Exchange Theory
Exchange theory is based on the premises that individuals and groups act to maximize rewards and minimize costs; that such interaction will be maintained if it continues to be more rewarding than costly; and that when one person is dependent on another, the first person loses power. This model explains decreased interaction between the old and the young in terms of the older generation having fewer resources to offer in the social exchanges and thus less to bring to the encounter (Dowd, 1975; Bengtson & Dowd, 1981).
Power is thus derived from imbalances in social exchange. Social exchanges are more thaneconomic transactions. They involve psychological satisfaction and need gratification. Though this perspective sounds rather cold and calculating, social life according to exchange theory is a series of exchanges that add to or subtract from one’s store of power and prestige. The concept has become particularly useful recently in studies of leadership (Williams et al., 1996; Gerstner & Day, 1997) and of friendship (Bur ger et al., 1997; Roberto, 1997).

The first gerontologist to apply exchange theory was J. David Martin (1971), who used the theory to aid in understanding visiting pat terns among family members. Some older in dividuals have little power. Families feel an obligation to visit but may not really want to. The older person’s persistent complaints that relatives do not visit may motivate some visiting behavior, but the complaints may also decrease any pleasure and satisfaction felt by those who visit. Those elders who have other sources of power, such as financial resources or having interesting stories to tell, are in a better position. In fact, they could hold “power” positions over “dependent” relatives. Similar equity considerations have been applied to the study of shifts in roles, skills, and resources that accompany advancing age (Hendricks, 1995). 
Another way of discussing change is to use a concept popular among anthropologists: reciprocity. The norm of reciprocity involves maintaining balance in relationships by paying for goods or deeds with equivalent goods or deeds. It is a social rule that requires us to return favors to those who do something nice for us. It does not imply an open-ended obligation to return a favor. Rather, it requires only that acts of kindness be returned within a reasonable period of time (Burger et al., 1997). It can be applied in business or in relationships with family and friends For example, I’ll trade you this radio and five cassettes for that stereo: the goods’ values are equal; we’re “balanced.” The goods might be less tangible: I will come to stay with your frail mother while you go shopping, because you were there for me when my husband was ill; a kindness is exchanged for a kindness. One study used exchange theory to interpret differences over time in a group of older women’s close friendships (Roberto, 1997). 
They found that the essentiaelements of the women’s friendships (understanding, affection, trust, and acceptance) endured over time, although the balance of the exchanges of those elements shifted: I can be trusted to keep your confidence because, in the past, I have been able to trust you. Some groups in society are unable to repay what they receive—children and mentally disabled people are two examples. In these cases, beneficence becomes the norm. The person who does the giving in this case does not expect a material reward but does expect love or gratitude. The norm of beneficence calls into play such non rational sentiments as loyalty, gratitude, and faithfulness. The norm is particularly relevant for care providers of frail and vulnerable people. One study comparing the use of restraints in chronic and acute patient care found that fewer restraints and a greater range of alternatives were used by chronic care nurses (Bryant & Fernald, 1997). The authors concluded that the differences were due in part to
the norm of beneficence that chronic care nurses must honor to be effective in their professions.

Dowd (1984) asserts that the very old—but not the young old—in our society benefit from the norm of beneficence. He directs his attention not to personal relationships but to social ones, noting that benefits from the government, such as Medicaid, Meals on Wheels, and other social services are being less strongly supported and becoming increasingly unavailable to the young old. In a classic analysis of interactions made more than four decades ago, Gouldner (1960) distinguished between reciprocity as a pattern of social exchange and reciprocity as a general
moral belief. 
The reciprocity norm dictates that one not gain at the expense of another’s beneficial acts (a moral belief). Equity theory suggests that people react equally negatively to under- and to over benefiting. Balanced benefit is the moral standard. Studies on African American women, mid western rural elderly, and the very old in Appalachia, however, conclude that people have far greater concern about over benefiting, or being on the receiving end of the balance (McCulloch & Kivet, 1995; Uehara, 1995). 
This finding has implications both for service providers and for those who receive senior services. Exchange theory and the norms of reciprocity and beneficence remain valuable concepts for understanding the position of elders. We can apply exchange theory at a small-group level, between one older individual and another person, or at a societal level.
