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The Origin of Social Exchange Theory and Its Application in Tourism Research:
A Critical Thinking

Zhang Chai Dong Xuewang Zhang Suyuan Guan Jingjing

Abstract: Social Exchange Theory has been widely used in tourism, research. It has strong explanatory power
and is widely used in studies about community support, forecasting tourism development and other issues. Social
Exchange Theory has a long history of development and theoretical connotation. However, many researchers in tourism
studies simplified Social Exchange Theory to concepts such as cost and benefit, which is convenient for quantitative
research. It should be noted that some phenomena in the field of tourism cannot be explained by Social Exchange Theory,
and some complex problems cannot be accurately explained by Social Exchange Theory. This paper aims to clarify the
origin of Social Exchange Theory in sociology, critique the use of Social Exchange Theory in the field of tourism, ana-
lyze various research methods and scales, and critically reflect on the problems in the utilisation of Social Exchange
Theory in the field of tourism. This paper points out that Social Exchange Theory has an interdisciplinary nature that
integrates economics, sociology and psychology. It has many philosophical foundations and theoretical sources, such
as the behaviorism exchange theory of Homans, the dialectical exchange theory of Blau, the later exchange network
theory, the rational choice theory and the social exchange resource theory. In the tourism research, researchers tend to
apply parts of the theory that are easy to quantify and ignore other parts that have explanatory power but difficult to
operationalise. For example, the cost—benefit model commonly used by tourism researchers is convenient for quantitative
explanation of some phenomena. However, the existing research framework and models are oversimplified, which
ignores the original rich connotation of its important variables and principles, to the extent of mistaking the theory of
having only the connotation of cost and benefit. In future studies, tourism research should clarify the theoretical basis
and connotation of Social Exchange Theory, adhere to the problem—oriented research design, and explore the previously
ignored connotations, so as to improve the explanatory power of Social Exchange Theory on complex tourism phenomena.

Key words: Social Exchange Theory; tourism research; Behaviorism Exchange Theory; Dialectical Exchange

Theory
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