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ABSTRACT 

Gift giving is an important element in various cultures, systems, and dyadic relationships. 

Multiple facets of gifting, mainly relational, have been examined in the realm of consumer 

research. In the context of a non-commercial elderly-student home share program, ‘Housing for 

Help’, this study extends our understanding about the progression of relationship types and 

exchange dynamics in the field of gift giving. Drawing on Sahlins’ (1972) model of kinship 

distance and reciprocity as well as Belk and Coon’s (1993) agapic love model, this study 

explores how strangers transform their transactional market exchanges into close family-like 

relationships and friendship bonds, by engaging in strategies of material and non-material 

gifting. The gifting strategies follow a spiral of reciprocity, which consists of material gifting, 

and non-material gifting, such as sharing of interests, telling & listening, shared experiences, 

learning from and caring for each other. The contribution is a temporally extended model that 

considers both the longitudinal emergence and reformulation of relations between alternating 

givers and recipients. This study also provides insights into the broader context of marketing and 

public policy: addressing the importance of aging in place, the wellbeing of elderly through 

social connections, and the disruption of current care solutions.  

 

Keywords: Gift-giving spiral, relationship transformation, exchange types, reciprocity, aging 

consumers 
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INTRODUCTION 

This book chapter contributes to our understanding of the social ontology of gifts, and 

gift giving as a practice of giving and reciprocation in intimate relationships. The social 

framework in which I explore the gifting dynamics and relationship progression is the context 

‘Housing for help’- a non-profit home share arrangement between an elderly person (the 

homeowner) and a student (the tenant). This special arrangement is not organized as a typical 

rent contract. Support, in terms of assistance and activities for the elderly, is exchanged for low-

cost/free lodging.  

The ‘Housing for help’ initiative is an interesting and illustrative case that address the 

increasing loneliness of elderly and the alienation of individuals in our society. It places two 

persons of different generations together in the same household, such that they begin to share 

their lives together. This is similar to former living arrangements of extended families that were 

characterized by different generations under one roof – with the major difference that the elderly 

person and the student are not related. They are, in fact, complete strangers. 

 Sahlins’ (1972) model of kinship distance and reciprocity as well as Belk and Coon’s (1993) 

relationship paradigms are central concepts of this chapter to understand the types, dynamics and 

reciprocity of the relationships. Building upon these frameworks, I provide a processual model 

that discusses the progression of market-gift relationships. 

Sahlins’ (1972) model assumes an a priori condition that determines what kinds of 

reciprocity will occur among people- ranging from family at the closest to enemies at the most 

distant. Sahlins (1972) uses the term ‘kinship distance’ to describe the kinship relations among 

people in terms of social distance. A high kinship distance exists between strangers and enemies, 

whereas we can find a low kinship distance between friends and family, ‘closest kin’. According 
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to Sahlins, this kinship distance defines the type of reciprocity one may expect. Negative 

reciprocity occurs among stranger and enemies in unbalanced transfers that are characterized by 

theft or underhanded dealings. Balanced reciprocity occurs in a market exchange among people 

who are not close kin but rely on each other’s trust and cooperation in a communal setting. 

Generalized reciprocity occurs among the closest kin, such as family. They are acts of kindness 

and generosity that do not assume a quid pro quo. I use Sahlins’ framework of kinship distance 

and reciprocity to characterize the progression of the relationship dynamics among the ‘Housing 

for Help’ participants.  

The second theoretical building block for this chapter is Belk and Coon’s (1993) agapic 

love paradigm that I use to specify the various types of relationships in the ‘Housing for help’ 

context. According to Belk and Coon (1993), economic exchange and social exchange are not 

the only two models within the broader exchange paradigm. Building on that they present 

‘agapic love’ as an alternative paradigm of gift giving. Agapic love is characterized by “altruistic 

gifts that celebrate powerful emotions” (Belk and Coon 1993, p.393). The term ‘agapic’ refers to 

altruism and selflessness (Oxford University Press 2018). It is important to note that the term 

‘agapic’ does not just refer to romantic love but also includes brotherly love, spiritual love, and 

parental or familial love (Belk and Coon 1993, p.406). I extend this definition of ‘agapic love’ by 

including friendships and quasi-family relations.  

This chapter does not refer to the concepts of romance and intimacy as an emotional, 

sexual, or passionate attachment between lovers. Instead, the word intimacy is used to refer to a 

very close relationship, that is personal and private in nature and connotes familiarity, bonding, 

and belonging. In Sahlins’ (1972) terms, it would be a relationship with a minimal kinship 

distance and only little or no expectation for reciprocity.  
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This book chapter presents the development from strangers in an economic exchange 

model into intimate relationships within an agapic love model. The starting point is a dyadic 

relationship between two strangers of different generations engaged in a balanced quid-pro-quo 

exchange, in which there exists no expectation of additional gifts or reciprocity. The ending point 

is an agapic bond (family-like relations and friendships) characterized by familiarity and 

closeness. Addressing Belk and Coon’s (1993, p.412) claim that “gift giving may reveal the 

move from economic exchange to romantic love”, I explore the transformation of relationships 

by analyzing strategies of material and non-material gifting, the dynamic development of the 

exchange types, and the relationship outcomes that flow from them. 

 

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF SOCIAL BONDS THROUGH GIFT GIVING 

The literature on gift giving has a long history and started with classics like Mauss’s 

(1967) work on the forms and functions of exchange and Sahlins’ (1972) seminal theory on 

kinship distance and reciprocity. Since then, literature on gift giving has been further explored 

throughout various disciplines such as anthropology, sociology, marketing, family literature, 

economics, and consumer behavior.  

In these disciplines, studies consider different contexts of gift giving such as dating (Belk 

and Coon 1993), festive occasions (Clarke 2006; Rugimbana et al. 2003; Lowrey, Otnes, and 

Ruth 2004; Fischer et al. 1990), business situations (D’Souza 2003; Lambsdorff and Frank 2010; 

Bellemare and Shearer 2009), online gifting (Hollenbeck, Peters, and Zinkhan 2010; Skågeby 

2010), surrogacy and organ donation (Raymond 2014), meanings, values and feelings associated 

with gift giving (Chan, Denton, and Tsang 2003; McGrath, Sherry, and Levy 1993), charitable 

giving, volunteerism (Eckstein 2018; Bajde 2009, 2012; Mathur 1996) etc. 
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 Most of these studies investigate relational aspects of gift giving. We learn about different 

relational constructs, ranging from interpersonal, dyadic gifting to whole gift systems, and also 

negative influences of gifting on relationships (Marcoux 2009). More specifically, relational gift 

giving studies cover gifting oneself (Mick and Demoss 1990), dyadic gifting (Lowrey, Otnes, 

and Ruth 2004; Raymond 2014; Saad and Gill 2003; Rugimbana et al. 2003), household/familial 

gifting (Joy 2001; Tumama Cowley, Paterson, and Williams 2004; Bradford 2009; Clarke 2006), 

business/work gifting (Lambsdorff and Frank 2010; D’Souza 2003; Bellemare and Shearer 

2009), community gifting (Eckstein 2018; Weinberger and Wallendorf 2012; Hollenbeck, Peters, 

and Zinkhan 2010; Skågeby 2010), to whole gift systems (Giesler 2006; Weinberger 2017; 

Sherry 1983). 

One common characteristic that we find in most of these relational gift giving studies is 

that gift giving strategies are applied to strengthen an existing personal connection between 

people: “to reproduce a social bond between people (Mauss 1967), “to communicate and solidify 

intimate relationships” (Weinberger & Wallendorf, 2012, p.74), “strengthen and maintain 

relationships” (Joy 2001, p. 240), “demonstrate ones feelings through gifts” (Csikszentmihalyi 

2000, p.269), “promote ties and bonding between individuals” (Joy 2001, p.239), and “gifts as 

expressions of the desire for connection...and intimacy with others“ (Belk 2010, p.716). 

For example, gift giving is used to improve the relationship between people in various 

situations, such as dating (Belk and Coon 1993, p.393), between lovers (Rugimbana et al. 2003) 

in between generations (Bradford 2009; Price, Arnould, and Curasi 2000), within a community 

rather than interpersonal relationship work (Weinberger and Wallendorf 2012), between 

employee and co-worker (Bellemare and Shearer 2009), or between family members (Cheal 

1987), and business partners (Chan, Denton, and Tsang 2003; D’Souza 2003).  
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Based on the common finding that gifts strengthen and maintain existing relationships, 

some studies further extend this knowledge by exploring the relational dynamics in more detail. 

Joy (2001) extends our understanding about relational dynamics and presents a gift continuum 

that calibrates relationships from most effective to least. According to her study, gift giving 

differs among the different relationship types. Sherry’s foundational anthropological perspective 

(1983) extends our understanding about the relational dynamics of the gifting process by 

providing an understanding about the gift giving cycle itself. His work offers a detailed 

examination of a single gift giving phase, consisting of three stages: gestation, prestation, and 

reformulation. Gestation is the behavior antecedent to the exchange on donor’s side and his/her 

motivation (Giesler 2006, p.284). Prestation is the substance of gift transaction and involves the 

recipient’s response and donor’s evaluation of the response (Giesler 2006, p.284). The 

reformulation concerns the disposition of the gift, such as display, storage, or rejection (Giesler 

2006, p.284). His work assumes that gifting partners reciprocate the gift transaction continuously 

like a cycle.   

In contrast to previous research, Belk and Coon (1993, p. 403) provoke a new direction of 

thought by claiming that gifts do not just strengthen existing relationships- “gifts can be the 

symbolic ritual medium through which strangers are transformed into kin” (Belk and Coon 

1993, p.403). This statement assumes, that gift giving can be used as means to establish a 

relationship between strangers. This research gap serves as a starting point for my research. 

In line with Belk and Coon’s (1993) assumption, this book chapter explores the 

progression of a transactional market relationship to an agapic family-like bond and provides 

insights about how strangers can become quasi-family by applying material and non-material 

strategies of gift-giving. In contrast to Sherry’s work (1983) that covers a single gift giving 
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phase, I provide a temporally extended model that considers both the longitudinal emergence and 

reformulation of relations between alternating givers and recipients.  

The ‘Housing for help’ initiative provides the ideal context to study this research 

question. Starting off as strangers, the participants describe their relationships as friendship, 

mentorship and family over time. This book chapter explains how they transformed their 

relationships by engaging in practices of gift-giving. A processual model provides the framework 

for discussing the progression of market-gift relationships. 

CONTEXT AND METHODOLOGY 

 Vast growth in elderly populations is disrupting existing social systems, health care 

approaches, markets, and public policy, leading to various challenges that existing institutions 

can barely cope with (Ulrich 2005; Mai 2008; World Health Organization 2008; Pavalko 2011; 

European Commission 2015; European Commission 2017). One condition that researchers 

identify as enhancing elderly consumers’ wellbeing is the ability to grow old in the familiarity of 

their own homes, something that is often difficult to achieve given declining health, current 

economic conditions, and family structures (Aceros, Pols, and Domènech 2015; Ewen et al. 

2014; Black, Dobbs, and Young 2015; Vasunilashorn et al. 2012; Granbom et al. 2014; Wiles et 

al. 2012). A possible initiative to address and overcome these challenges is the context of this 

study, the initiative ‘Housing for Help’.  

 This non-profit initiative arranges home-sharing between an elderly homeowner and a student 

in need of lodging. Elderly persons act as landlords, providing students with low-cost or free 

rooms in their apartments or houses. In return, student tenants assist the elders with such things 

as household chores, gardening, technical matters, social activities, or basic consumption 

activities such as doctor visits and grocery shopping. Nursing-care activities (e.g. medication, 
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bathing, assisting to go to the restroom etc.) are forbidden by the organization. The arrangements 

allow the elderly to remain living in their homes more easily and safely than they otherwise 

could, and the students receive substantial housing benefits. ‘Housing for Help’ developed 

independently in many countries in the world. It is institutionalized in different cities through 

sponsorship by various organizations, such as student unions, city governments, universities, 

federal ministries, volunteer organizations, senior and social services, private sponsors, churches, 

the job center, the Red Cross or Caritas. In facilitating service exchanges between elders and 

students, ‘Housing for Help’ effectively offers a market-based approach to addressing the 

changing emotional, material and health-related needs of older consumers desiring to age in 

place.  

This research utilized an ethnographic approach (Weinberger and Wallendorf 2012; Marcoux 

2009; Scaraboto 2015; Giesler 2006; Sherry 1983; Sherry and Kozinets 2001; McGrath, Sherry, 

and Levy 1993) to advance our understanding about these elderly-student home-sharing 

arrangements in Germany and Switzerland. I visited the six pairs, consisting of six elderly 

women and the six corresponding student-tenants, in their homes and spend a few hours with 

them. This allowed me to engage in in-situ observations of their private sphere. Moreover, in-

depth, semi-structured interviews together as pairs and separately, took place ranging from 2-4 

hours. It is important interviewing both, the elderly and the student, together to understand the 

interactions and dynamics of their relationships. Additionally, separate interviews were 

conducted to create a trustful atmosphere for the individual, making them feel comfortable to 

also talk about possible challenges and worries of the home share. A total of 18 participant 

interviews was recorded and transcribed verbatim resulting in 200 pages of single spaced 

transcriptions.  
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The detailed emic perspective of the participants was enriched by four formal interviews with 

four project coordinators. The interviews with the project coordinators lasted 1-1,5 hours 

resulting in 85 single spaced pages. Further informal interviews with other project coordinators 

transpired in the course of the data collection. Enriching the 285 pages of transcribed interviews 

are 14 pages of field notes from 15 hours of in-situ observation, a researcher diary (11 single 

spaced pages), and 15 photographs. Media data (180 items) in the form of newspaper articles, 

documentaries, videos, and governmental reports about the ‘Housing for Help’ initiative helped 

to triangulate my findings (Rothbauer 2008). An online blog (weekly posts over a two-year 

period) of one of the elderly participants allowed for a longitudinal perspective of her daily life 

with the student. 

The data analysis was conducted in iterative steps, continuously moving between empirical 

data and theoretical background, using open, selective and axial coding, until “subcategories, 

perspectives and themes” evolved from the multidimensional data (Spiggle 1994, p.492). 

Recurring patterns led to more abstract conceptualizations.  

 

TRANSFORMING STRANGERS INTO QUASI-FAMILY & FRIENDS 

 The ‘Housing for help’ initiative illustrates that strangers in a balanced quid-pro-quo exchange 

use gift giving practices as a strategy to create intimacy and transform their relationships into 

agapic bonds. The dynamic changes in forms of reciprocity and kinship distance are in line with 

this transformation of exchange practices. The first section provides an understanding about the 

economic exchange between strangers as a starting point.  The second section demonstrates the 

type of relationships that developed over time in the home share arrangements. The concluding 

section explores material and non-material gift giving practices the that the pairs engaged in in 
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order to move from strangers to quasi-family and friends. The findings will be discussed under 

the light of the spiral of reciprocity.  

 

Starting point: Quid pro quid exchange between strangers 

 

The ‘Housing for help‘ initiative serves as an intermediary to match the needs of students 

and those of the elderly. The volunteer-run project introduces potential participants and provides 

them with a contractual basis for home sharing. The contract specifies that the homeowner grants 

a certain amount of living space, measured in square meters, to the student in exchange for a 

certain amount of labor, measured in hours. The contract can be personalized to so that the living 

space is free or greatly reduced in price, with the labor hours adjusted accordingly. Other 

practical rules or expectations also are agreed upon in advance as well. The arrangement is 

beneficial for both sides, a tit-for-tat. This means that the elderly and the student enter the 

agreement in a balanced quid-pro-quo exchange as two strangers. The project coordinator 

describes it the following way: 

It is a clear and smart idea. Both parties have something that the other party needs or 

wishes for. It’s mutual. So they just get together and the scale is balanced, and that is a 

very simple idea. That’s why it fits. The one has 100% space and 0% strength, whereas 

the other brings strength and flexibility but no room to live. So the two sides just come 

together and exchange where they have a shortages and contribute from their abundance. 

It’s a win-win situation. Maybe even win-win-win, because I also benefit from it. 

Because I am satisfied with my work since the student and older person are both happy. 

And that is just wonderful! (Project Coordinator, 45) 
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We find various market-like elements in the project coordinator’s quote: balance, mutuality, 

reciprocity, and exchange. One of the seniors describes the market exchange character of the 

project in a similar way: 

This project is great, because it provides me the opportunity to do both, stay independent and 

continue living in my house. I worked hard to finance this home, so it means even more to me. 

There was a point last year when my health deteriorated drastically I certainly did not want to 

move to an elderly home. Luckily, I have the help of Nadine. Through that, I could stay in my 

home receiving her help and she has a nice and spacious place to live. (Anna, 82) 

In this statement, Anna highlights the tangible advantages of the market-like arrangement that she 

has with the student Nadine. The elderly receives help and security to age in place, and the student 

benefits from a large place to live during the studies at minimal costs. Both the elderly and the 

student receive benefits from their arrangement and balance what they give and receive.  

To describe this starting point of the arrangement in theoretical terms, it can be characterized as 

‘commodity exchange’ (Belk 2010) due to the involvement of strangers, who engage in an 

economic market-like exchange with a reciprocal transaction (Belk 2010, pp. 718-720). A 

market transaction normally expects high reciprocity (Marcoux 2009, p.681). In Sahlins’ (1972) 

terms, considering the model of kinship distance and reciprocity, this case is characterized as 

balanced reciprocity- the closest equivalent to a market exchange. It occurs among people that 

are not close kin, but who rely on each other’s trust and cooperation in a communal setting.  

 

Development of close agapic bonds- establishing quasi-family relations & friendships 

 

Over time, emotional dimensions develop in the dyads. One aspect that influences this 

emotional aspect is certainly the close collaboration and living conditions of the participants. 
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However, this cannot be the sole reason, as we also find some dyads whose relations are kept to 

material and economic dimensions. In this work, I focus on the majority of dyads, which started 

to trade in non-material aspects as well and developed into non-market types of relationships. An 

example of this is the pair Johanna (student, 25) and Elisabeth (homeowner, 73). Elisabeth, the 

elderly homeowner, describes their relationship the following way:  

Friendship! We maintain our independence but just with pleasure. It’s a very warm 

relationship. When I’m in the kitchen she comes out of her room and we talk, and it is 

just so nice. Or when she comes home, she knocks and asks if I need something and tells 

me about her day. It is very kind. A very friendly communication. Recently, we went to 

the city together, because I needed to do some shopping, and it was very entertaining. 

She also tells me about herself and her mother, I appreciate that. (Elisabeth, 73) 

Also Johanna, the student, describes their relationship as friendship: 

We are at least friends. We live very well together. And we talk about things, we help each other 

and I also receive important help. This is a very positive situation for me. (Johanna, 25) 

The pair- Sophie (student, 21) and Inge (homeowner, 75) even describe their developed 

relationship as family.  

We also go out for a coffee. It’s nice, because I don’t live in a shared housing with other 

students any more, and sometimes I feel lonely. And also because she is a grandma for 

me here, since mine are back home. … I think we just get along really well. And I am 

about the same age as her grandchildren. And yes, we also talk a lot. I don’t know, we 

always have something to talk about. And that’s really nice, not to just sit next to each 

other silently. We talk about anything. She tells me about her past – for example about 

her husband and how they met – and I tell her about my family, my grandparents. It’s 

really nice, she’s my grandma from Freiburg. (Sophie, 21) 

The development of close agapic and even family-like relationships is a non-planned side effect 
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of the initiative. In Sahlins’ (1972) terms, the pairs decreased their kinship distance and 

established kinship relations. Close kin, such as family, engage in generalized reciprocity, which 

includes acts of kindness and generosity with no expectation for quid pro quo. The age difference 

between the students and the homeowners points us towards grandmother/grandchild relations, 

as the ‘Housing for help’ participants also refer to. I use Belk and Coon’s (1993) terminology of 

‘agapic’ to describe non-romantic, but close family-like relationships and friendship bonds. The 

next section shows how the participants of the ‘Housing for help’ initiative engaged in gift-

giving strategies to transform their relationship from strangers to agapic relations.  

 

Spiral of reciprocity: engaging in material and non-material practices of gift-giving 

 

In the first section of the findings, we learn that the ‘Housing for help’ participants enter their 

arrangement as strangers. Over time they develop close agapic bonds. This section explores how 

gifting as a practice of giving and reciprocation transformed these relationships. The formal 

exchange is already balanced and fulfilled, so the participants freely engage in material and non-

material gifting. Especially the non-material ‘gifts’ do not happen based on contractual 

obligations, but out of care, interest, generosity, and the willingness to bond with the other. 

 

Material Gifts. Louisa (student, 22) regularly receives little gifts from Erna (79) when they 

go shopping. 

When we are out in the city, she always invites me for something or pays for me. I always tell her 

that it is really not necessary and that she does not need to do that, but she insists on doing so. When 

we are grocery shopping for example, I take care of the shopping cart, she adds her things and I 

help her to find stuff. Simple as that, just like grandma and grandchild. (Louisa, 22) 
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Louisa describes that she often receives little presents from Erna, when they are shopping together. 

Even though Louisa does not expect a gift and even tries to reject it, Erna constantly insists. Erna 

uses gift giving as a strategy to thank Louisa for her companionship, even though Louisa already 

receives a cheap lodging to balance the exchange. Both developed a very close relationship, that 

Louisa describes as grandma and grandchild in the quote above.  

Material gifts also play a role in the case of Judith (26) and Bettina (81). Judith describes that 

Bettina would like to pass along the furniture to her: 

I have my room and bathroom in the upper part of the house. Bettina got it refurbished before I 

moved in.The room was also furnished with really nice, wooden pieces so I didn’t have to bring all 

the stuff from my hometown. Bettina told me a while ago that I could keep the furniture in the 

future if I’d like to, since she does not have any relatives.  (Judith, 26) 

This example draws a parallel to Price, Arnould and Curasi’s study (2000, p.180) about older 

consumers’ disposition of special possessions. In their case, older consumers passed along their 

belongings to other family members. In the case of Judith and Bettina, the elderly does not have 

any extended family anymore and therefore decided to gift the student with the antique wooden 

furniture. The giving of material gifts is just one strategy applied by the participants to transform 

their relationships. Non-material gifting plays a more important role in developing family-like 

relationships. 

 

Non-Material Gifts. According to Belk and Coon (1993, p. 403), examples for non-

material gifts are time, ideas, feelings, and experiences. They are considered even more 

important than material gifts. The participants of ‘Housing for help’ engage in strategies of 

sharing the same interests, learning from another, telling & listening, shared experiences, and 

caring about each other.  
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a) Sharing of interests 

A very basic form of non-material gifting is to share the same interests. Marie (student, 24) 

describes how much Susan (homeowner, 68) and her have in common: 

Well, we share the same religious faith. And what else? So many things! We listen to music, 

because we both like Schlager music. (laughs). Other things- we talk about educational topics, 

because she used to be a teacher and I am becoming one. She is very interested in what has changed 

within the educational structures of universities, what is being taught. And also about parties of 

younger people. She used to go out to dance as well. We both like the French language and we like 

to talk about our families. (Marie, 24) 

This quote illustrates that the both create a common bond through the same interests in music, 

education, dancing and religion. Interests of other pairs include cooking & baking, theater plays, 

novels, and current politics.  

b) Telling and Listening 

An essential type of giving is to pay attention to and appreciate each other’s interests, lives, and 

histories. The participants of the initiative engage in genuine conversations and share their 

thoughts, emotions, and stories with one another. The different pairs report about their profound 

conversations: 

We also have a lot of long conversations, for example when I am eating downstairs, sometimes I am 

eating up here when Anna is on the phone, but otherwise, I learned a lot about her life and we talk about 

many things. It is really nice to talk to her. She also likes to talk a lot, that is good. (Nadine, 28) 

Nadine reports that most of their conversations happen in the course of joint dinner. The student 

enjoys the conversations with the senior. It is important to note that both sides value the common, 

non-contractually-obliged time. Also Sophie point out their special relationship and describes how 

much they contribute to each other’s lives: 
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I think we just get along really well. And I am about the same age as her grandchildren. And yes, 

we can also talk a lot. I don’t know. We always have something to talk about. And that is really 

nice, not to just sit next to each other silently. We talk about anything. She tells me about her past, 

for example from her husband and how they met- and I tell her from my family, my grandparents. 

It is really nice. (Sophie, 21) 

Also the elderly reports how much they share with one another, even very private matters: 

She already told me about her life and these are things that you don’t tell just anyone, it was very 

private. I perceived that as a big credit of trust towards me. And I also tell her about my family and my 

worries and that is very nice, because you spend more time together than with the own children. (Inge, 

75) 

Inge feels honored that the student shares those details with her. She perceives this as a sign of 

trust, which makes her relationship very special. She also emphasizes that she spends even more 

time with the student, than with her own children, which creates a closeness and strong attachment 

among them. What we learn in all these quotes is that they do not just engage in deep conversations, 

but rather spend time together appreciating and respecting each other, and caring for another.  

c) Learning from another 

Another gifting practice that pairs engage in is to teach each other and learn from another. Learning 

in this respect may have various facets. Anna (homeowner, 82) describes that she taught the student 

to appreciate the nature: 

And Nadine certainly learns from me how to deal with the nature. Now she feeds the birds and the 

dog, and she really enjoys it. (Anna, 82) 

Erna describes that she learns from Louisa on a very personal level: 

I learn from Louisa to be constantly friendly, always being willing to be responsive to others. And 

absolutely her understanding for the situation. I learn that from her. To settle into this situation 

without any egoism. (Erna, 79) 
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Erna suffered from a stroke and it took her some time to recover and to be able to live a normal 

life again. Louisa supported her in this situation. What Erna values is not just the physical support, 

but also the emotional attitude that Louisa brought towards her. Furthermore, the participants 

mentioned to learn about tidiness, different cultural and religious beliefs, political perspectives, 

specialized medical knowledge, languages, about other generations, technical know-how, and 

discipline during their arrangements. Both sides give and receive in the process of learning and 

teaching, since it requires the willingness and goodwill of both.  

d) Shared experiences 

Another fundamental type of gifting are shared experiences. Both parties are simultaneously 

giving, or contributing, to the experience. It is important to note, that these common experiences 

are non-contractual and outside of the obligatory exchange dimension. Both sides engage in the 

common experiences freely. Shared experiences can be various activities, such as enjoying a 

coffee together, attending church services, or sharing meals. The following quotes describe the 

feelings of the participants: 

It is always so nice together. Sometimes we go for a coffee together, and it is really cozy. I really 

like that, and I think she is also happy to have someone to drink a coffee with, without any time-

restrictions, without being hectic to have a proper exchange. (Marie, 24) 

Marie emphasizes how much both enjoy being together without any stress. She appreciates the 

exchange they engage in, in a comfortable atmosphere. Susan (68) values the church visits with 

the student.  

Sometimes, we also go to church together. We share the same faith. Even though I can get there 

quite easily without her help- but if she has time and no other plans, she joins me. (Susan, 68) 

Going to church together is a very private and family-like activity- similar to sharing meals as 

described by Elisabeth (homeowner, 73):  
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I always wake up early and directly have to eat breakfast, but she usually joins later. And when she 

is having breakfast I join her with the newspaper and we start to talk. And also in the evening, we 

often talk a lot and sit together comfortably. (Elisabeth, 73) 

Elisabeth emphasizes her ability to relax with the student and enjoy the time together. Sharing 

these experiences together is a central element that contributes to developing these close 

relationships. This takes place outside of the contractual exchange. Instead, the participants build 

closer connections through their shared experiences.  

e) Caring about each other 

Gifting takes also place by expressing how much one cares for the other and the wish to 

contribute to facilitating each other’s’ lives. Bettina, who sits in a wheelchair, describes how the 

student Judith takes care of her and surprises her with little favors: 

And I would really like to add that Judith spoils me. I am really spoiled! I just put all my dishes 

somehow in the kitchen and she just cleans everything, puts it into the dishwasher, unloads the 

dishwasher etc. I always realize that when she is not here, and I have to do it myself. (Bettina, 81) 

Claudia emphasizes how much she appreciates the extra effort Marina is doing for her and that she 

does not take it for granted. Also Nadine, the student, freely takes on additional chores, when 

Anna’s cleaning lady is sick: 

She has a cleaning lady who comes once a week to clean downstairs, I clean my room and the 

bathroom up here myself. And if the lady is sick, I clean downstairs as well - that is not a problem 

for me at all. I also do the dishes right after the meal, even though we did not set that in the contract. 

Anna normally just leaves the dishes during the day to do it all at once. But I just do all our dishes 

right away. She tells me that I don’t have to do that, but I still do it. (Nadine) 

All these activities are examples for showing affection and care for the other person. To 

summarize, gifting occurs in various instances and facets. It can take place in a material and non-



 
 

20 

material way. In the preceding sections, we learned that various facets of gifting are applied by 

the participants of the ‘Housing for help’ initiative to transform their relationships from strangers 

to close agapic bonds. 

 

THE GIFT GIVING SPIRAL 

f) The next section discusses the findings in a broader context. The participants of the 

initiative engaged in spirals of reciprocity to establish trust and increasing care. The gift 

giving spiral is characterized by non-circular movements that do not return to its original 

point: e.g. some of the gifts are not directly reciprocated and the relationships are 

progressively developed. In contrast to Sherry’s work (1983) that covers a only single gift 

giving phase, I provide a temporally extended model that considers both the longitudinal 

emergence and reformulation of relations between alternating givers and recipients. The 

following illustration demonstrates the connections between the various elements of gift 

giving in more detail. 

 

 

Insert figure 1 about here 
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Figure 1 Gift giving spiral (own illustration developed based on Sahlins (1972) and Belk & Coon 

(1993)) 

The gift continuum (Joy 2001) represents the spectrum of gifting relationships. Economic 

exchange and romantic love lie at opposite ends of the continuum (Malinowski’s (1922) cited in 

Belk and Coon 1993, p.407).  

The findings showed that the study’s participants moved from one side of the continuum 

to the other as they engaged in practices of gift giving and thus transformed their relationships 

from stranger on the left to family-like relations and friendships on the right. In Sahlins’ (1972) 

terms, balanced reciprocity lies at the very left and develops into generalized reciprocity on the 

right. In between, the expectation of reciprocity and the kinship distance, both decrease.  

The spiral of reciprocity constitutes the center of the illustration. The “continuous spiral 

of reciprocity” (Giesler 2006, p.284) consists of three distinct phases: giving, receiving, and 

reciprocating (Joy 2001, p. 239). This spiral repeats in reciprocal giving. With each “turn of the 

circle” the levels of trust and caring increase. Throughout these spirals, the participants build up 

trust and increase their generosity and gift-giving.  

Economic Exchange 
Model

Balanced Reciprocity Generalized 
Reciprocity

Decreasing kinship distance & expectation of reciprocation

Gift Giving 
Spiral of reciprocity

Gift Continuum

Agapic Love 
Model

• Legitimized, standardized home-share agreement
• Contractually arranged tasks and (common) activities
• Contractual Quid-pro-quid 
• High degree of formality

• Devaluation of contractual arrangements
• Voluntary common activities
• Generosity and care
• Close relationships
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The gifting can either be material or non-material, as we have seen in the findings. 

Material gifting is more traditional and hence more akin to Sahlins’s (1972) generalized 

reciprocity. Non-material gifting has various facets.  The sharing of interests and the shared 

experiences are special and important cases. Every shared experience represents a full spin of the 

spiral, because both parties are simultaneously giving, or contributing, to the experience.  

The pair starts off with a formalized, balanced and contractual quid-pro-quo exchange 

(lodging in exchange for support) of two strangers. The kinship distance is high, and each side 

fulfills their obligations with a high expectation for reciprocity. Over time, a non-transactional 

relationship type develops. In alignment with this transformation of exchange practices are the 

dynamic changes in forms of reciprocity and kinship distance. Kinship distance as well as the 

expectation for reciprocity both decreased. Instead of contractual arrangements, the social aspect 

becomes the central element of the pair. They engaged in material and non-material strategies of 

gift giving to create intimacy/closeness.  

However, not all ‘Housing for help’ pairs experienced the positive spiral of reciprocity. 

One of the couples described their relationship as negative. Their living arrangement started like 

all others as a contractual formalized home share agreement. The elderly loosened the formal 

rules of the home share agreement to grant trust to the student and improve their relationship. 

Instead of reciprocating this gift, the student (ab)used the freedom and increasingly stopped to 

fulfill his formalized obligations of the contract. In contrast to the elderly’s expectation, the 

student did not seek a close relationship with the co-living partner. This unbalanced state of 

giving and receiving led to a broken gift spiral and to increasing conflicts between the elderly 

and the student. Sahlins’ (1972) model describes this type of unbalanced transfers as negative 

reciprocity. Once the senior realized that the student gained more at her expense, she introduced 
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formal control measures (e.g. book keeping of the student’s tasks, reminder notes, timing the 

student’s household activities, etc.). The student did not understand this drastic step out of the 

gift spiral, leading to further misunderstandings of the pair. Marcoux’ ‘dark side of the gift’ 

discusses these negative feelings and dangers of gift giving like social indebtedness, 

embarrassment, emotional oppression, and a sense of dependence (Marcoux, 2009, p. 671). As 

described in Marcoux’ work, the senior also turned to market logics and measures to avoid the 

disadvantages of the gift economy.  

This study contributes to the gift giving literature by exploring the progression of a 

transactional market relationship to an agapic family-like bond and provides insights about how 

strangers can become quasi-family by applying material and non-material strategies of gift-

giving. In contrast to Sherry’s work (1983) that covers a single gift giving phase, I provide a 

temporally extended model that considers both the longitudinal emergence and reformulation of 

relations between alternating givers and recipients.  

It is important to discuss these findings in their broader context of aging populations. The 

data for this study was gathered in Switzerland and Germany. One might well wonder why 

elderly consumers in these two countries, being among the wealthiest countries in the world, 

with established social security and care systems, would choose to participate in the ‘Housing for 

help’ initiative. The findings of this study clearly point to the fact, that elderly are not primarily 

part of this initiative to receive support in the household or to receive assistance with any other 

activities. Instead, by transforming the transactional service arrangement into a family-like 

cohabitation constellation, the close relationships become the central element and raison d'être of 

the initiative.  
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The study is of high importance since elderly generations are the fastest-growing 

population groups in most countries. Population estimates predict that by 2050 every third 

German and every fifth person in the world will be aged 60 and over (The Boston Consulting 

Group 2012). Large percentages of elderly in a population place strains on social systems 

including but not limited to pensions and health care. Existing institutions struggle to meet these 

challenges. Many elderly people desire to continue living in their own homes, even as their 

abilities to maintain those homes are becoming compromised by declining strength and health. In 

preindustrial times, or even in many non-western cultures, the situation of elderly isolation in 

their own homes would be rare because of the orientation to extended families. Members of 

multiple generations living in the same households naturally took care of each other. What 

‘Housing for Help’ has managed to do, is to address the real needs of elderly consumers and craft 

a solution to the problems of elderly citizens in need of assistance, comfort, and companionship. 
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