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Abstract

This paper presents a novel socio-psychological analysis of the motivations and experiences of members in two mutual-credit initiatives: Dane County Timebank in the United States and Bristol Local Exchange Trading Scheme in the United Kingdom. Primary data comprised of interviews and participant observation, supplemented with secondary data analysis of organisation documents, and a review of the literature in psychology, sociology and economics. Group members were motivated to secure personal resilience against hardship, and the personal agency that results from this, along with the experiences of community connection and cultural identity positioning, motivates engagement. Consequently these groups are defined as cultural communities offering personal resilience to members through informal reciprocity. This approach, which prioritises the social aspects of exchange, has implications for the design of complementary currency systems, and demonstrates the value of engaging with the fields of psychology and sociology in developing interdisciplinary understandings of alternative economic practice.
Keywords:  Resilience, reciprocity, identity
1. Introduction

This paper presents a topic of analysis that has not been widely addressed within complementary currency research: the experience of alternative currency use among group members. While it is clear that mutual-credit offers a sustainable alternative to mainstream economic practices in the developed West, these organisations remain on the fringe. Perhaps, through understanding the motivations and experiences of those who engage with mutual-credit, the conditions for a more widespread uptake of these practices may be nurtured. As such, the contribution of this paper is to explore inductively the psychological factors determining the use of complementary currencies. These include the motivation for members to join such groups, the ways they experience group membership and what their preferences are. Psychological insights are then used to inform the design of complementary currency systems, offering and valuable supplement to the range of quantitative and macro-economic assessments within the field of complementary currency research. Given the growing understanding that mainstream and alternative economic relations engage individuals in differing ways, an investigation into the psychology of community currency use is timely.

Two groups were selected for this case-study research: Dane County Timebank (DCTB) in the United States and Bristol Local Exchange Trading Scheme (LETS) in the United Kingdom. Without aiming to be representative of whole populations, this cross-cultural group sample means that these findings have theoretical transferability, not only to similar initiatives in the UK but also to ones in the United States. The following sections will briefly introduce the chosen organisations and present the theoretical framework for the study, before outlining the methods of data collection used.

2. Introducing the Groups

2.1 Bristol LETS

LETS involves the use of a complimentary local currency alongside cash, and produces a directory of goods and services offered by its members. The virtual currency is then used to record the transactions that take place between them. As such, LETS makes local economies more resilient by addressing two failures of the global economy: they provide an abundant medium of exchange and create a currency that cannot leave the area (Seyfang, 2004). Its replicable structure has enabled LETS to be implemented in 39 countries across the globe, each with a unique socio-economic landscape. According to Greco (2001), in 2001 there were approximately 1800-2000 groups worldwide and in the UK the number expanded from only five in 1992 to an estimated 450 in 1998 (Lee 1996; Williams 1996). However, evidence suggests that following their rapid introduction, the replication of LETS has plateaued. By 2001, Williams (1996) reports only 303 groups operating in the UK, with an estimated total membership of 21,800, an average of only 72 members per group.
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Compared to the average, Bristol LETS with 146 accounts, of which only 26 are inactive, demonstrates a healthy trading community in the South West of England. The group is managed by a ‘core-team’ of ten members who maintain the record of transactions and follow up membership. Other activities include doing transactions with other members, planning and initiating a vegetable co-op and organising social events and some campaigning. A graph depicting the online ‘requests’ and ‘offers’ made by LETS members is shown below. While the number of offers is large and varied, particularly in the more sedentary, creative and therapeutic activities; the range of requests is limited to the basic physical needs offering resilience, such as DIY, Gardening, Household and Transportation. This indicates the differing ways in which LETS members are willing to, and would like to, use their time.

Figure One. Online ‘requests’ and ‘offers’ made by members of Bristol LETS

Within Bristol LETS, the social needs of an aging and vulnerable core-team has shaped the organisational structures and processes of the organisation. As a result, the Bristol LETS core-                                                                                                                      

 group is simply focussed on maintaining its organisational structure and membership numbers by regularly contacting members with inactive accounts. Minimal external engagement with the wider public was expressed by Dave, the chairman, who admits that ‘there hasn’t been anything terribly organised in terms of recruitment’ as instead, he is ‘prepared to wait’ for membership numbers to rise. 
The focus of Bristol LETS is not therefore to engage with mainstream audiences or to affect immediate social change towards economic or environmental goals, but rather to provide a space for likeminded individuals to experience community and enact ideological values based on economic sustainability. However, this focus on protectionism and continuation, whilst appealing to an elderly demographic, contradicts the professionalism and technological development occurring within the complementary currencies movement, and as a result, innovative ‘second generation’ mutual-exchange models have begun to attract wider sections of the population (Schroeder, 2011). Nevertheless, due to the presence of an ideologically-driven middle class within Bristol LETS, it continues to remain functionally distinct from other mutual credit initiatives in the social service sector and as such, Bristol LETS continues to flourish as a grassroots ‘niche’ (Seyfang, 2014). 
2.2 Dane County Timebank

Timebanking operates on the similar concept of one hour of service given to another member earns one time-credit, exchangeable for an hour of service in return. There is no legal guarantee or monetary equivalent to the value of hours, and goods are priced based on the time taken to produce or obtain them. The concept was popularized by Edgar S. Cahn who applied the principle of ‘Time Dollars’ to social projects in Washington D.C. in order to address the inadequacy of the government’s ability to provide sufficient social services (Greco, 2001). As a result, Timebanking focuses more on social service provision than LETS, and this has had global appeal. Groups have been established in 34 countries (Martin, 2010; Madaleno, 2012). There are 300 Timebanks in the United States and over 300 in the UK involving 25,000 participants who have given and received over one million hours of mutual support (Cahn, 2000). 
In 1995, Stephanie Rearick, along with others, set up the ‘Madison Hours’ complementary currency to promote economic self-reliance in Madison. Then, on 29th October 2013          management and assets were transferred to the Dane County Timebank, which was established in 2005. The DCTB is currently managed by a board of nine directors (elected every January) who oversee three paid staff members. Its rapid expansion into neighbourhoods throughout Dane County is managed through hubs where residents in a given neighbourhood elect their own “Kitchen Cabinet” (Steering Team), who make day-to-day policy decisions for their local area, host regular social events and organise local projects. These include ‘Maxine's Timebank Store’, green carts selling fresh vegetables, an energy project and medical transportation throughout the Madison metropolitan and surrounding areas. 
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For many, the Timebank provides an essential means by which the necessities of daily life can be met at no financial cost. In contrast to the mismatch between requests and offers seen in Bristol LETS’ transaction graph, an obvious synergy can be seen here between the offers and requests of Timebank members. The range of requests is far greater and more varied than at Bristol LETS, and these are met by a balanced distribution of offers. 
Figure Two: Online ‘requests’ and ‘offers’ made by members of DCTB
It is clear by the size and activity of the Dane County Timebank, that it is much more, as its founder, Stephanie Rearick envisages, ‘integrated, and part and parcel of the fabric of people’s lives and not even a question’. The Timebank provides an open online space in which admitting the need for help with daily chores, household maintenance or companionship is both acceptable and encouraged. Furthermore, the range and creativity of the services offered by members indicates a compassionate understanding of the needs faced by others, along with a willingness to provide personal services that meet those needs. 

However, in terms of member engagement, regular activity is low. In 2014, of the 2250 registered members, only 266 accounts are active i.e. have done transactions in the past year. These members have, however, completed 2,706 transactions, totalling 15,600 hours. This is an average of 10 transactions (58 hours) per year for active members and it may be assumed that this activity is supported by the development of a natural community. Indeed, this is a phenomenon that is common among LETS and Timebank groups, where regular trading communities rarely grow beyond 150 members (Bendell, 2015). 
3. Theoretical Framework

By investigating the motivations and experiences of group members, this interdisciplinary research is situated at the intersection of literature in sociology, psychology and economics. In the field of environmental psychology, various models and approaches have been developed over the past 50 years in order to better understand the motivation to engage in more sustainable behaviour. However these models, which draw on a range of cognitive variables, are found to be inadequate for modelling complex behavioural patterns (Barr, 2011). In particular, these ‘rational choice models’ assume that behavioural patterns themselves are universal, and in failing to consider the deeper motivations for behaviour change, to date they have had low predictive ability. 
Rather, this study draws on Social Cognitive Theory to offer an agentic perspective on the motivation of individuals to partake in Bristol LETS and the Dane County Timebank. In SCT, individuals are not merely seen as reactive organisms shaped by environmental forces, as was conceived by behaviourist psychologists during the 19th century (Gazzaniga, 2010). Instead, ‘agency’ refers to the capacity of an agent to act in the world, and according to Bandura (2001) this is the essence of humanness. To be an agent is to influence intentionally one’s functioning and life circumstances, and in turn this influences personal development, adaptation, and change (Bandura, 1989, 2001). The degree of personal agency experienced by each individual is contingent, however, on individual differences in personality development, emotions, and biological factors as well as situational and socio-structural factors (Rootman, 2013). To understand the motivations and experiences of mutual-credit members, the role of personal agency, and its relationship to other factors, is investigated as a topic of this paper.

A factor that is particularly important to this investigation is the nature of sustainable economic behaviour. So far, research in environmental psychology has failed to account for the way in which economic practices are socially embedded, and the role of this embeddedness in environmental sustainability. Some small consideration has been given to income and wealth as factors determining pro-environmental behaviour (Huddart Kennedy et al, 2015), but on the whole a more in-depth consideration of economic factors is a striking omission within the socio-psychological literature on behaviour change. From an economic perspective, progress has been made in the emerging sub-disciplines of neuroeconomics and economic psychology to bridge this gap and in this line, Guagnano, Stern, and Dietz (1995) criticise the reluctance of applied researchers to merge insights from economics and psychology. These insights are required, not only to manage the negative social and environmental consequences of current economic practices, but to develop new, collaborative economic models. 

Indeed, one psychological element that is common to the economic models investigated here is the practice of reciprocity. Cosmides and Tooby (2004) argue that our cognitive propensity for reciprocity exists in humans in the same way as we have the innate propensity to learn language. Specific behavioural responses to exchange are learned, however, and this depends on the environment, individual differences, family and societal exchange processes. Consequently, our cognitive functions work in tandem with the historic institutions that dictate the “rules of the game” (North, 1990) and as our market economy has developed through cultural evolution, so our cognitive mechanisms must adapt, and neither can be investigated in isolation. 

But what are the cognitive elements of reciprocity? First, reasoning procedures that detect cheaters or ‘free-riders’ are required to avoid exploitation (Cosmides and Tooby, 2004). Negative sentiments toward-free riders are triggered by a ‘willingness to participate towards a group goal’: the more willing one is to participate, the more negatively one feels towards free riders (Cosmides and Tooby, 2004). Sentiments that reward contributors, on the other hand, are triggered by ‘self-interest in the group goal’ (Price, Cosmides and Tooby, 2002). The interpersonal nature of community reciprocity therefore allows individuals to exercise their agency to influence others e.g. by rewarding contributions or immediately inflicting social punishments, which consequently lifts cooperation levels towards a welfare-maximizing 100% contribution to the common pool (Price, 2002). These findings, which highlight the emotions associated with reciprocity, point to its important role in maintaining a stable group dynamic.

Group experiments in economics show that people continuously monitor the state of play, assessing for the presence of free-riders and adjusting their behaviour accordingly (Fehr and Gächter, 2000; Kurzban et al., 2001). However, in situations when immediately punishing free-riders is not possible, participants strategically reduce their contributions to the expectations of rational choice theory (Kurzban et al., 2001). In a new exchange situation, however, instinctive voluntary cooperation returns. Hoffman et al (1998) therefore conclude that:

‘We should expect subjects to rely upon reciprocity norms in experimental settings, unless they discover in the process of participating in a particular experiment that reciprocity is punished and other behaviours are rewarded. In such cases they abandon their natural instincts, and attempt other strategies that better serve their interests.’(p.350)
Rather than seeing the expectations of rational choice theory to be a natural human state, these studies suggest that such strategies emerge as our natural instincts to act in the service of a group are thwarted and turn to self-serving interests (Kurzban et al., 2001). In studying the psychology of economic behaviour, it may then be suggested that rational choice behaviour is promoted in the global economy through widespread free-riding and anonymity, while in mutual-credit initiatives, individuals are able to exercise their agency to promote healthy group exchange norms, thus incentivising membership.

However, each individual participates in multiple and varied social groupings, and therefore embodies multiple identity constructions simultaneously, each one becoming salient in relation to the demands of the given situation (Burr, 2002). Membership within such groupings requires individuals to consider the group or culture as their ‘generalized other’ or ‘frame of reference’ to which they aspire or wish to incorporate into their self-identity (Mead, 1934). It must be seen as attractive, or in the interests of the individual, to belong to that group. In light of growing economic insecurity, unemployment and the existential threat of climate change among other environmental threats, it could be argued that membership within mutual-credit initiatives may be seen to confer a survival advantage against the potential shocks of peak oil, climate destruction, and economic instability (Scott-Cato and Hillier, 2011). 

In recent years there has been a proliferation of social networks that provide this type of community resilience, and indeed, the notion of resilience has become more prevalent in understanding and managing linked systems of people and nature (Folke et al. 2004). C. S. (Buzz) Holling (1973) introduced the term as a measure of how far an ecological system could be perturbed without shifting to a different regime and Adger (2000) notes the similarities between resilience in the social and natural world. Social resilience is defined as the “ability of a system, from individual people to whole communities, to hold together and maintain their ability to function in the face of change and shocks from outside” (Hopkins 2008, p. 12). Discourses about resilience also promote community self-reliance through a reducing dependency on global and national economic ties; what Bailey et al. (2011) have termed the ‘relocalisation agenda’.

But what is the motivation for individuals to develop the skills, competencies and values that promote social resilience? This study investigates these motivations by looking at the meaningful social context of LETS and Timebank networks. By situating this research into mutual credit systems within the socio-psychological and socio-economic literature, this paper demonstrates the value of further engaging with the fields of psychology and sociology in the development of alternative economic forms. The following section will now address the research methodology before presenting the findings and their implications for the literature discussed, and for the design of social and complementary currency systems.

4. Research methodology

This study took a mixed methods approach that included semi-structured interviews, observation of group events and meetings and the analysis of group materials, conference proceedings and online data repositories. Data was collected over a period of five months, from January-May 2014. The sample of ten group members, five from each group, was selected to cover a balanced distribution of ages, genders and durations of membership. 

Interviews were semi-structured, lasing 45-60 minutes during which participants were asked to describe their experiences of group membership. The interview schedule was short, comprising eight questions that focussed on members’ reasons for joining, experiences and relationships within the group, within their local neighbourhood and their family life. Interviews were conducted on location, recorded and transcribed according to the theory and methods of Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (Smith et al, 1996; Pietkiewicz and Smith, 2014). IPA is concerned with understanding lived experience and questions suitable for IPA were therefore designed to indirectly glean information relating to participants’ immediate sensory and psychological perceptions (thoughts, memories, associations) (Smith et al. 1996). Participants also reflected on wider contexts and issues as well as on the organisation and rules of the group. Along with verbatim transcriptions, other meaningful information was recorded in a research diary soon after the interview (Hollway and Jefferson, 2005).

Observations of group meetings served to contextualise the interview data. Secondary data sources, including online repositories, information from group websites, blogs, and other media also provided a comprehensive overview of the groups, the wider movements and socio-political contexts. Resources were purposefully selected based on their appropriateness to the research question, and sources were cross-referenced to ensure the quality and accuracy of the data (Yardley, 2000). This study adheres to ESRC’s Research Ethics Framework and full ethical approval was granted by the University of Bath. To protect participant anonymity pseudonymns are used in this study upon request (Grinyer, 2002).  
The following section will now outline the main findings of the research study. These come under three themes: personal resilience, informal reciprocity and alternative cultural identity. Group members’ personal and psychological experiences of these phenomena are documented using verbatim extracts. This is followed by a discussion on how these insights might inform the design of complementary currency systems, before concluding with a final discussion.
5. Findings 

5.1 Personal Resilience

The experience of ‘personal resilience’ was unanimously drawn upon by interviewees in both groups and refers to the ability to recover quickly from illness, change, or misfortune. The realisation of personal resilience from conducting reciprocal practices in Bristol LETS and the DCTB results in a feeling of empowerment, and this represents the clearest example of personal agency being exercised among group members.
For example, at the LETS core-team meeting, which was held in a bustling local café, Annette, a 47 year old part-time therapist told the story of how she recently was unable to thread a bobbin on her sewing machine. She had lost the manual and so called upon the assistance of a LETS member, who came over and helped her so that she could finish making her lodgers’ curtains. She exclaimed that the experience made her:

‘Feel powerful as opposed to powerless. It’s just reassuring to know that somebody would want to do that, I mean ok I’ve done other things for people at LETS but it still feels quite nice to receive’. 

She emphasised the reciprocal nature of the transaction, saying that it is ‘like a web’ that ‘leads onto all sorts of other conversations.’ During the transaction she advised the LETS member about housing ‘which turned out to be very helpful for her, unexpected useful things.’

Annette’s primary reason for joining LETS is to maximise her own resilience through such opportunities, e.g. ‘skills swaps, that sounds useful and interesting, you never know who you might meet or what might come of it’. Her opportunistic attitude demonstrates that she is aware of the possible benefits of reciprocal interaction and that she is pragmatically driven to reap those benefits for personal betterment. Here, in light of economic necessity, personal agency is exercised in self-interest i.e. through giving to others she is able to receive, and it is the reassurance of receiving kindness and compassion during times of need that provides her with satisfaction. 

This is in contrast to Karaline’s motivation for joining, which is ‘to do things with and for other people, and not for real money’. She explains that rather than receiving, it is giving that ‘does things for me (laughs) I like it.’ She emphasises her personal desire to give to others, stating that ‘I need a ladder that can get up to peoples’ roofs because there’s a real need for that’. She highlights that, ‘to be in LETS and enjoy it you must get satisfaction out of doing a service for somebody’. This statement indicates that while her actions are altruistic, in giving she also satisfies her own need to contribute, thereby assuring herself personal security in the future and establishing belonging within the group. 

Despite their differences in emphasis, Karaline and Annette both make the conscious decision to engage in reciprocal interaction through LETS to ensure their own personal resilience against times of isolation and vulnerability. This reassurance is particularly pertinent based on the high number of LETS members that suffer from illness or isolation.  As Karaline, who has multiple sclerosis, comments:

‘LETS works where people have been taken out of the conventional commercial world of “OK GET MY JOB and then 80% of my life IS MY JOB and then I’ve got this little bit left over, it works where people have been taken out of that functioning.’ 

As well as meeting their practical and emotional needs, ideologically, LETS members also express a concerned and often pessimistic outlook for the future. The shared understanding among members is that LETS currently occupies a ‘niche’ that in itself cannot fully address issues of global sustainability. The limitations of the LETS system are noted by Dave, who states that:

‘We’re not functioning as an alternative economy- we’re providing a sort of layer of things on top’. 

This, combined with the limited physical capability of members to become fully self-sufficient, is associated with feelings of helplessness and frustration. Dave, the chairman, states that ‘I wish I could do more’, while Karaline elaborates, ‘I’m very frustrated that I can’t do very much, there’s huge, huge issues happening out there and we’re all so helpless.’ Nevertheless, conducting reciprocal practices allows members to live in a manner that they consider to be morally upright. From these qutoes it is clear that LETS is not a protest movement but through enacting ideological beliefs around personal resilience, members upholds an ideology about the resilience of humanity on a global scale. As Dave states, LETS offers: 

‘The feeling that something is being done, and you’re involved in something that MIGHT turn into something bigger if things happen to our economy you know (haha) we’re developing something that is a bit more resilient.’

While this ideological motivation is more-than-personal, immediate personal satisfaction also comes from knowing that one has contributed towards the resilience of future generations. But because the importance of LETS is seen to depend on its future rather than immediate economic necessity, personal agency is limited by the ideological nature of participation and this relates to the feelings of helplessness commonly felt among LETS members, as Dave states: 

‘My main reason for joining was an ecological-ideological one. It’s an idea which could be part of a much bigger idea and that’s probably the biggest reason for me joining.’ 

 In contrast, immediate economic necessity motivates members of the DCTB to take responsibility for their own and each other’s welfare. This sense of responsibility results in a more active coordination of voluntary welfare provision at the grassroots, and also promotes a more engaged awareness of the ways in which social needs can be met collectively. This sense of urgency is distinct from the relative apathy experienced among Bristol LETS members, who take more of an ideological approach.
Tales of achievement also pervade the discourses of DCTB members, reflecting a culture that values personal success very highly against the context of private corporate ownership and minimal welfare provision. Indeed, Stephanie’s strong belief in the choice, agency and responsibility of each individual plays an important role in motivating others through creating a culture of empowerment. The Timebank then contributes towards personal betterment through skills-swaps e.g. talks, classes and private tuition. For example a young girl doing care work for the Medical Transport project (Katie) comments that:

‘A couple of things that I’d really like to learn to do are, I don’t really know how to use the sewing machine and it’s like well; I want to go and earn these hours gardening so that I can go out and, you know, even just better my OWN LIFE SKILLS (emphasis)’. 

According to Katie, the potential to better oneself through learning new skills ‘even just from community members is awesome’, and this provides the personal incentive for members of any age and ability to engage in community work, as one member emphasises: ‘it doesn’t matter who you are, you can offer something.’

The economic necessity of Timebanking in America and a shared feeling of responsibility among members may therefore contribute towards the enhanced experience of collective agency and to the pragmatic, progressive thinking demonstrated by DCTB members in this study. For example, Stephanie (the director) ambitiously aims to ‘redesign work’ through the Timebank. Her engagement with the social and economic problems in Madison and beyond inspires the passion and creativity that she has for her work, as she states:

‘I just really feel like it is really straightforward, the things keeping us from doing something more sensible are ONLY, are only engrained false notions of what the world is and what the world can be, and as soon as people are able to take off the blinders and are able to understand how imaginary it is, I mean especially like the financial system and the way that we’re controlled by it, and we’re controlled in ways that ONLY we are doing as individuals, for example staying in a job we hate because we are afraid of financial insecurity...I get that! And I want to provide security so people don’t have to do that, but I mean if people don’t realise its imaginary and human made then we should go and if we do realise it then we’ll do something differently.’
This excerpt suggests a liberation from constraints on reasoning, allowing Stephanie to see ‘the financial system and the way that we’re controlled by it’ as merely ‘false notions’. Rather than subscribing to economic conventions i.e. ‘staying in a job we hate because we are afraid of financial insecurity’, she chooses to subscribe to existential indicators for success. This empowers her sense of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997), leading her to see ‘taking off the blinders’ as a conscious choice that one makes when they are ‘able’. Importantly, this deep sense of personal agency, whilst being seen as incompatible with mainstream economic practices, is rather expressed as part of Stephanie’s unconstrained, ecological understanding of ‘what the world is and what the world can be’.

5.2 Informal reciprocity

A common finding within Bristol LETS and the DCTB is that members sometimes forget to record their transactions online and might then only do so, not for their own benefit, but as Karaline states, ‘to make the group look active’. This tendency towards informalising transactions highlights a preference among members for a direct and personal ‘gift mechanism’ between individuals over a more formal community-based system, despite both gift processes being a means of building and strengthening relationships within communities (Lietaer, 2014). For example, Annette expresses her preference that:

‘I do really like it when it’s a straight swap if that’s possible, like I had all my family’s bikes serviced and I did an aromatherapy massage for each service and that was just, you know the bike mechanic had a bad back and it was just like “this is nice and simple”’. 

Bernard Lietaer (2001) states that when giving somebody a gift there is a ‘counter-gift’ that is not manifested, which creates an imbalance. This acts as an investment in that the receiver will be more positively oriented towards the giver in future relations. This ‘gift economy’ based on informal reciprocity is instrumental in building trust between group members. In a mutual-credit system, however, the receiver is not personally indebted to the giver. Rather than being an individual process, the gift process occurs in relation to the community of individuals that use the currency i.e. it is a collective process in which, as the giver is reimbursed with credits, a relationship is formed with the entire community of currency users or potential reciprocators. Reports from group members, however, show a preference for informal gift exchanges that confer the emotional experience of ‘reciprocal interdependence’ between members (Gregory, 1982).

Nostalgia was also expressed among group members for a type of community connection that they no longer feel is present in modern Western society. For example, Dan states that:

‘I think extended groups of friends is the closest thing we have to community these days, maybe it has been like that for a very long time since villages have got over a certain size you didn’t know everybody, your community is your extended friends and family or your network of sharing eggs and bread and stuff but it wasn’t the whole village’. 

Indeed, this social aspect- the desire for, and realization of community connection- was for many interviewees the primary motivation for initiating and continuing membership. This sentiment is demonstrated in the following conversation at a Bristol LETS core-team meeting:

A: Maybe we just miss this idea of living in a village, you know where they can be part of a small community and swap things and do favours 

K: I think that’s what LETS is trying to do, it’s trying to, it’s trying to replace the community, because the community atmosphere has been whisked away by our focus on large scale business blah blah blah, and LETS is trying to replace that. It’s almost like trying to give people an excuse to do the things they would have done in a small community, it’s like trying to make it OK in the eyes of the “I’m not being a mug doing this because I’m doing this for some money, I’m doing this for some Ideals” (sarcastic, indignant, passionate tone). That’s what I think LETS is, it’s trying to say in the eyes of the commercial world “I’m not being a mug because I’m doing this for a profit! Look at my ideals bank balance, hey!” (laughs)

C: So is that not the most important part?

K: No, that’s not what it’s about, it’s about the fact that REALLY you’re doing it for the community; you’re doing it for helping each other

C: But then does the currency make it easier?

K: It makes it EASIER in some way yeah

A: See in a small community you’d have an on-going tally in everybody’s heads, you wouldn’t need Ideals you know, for example, my ex, he lives in the countryside now in Somerset and he did a favour for a local farmer and then you know the farmer drove by and put a whole load of logs in his barn and that’s how they work and you know they remember all that

C: But then the idea is to apply to society as a whole? 

A: To a big society, yes.

Within this excerpt is the notion that reciprocal exchange i.e. to ‘swap things and do favours’ naturally forms the basis of community life. Indeed, several scholars have found that, due to its advantages to survival through providing unity and identity, reciprocal exchange formed the basis of tribal community (Fromm, 1970; Lietaer, 2001; Dunbar, 2010). However, Karaline states that Capitalist economic practice erodes or ‘whisks away’ the community connections that form around these reciprocal, non-profit exchanges. Although the mechanical aspect of mutual-credit is economic, on an experiential level LETS and DCTB provide members with a means of experiencing reciprocal exchange as a form of community connection, as Karaline confirms, ‘that’s not what it’s about, it’s about the fact that really you’re doing it for the community, you’re doing it for helping each other’. The phenomenological experience of this exchange is described by LETS and DCTB members as being ‘heartfelt and ‘joyful’, bringing ‘meaningfulness’ to their lives.

5.3 Alternative Cultural Identity

Cultural factors play an important part in the formation of these specific communities of practice (Wenger, 2006). For example, the political and social history of both Bristol and Madison provide the conditions that support a liberal alternative culture. Those that are interested in social justice issues are then drawn to live in the cultural metropolises of Bristol or Madison, and communities based on an alternative culture tend to form around these areas. 

For example, Bristol was England's second largest city and trading port in the 18th century and has been a multicultural city since the 1950s and 1960s, when the first waves of immigration made it one of the most diverse in the UK. An underground scene steeped in punk, reggae and hip-hop influences and street art that tends to separate from the ‘mainstream’ has meant that alternative cultural communities now continually form in Bristol around subversive political protest, the consumption of healthy and organic local produce, alternative economy, community activities and health and wellbeing. It is within this cultural scene that the members of Bristol LETS participate. It is supportive of the alternative values and practices that are promoted in Bristol LETS and is reflected in members’ experiences.

In Madison, social and political awareness also characterise the population. Residents work to maintain a tradition of subversive political action which began with "Fighting Bob" La Follette and the Progressive movement. La Follette's magazine, The Progressive, has been published in Madison since 1909. Regular protests occur outside the State Capitol building and a strong cooperative tradition, which is felt to be stronger there than in neighbouring cities such as Chicago, forms part of a thriving alternative and bohemian culture. 

Those who trade hours within the Dane County Timebank find themselves within a specific cultural community i.e. among people whose interests already lie in activism, political liberalism and alternative culture. This is a natural meeting of likeminded people that occurs because all parties are interested, feel welcome, understood, and because they want to be involved. Community such as this cannot be forced or manufactured externally but must emerge naturally from within, as members successfully interact over time. While the conditions for community may be put in place, the connections that build a community must form naturally and organically, echoing Stephanie’s statement that: 

‘When people are coming from a complementary currency standpoint and administering the system they are really technical and mechanical about it but it’s really the social things that are primary and that’s part of our motivation for going toward a co-op and having agreements, you know template agreements and stuff. A lot of this stuff isn’t going to be filled by how your currency circulates or how you design your currency, it’s going to be filled by how you interact with each other and how deliberate we are about that and how thoughtful, and that’s what I like about how Michael said in one of the bylaws, to put people above any of the tools or any of the mechanics.’ 

Among interviewees, the use of a mutual-credit system was found to be just one part of their wider alternative cultural identity. Alternative culture is very much a part of who they are: identities and lifestyles represent a culmination of the cultural selections made throughout their life-course, such as where to work and live, what food to buy, how to dress and who to socialise with. These selections are based on ethical beliefs, which are determined by socio-structural influences. Some examples of these include Natalie’s upbringing in a small American town where ‘everybody looked the same’ which lead to her strong beliefs about female equality, Leanne’s negative workplace experiences of ‘the competitive nature of one employee on another’ which lead to the desire to work collectively with people, Karaline’s alternative upbringing which lead her to reject the desire for material possessions and Stephanie’s experience of social injustice as an employer which lead her to explore alternative economies and to set up the Dane County Timebank. 

Ethical beliefs resulting from these transformative moments (Hards, 2011), then influence and shape members’ selection of an alternative lifestyle and culture. Compounding the influence of upbringing and socio-structural factors, the crucial element of choice is also elaborated upon by Hilary:

‘I mean I personally believe that choice is the most powerful and influential thing there is and it has effects. You know we create our future through what we think, so let’s look at the evidence, let’s look at the world, what’s fed to us, recognising that we’re choosing the evidence that we look for, so we can choose to look for evidence of how awful everything is or of how positive and exciting everything is and if you chose that then you’ll actually create a different reality.’   

Through actively choosing to select alternative spaces and media sources on a daily basis, group members become immersed within alternative cultural communities. Equally they reproduce alternative cultural networks at a community level, through co-ordinating or participating in small local events and activities. For example, Dave at LETS states that:

‘We’re developing something that is a bit more resilient and I know that’s what people are talking about in the Transition Movement and I read about this stuff every day, I do, I read blogs like The Automatic Earth and Mike Shedlock’s Global Trends and James Hansen, and all these people I read them every day and I have done for about six or seven years since the oil price went up in 2007’. 

In associating himself with these media sources, Dave positions himself within a culture that promotes ‘resilience’. His repetition of ‘I read this stuff every day, I do’, suggests an eagerness to prove his knowledge and therefore his place in this ideological community. Conformity is driven by the need to belong (Sleebos et al., 2006), while rejection leads to depression and withdrawal of efforts towards the group goal (Tyler and Blader, 2003; Smith et al., 2007). Outwardly expressing moral virtues or knowledge and expertise allows Dave to mutually verify his moral identity, not only as a moral citizen, but one that is appreciated or respected within the group, and this identity affirmation leads to feelings of pride, increased self-esteem and feelings of belonging (Turner et al., 1987; Kennedy, 2011). 

6. How do these insights inform the design of complementary currency systems?

6.1 Personal resilience within needy communities

Firstly, these findings suggest that a relationship exists between socio-economic conditions and the experience of personal agency among group members. At the DCTB, immediate economic necessity motivates members with a sense of collective responsibility for each other’s welfare, resulting in a more active and purposeful coordination of voluntary welfare provision at a grassroots level. In contrast, the ecological-ideological motivations of Bristol LETS members relates to their feelings of relative helplessness and reduced expressions of personal agency. 

This finding has important implications for the development of sustainable social models. Rather than being implemented from above, they emerge from the communities that they serve, and so the experience of personal agency among members is an essential element in the continued and effortful maintenance of these networks. This study suggests that the motivation for resilience in response to immediate social and economic need results in a greater sense of agency than more ideological motivations, and this in turn suggests that mutual-credit is best maintained by those who experience the agency associated with making sustainable and healthy lifestyle choices that necessarily secure their own personal economic resilience in response to hardship e.g. through the DCTB Front Yard Gardens Program, Maxine’s Timebank Store and the Allied Drive Energy Project. 

This finding points to the consideration of the socio-structural conditions that influence the experience of agency among members of social and complementary currencies. In the absence of a profit motive and the experience of agency associated with wealth accumulation, it is suggested that this non-growth thinking and working model is most easily translated in areas where economic conditions support a strong grassroots movement for personal and collective resilience.

6.2 Avenues for scaling up through formal and informal reciprocity

A preference for informal reciprocity was expressed by members of both Bristol LETS and the DCTB. This ‘joyful’ and ‘heartfelt’ experience points to the social function of reciprocity within communities as it creates the emotional experience of reciprocal interdependence between group members (Gregory, 1982). As noted previously, public goods games conducted in experimental economics also demonstrate that our cognitive mechanisms for reciprocity work to maintain stable group dynamics by triggering punitive and pro-reward sentiments towards others in the group (Cosmides and Tooby, 2004; Fehr and Gächter, 2000, Yamagishi, 1986).

The social function of reciprocity in maintaining a regular trading community is also evident in that mutual-credit groups rarely grow beyond 150 members (Bendell, 2015). For example, although the DCTB has 2250 registered members, 266 active accounts suggest the formation of a natural community of individuals who trade with each other; and similarly, the trading community in Bristol LETS comprises 120 members. While informal reciprocity allows bonds of trust to form between members, more formal gift mechanisms, by reimbursing members with credit, may deprive individuals of the phenomenological and emotional experience of informal reciprocity and the satisfaction of ‘reciprocal interdependence’ that this provides.

These experiential differences between formal and informal reciprocity may explain the lack of scalability among LETS and Timebank initiatives, despite efforts to increase membership numbers. For example, the DCTB adopts flexible regulations that maximise membership numbers and the exchange of services e.g. by allowing members to donate time credits to organisations or by allowing members to ‘go into the red’. However, it is argued here that despite the preference for direct reciprocity among members, informalising exchange processes further so that transactions are not recorded would be detrimental. This is because the formal use of a ‘currency’ is essential in supporting the continued existence of the groups as it satisfies three of Elinor Ostrom’s Core Design Principles for groups that manage common-pool resources: it provides a clearly defined boundary, a means of recording costs and rewarding members, and a cost-effective means of monitoring the commons to avoid free riding (Wilson et al, 2013). 
Here, the needs of a stable group design are in conflict with the needs of individual members. In negotiating this conflict, the use of a virtual system to map the frequency of exchanges between members might enhance the social aspects of community exchange. Mapping, not only credit balances, but also the relationships that are formed through direct reciprocity, may work to establish trust-based relationships and enhance legitimate participation within LETS and the DCTB. Such a measure may not help to scale-up the group, however. Scaling-up of mutual credit is demonstrated, not through enhancing aspects of informal reciprocity, but through the use of formal systems of reciprocity e.g. Spice Time Credits, a Welsh mutual-credit initiative that engages with UK social service organisations, connects 1500 individuals and 500 organisation members who trade in time. This formal system of volunteering within organisations in exchange for time credits successfully engages more individuals but minimises opportunities for informal reciprocity between community members. Initiatives that wish to promote informal reciprocity may therefore be limited in their attempts to scale up beyond the size of a natural community. 

6.3 Options for engaging with mainstream and alternative cultures

Finally, membership within Bristol LETS and the DCTB forms part of a wider cultural identity to which group members subscribe. This cultural understanding of group membership has implications for the initiation of mutual-credit initiatives within more mainstream Western contexts. In particular, the LETS and Timebank groups studied here were found to exist within the context of a strong grassroots network and cooperative urban culture. Not only do these groups provide members with personal resilience, but they are also a means to express cultural identities that are based on the ethical values of anti-consumerism and social justice. 

Mutual-credit initiatives such as Bristol LETS and the DCTB might therefore look to engage further with the markets, media, and spaces that constitute alternative cultural networks. For example, Bristol LETS remains appealing to a mature and culturally alternative demographic while other Bristol-based initiatives such as ‘Just for the Love of It’ attract a younger audience. The social benefits enjoyed by Bristol LETS members may be enhanced, not through aiming to capture a wider audience, but through better tailoring the Bristol LETS platform. In this regard, lessons may be learnt from Spice Time Credit’s ‘UpLift’ credit scheme for health and social care, which works in partnership with bingo clubs, lunch clubs and healthcare groups. Bristol LETS may similarly enhance its niche presence and impact in Bristol through updating, networking, and establishing agency partnerships that are tailored towards a particular alternative culture. 

Bernard Lietaer argues that a diversity of ‘bespoke’ currencies applying to specific niches in society, at a neighbourhood, town and city level, would give greater resilience to the monetary economy (Lietaer, 2001). This concept of a ‘monetary ecosystem’ is supported by the suggestion made here that alternative cultural networks are selected and reproduced by members who aim to gain recognition within a specific cultural community (Sleebos et al., 2006). Within these alternative cultures, mutual-credit groups are established and maintained by individuals who look to ‘organise and have an effect’, and thereby become recognised within a community that furthers their ethical agenda. This natural process of personal and group identity formation works to promote the attitudes, values and beliefs that support the use of alternative community currencies (Turner et al., 1987; Kennedy, 2011). As communities are formed from within, translating and replicating these models in different cultural contexts would need to account for these identity processes. For example, developing mutual-credit initiatives within ‘mainstream’ Western contexts would need to engage with the styles and values of ‘mainstream’ identities. As alternative cultural groups, Bristol LETS and the DCTB rather contribute towards the fabric of a diverse monetary ecosystem and alternative culture.

7. Discussion

This paper has investigated the psychological motivations and experiences of alternative currency use among members of Bristol LETS and the DCTB. The main findings of this study addressed three major themes: personal resilience, informal reciprocity and alternative cultural identity. 

First, it is clear that group members use both the act of giving and of receiving in order to secure personal resilience against social isolation and economic hardship. In the DCTB, where economic necessity was more evident, a greater sense of collective responsibility and agency was expressed among members, in contrast to the relative apathy and frustration expressed by Bristol LETS members, whose motivations are expressed as more ideological. This finding suggests that in order for mutual-credit initiatives to thrive, group members must feel empowered in the service of achieving greater personal resilience through autonomy, competence and relatedness (Deci and Ryan, 2002). Enhanced personal agency was found to result from activities that offer personal resilience. Engagement with existential thinking also enhanced personal agency by determining a moral precedent i.e. to live in accordance with exitential principles, ‘without expecting to make a profit’ (Allan and Shearer, 2012). 
Much of the literature on social resilience has looked at the ways in which communities might become more resilient to the effects of climate change and resource depletion (Barr and Devine-Wright, 2012). However, this bottom-up study of the motivations and experiences of mutual-credit members shows that socially resilient networks are often maintained by individuals wishing to secure their own personal resilience against times of hardship. The implication of this psychological approach is to understand that the motivation for individuals to actively engage in socially resilient practices such as mutual-credit is often deeply personal rather than being ideological. In a recent investigation into the diffusion of grassroots innovations, Seyfang and Longhurst (2014) determine which activities, contexts and socio-technological characteristics confer successful diffusion among twelve community currency niches. In addition to these variables, this study points to the experience of agency and personal resilience among members as factors to consider in future research on the diffusion of social and complementary currencies.

The second major finding of this study is that the mechanical aspects of mutual-credit i.e. the transaction of time credits in exchange for services, is expressed as being of secondary importance to members, compared to the emotional experience of community connection afforded by those transactions. This sentiment is expressed in Stephanie’s comment that ‘when people are coming from a complementary currency standpoint and administering the system they are really technical and mechanical about it but it’s really the social things that are primary.’ Conceptualising these initiatives as “social groups” rather than as “currencies” would focus research and best practice, not only on ‘the tools and the mechanics’ but also on the social processes that build trust within LETS and Timebank communities. This has implications for the better management of community currencies, not only through virtual systems that enhance the social aspects of exchange, but also through games and social events that work with group members’ tendency towards informal reciprocity e.g. the DCTB’s ‘Timebanking Yarn Game’ connects players’ needs and assets to identify community goals and build connections based on empathy. 

The significance of informal reciprocity has implications for scaling-up these initiatives, as discussed previously. However, the majority of research into the psychology of reciprocity relies on public goods games played in experimental conditions (Fehr and Gächter, 2000, Yamagishi, 1986). By suggesting that group members prefer to engage in direct or ‘informal’ reciprocity over more formal gift mechanisms (Lietaer, 2001), these phenomenological insights support experimental evidence for the social function of reciprocity (Cosmides and Tooby, 2004; Fehr and Gächter, 2000, Yamagishi, 1986). Such evidence points to the role of punitive and pro-reward sentiments in maintaining stable group dynamics through reciprocity (Cosmides and Tooby, 2004), however further research could explore in more depth the psychological processes by which informal reciprocity affects group dynamics within LETS and Timebanks in comparison to more formal community-based exchange processes. For example, cognitive aspects such as members’ sentiments towards others, their rate of participation and their self-interest in the group goal may impact upon group success differently in formal and informal exchange contexts (Wilson, 2013; Cosmides and Tooby, 2004).

Finally, this study highlights the culturally specific nature of Bristol LETS in the UK and the Dane County Timebank in the United States, and points to the way in which group members become immersed within these alternative cultural networks through identity positioning and mutual identity affirmation (Turner et al., 1987; Sleebos et al., 2006; Kennedy, 2011). However, the extent to which these identity processes are typical of other mutual-credit initiatives would depend on the community goal and its socio-political context. For example, in Europe and North America, initiatives tend to focus on promoting a sustainable economy and enhancing social cohesion, while in Latin America they are mainly seen as tools for income generation and improving welfare (Gomez, 2015).

However, the psychological processes noted here have theoretical transferability in the sense that ‘community’ is a universal notion by which individuals organise their lives and understand their relationships (Smaling, 2003; Anca, 2012). In modern society, most individuals identify with multiple communities of interest and of practice (Wenger, 2006; Henri and Pudelko, 2003). While some community identities are selected, others are imposed, and while some individuals identify with their community of origin, others identify with a ‘community of aspiration’ such as one that is escalating in socioeconomic status, or one that is value-based. In making a selection about which communities to identify with, individuals contribute to the production and reproduction of those collectivities (Anca, 2012). In an increasingly value-driven society, participation within these mutual-credit groups is meaningful to individuals because it confers social identity and permits self-evaluation through the interplay of personal and group identity (Jenkins, 1998). 

Prioritising identity processes in the initiation and maintenance of alternative currency systems informs inquiries into the replication and translation of these models (Seyfang and Longhurst, 2014). For example, this understanding of members’ experiences points to the contextualised and emergent nature of cultural communities such as Bristol LETS and the Dane County Timebank. The bottom-up socio-psychological approach provided by IPA therefore adds valuable insights to the field of complementary currency research by prioritising the phenomenological experience of LETS and Timebank members over and above the tools that constitute these systems. In doing so, these initiatives are seen first and foremost as cultural communities offering personal resilience to members through informal reciprocity, and from this definition, new approaches to the management and expansion of social and complementary currencies might emerge.
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