
Exchange Theory
Exchange theory applies an economic perspective to social relationships. A basic premise is that when individuals are engaged in social exchanges, they prefer to limit their costs and maximize their rewards. Chapter 1 discusses making informed decisions as a process of “deciding” rather than “sliding.” According to exchange theory, which also emphasizes decision making, we choose among options after calculating potential rewards against costs and weighing our alternatives. Those of us with more resources, such as education or good incomes, have a wider range of options from which to choose. This orientation examines how individuals’ personal resources, including physical attractiveness and personality characteristics, affect the formation and continuation of relationships.

According to this perspective, an individual’s dependence on and emotional involvement in a relationship affects her or his relative power in the relationship. When alternatives to a relationship seem slim, one wields less power in the relationship. According to the principle of least interest, the partner with less commitment to the relationship is the one who has more power (Waller 1951). Those with more resources and options can use them to bargain and secure advantages in relationships. People without resources or alternatives to a relationship typically defer to the preferences of the other and are less likely to leave (Sprecher, Schmeeckle, and Felmlee 2006). From this point of view, responses to domestic violence and decisions to separate or divorce are affected by partners’ relative resources.

The relative resources of participants shapes power and influence in families and impacts household communication patterns, decision making, and division of labor. Relationships based on exchanges that are equal or equitable (fair, if not actually equal) thrive, whereas those in which the exchange balance feels consistently one-sided are more likely to dissolve or be unhappy. Dating relationships, marriage and other committed partnerships, divorce, and even parent-child relationships show signs of being influenced by participants’ relative resources (Nakonezny and Denton 2008).

Israeli research combined three theoretical perspectives—family life course, interaction–constructionist, and exchange theory—to examine how adult grandchildren in Israel defined themselves in their grandparents’ social support networks (Even-Zohar and Sharlin 2009). The authors found that the grandchildren constructed caregiving and other supportive expectations for themselves based largely on how much the grandparent had done for the grandchild over the family life course.

Social Networks
Exchange theory also focuses on how everyday social exchanges between and among individuals accumulate to create social networks. Elizabeth drives Juan to the airport, Juan babysits for Maria, Maria proofreads an assignment for Elizabeth, and so forth until a network of social exchanges emerges. The Internet offers opportunities for building social networks ranging from the local to the international level, such as those on Facebook.

Among other things, social network theory, a middle-range subcategory within the exchange perspective, examines how social networks provide individuals with social capital, or resources (friendship, people with whom to exchange favors), that result from their social contacts. Social capital is analogous to financial capital, or money, inasmuch as we can “spend” it to acquire rewards, such as a romantic partner, a job, or emotional support (Benkel, Wijk, and Molander 2009; Wejnert 2008).

Contributions and Critiques of Exchange Theory
The exchange perspective provides a framework from which to draw specific hypotheses about weighing alternatives and making decisions regarding relationships. Furthermore, this perspective leads us to recognize that inequality, or an unfavorable balance of rewards and costs, gradually erodes positive feelings in a relationship. The perspective also encourages us to recognize the social capital brought about by membership in social networks. Exchange theory is subject to the criticism that it assumes a human nature that is unrealistically rational and even cynical at heart about the roles of love and responsibility

