actor does so in hopes of
receiving a desired return, but has no
assurance that this will occur (coercion
excluded). Once an exchange relation-
ship has been established, the actors
begin to trust one another on the basis of
past experience. As the relationship
strengthens, the participants feel secure
in committing increasing amounts of
their energy and resources to the ex-
change relationship.

The exchange theory can provide a
basic foundation upon which volunteer
administrators can build their own
structure for recruiting, motivating and
retaining volunteers. People who per-
form volunteer work usually, if not al-
ways, do so in situations that involve
face-to-face interactions with other peo-
ple (clients, other volunteers, the volun-
teer administrator. etc.) as they seek
rewards and avoid punishment, eg.
pain. In the volunteer setting, rewarded
behavior will continue until a satiation
point is reached or the volunteer
changes his or her goal(s). Thus, the
rewards no longer will be relevant. If,
however, volunteer behavior is not
rewarded, the volunteer quickly will
seek a different setting where his or her
behavior will be rewarded and where
the volunteer feels that the rewards are
greater than the costs.

Thus, if we alter the four basic

assumptions of exchange theory.
perhaps we can see more readily the
utility of this theory:

@ Volunteers engage in volunteer ac-
tivities as a means of obtaining desired
goals, e.g., recognition, experience, com-
panionship, self-fulfillment.

@ All volunteer activities entail some
cost to the volunteer. such as time, en-
ergy, money.

® Volunteers seek to economize their
activities as much as possible, by keep-
ing costs below rewards.

® Only those activities that are eco-
nomical for the volunteer—those that
produce a profit—tend to be perpetuated
through time.

Applying this theory to the task of
recruiting volunteers, the volunteer ad-
ministrator must be able to accurately
ascertain what rewards or “goals” can be
gleaned from the volunteer jobs and
then try to find people who are seeking
those goals. For example, the goals that
can be obtained from a clerical volun-
teer job may be companionship and
membership into a team. The volunteer
administrator should recruit individuals
who want to realize these goals. Knowl-
edge of the first assumption listed above
should also help the volunteer adminis-
trator select an appropriate marketplace
for his or her recruitment efforts which
are tailored to specific volunteer jobs.

The volunteer administrator responsi-
ble for volunteer recruitment must real-
ize that people, generally, will give their
time, energy. and other resources only in
exchange for opportunities to achieve
their own goals.

Following the other exchange theory
assumptions, the volunteer administra-
tor must motivate volunteers in such a
way that they feel the rewards of per-
forming volunteer work exceed the
costs. As long as volunteers believe they
are getting a “payoff.’ they will continue
their volunteer work. Likewise, the
volunteer administrator must feel or
believe that the volunteer is returning a
compensatory benefit to the agency or
volunteer program. This exchange re-
lationship will continue as long as it
proves to be beneficial to both parties. As
the relationship grows, and each con-
tinues to reciprocate, a mutual trust may
develop to a point where both the volun-
teer and the volunteer administrator will
be willing to commit increasing
amounts of time, energy, and resources
to their relationship and to the volunteer
program.
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