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The Forgotten Option: Bartering 
 
 
Have you ever helped a friend move in exchange for pizza and beer?  Driven your buddy to 
the airport for a free meal in return? 
 
These are simple, everyday examples of bartering - a system of economics relying on direct 
exchange of goods and/or services without using a medium of exchange (money, gold, 
silver, etc.). 
 
At some point, most of us have participated in this type of barter exchange with our friends, 
family or those closest to us.  However, bartering can be used in an array of situations.  One 
of the easiest ways to approach barter is to offer your labor or skills and expertise in lieu of 
cash for something you want. 
 
Barter is the main reason that Chad Boyer and his fiancé, of Columbus can afford their 
Celtic-themed dream wedding.  Having met a vendor that sells kilts, tartan fabrics and other 
Celtic items, Boyer said “we had agreed to work with the people that we are bartering with 
and suggested that if we could barter, it might be a mutually beneficial agreement”. 
 
Their agreement is quite simple – Boyer assembles leather sporrans (a traditional pouch 
worn with a kilt) for the vendor and for each one completed, receives a credit towards fabric, 
kilt rentals for the wedding party, and other goods for the wedding. 
 
Others place advertisements offering their professional services in exchange for something 
they need.  On a quick perusal of the barter section of Craigslist Columbus, one finds a 
wedding photographer offering her services in exchange for a vehicle, an auto body 
repairman offering his work in exchange for a jet ski, a web developer offering website 
design depending on what you’re willing to offer, and others. 
 
Before you start thinking: “I have a ton of junk I can get rid of, I wonder what I can get out 
of it?” you should know the number one rule about bartering.  Bartering is not about ‘getting 
the better deal’ – it is about coming to an agreement on a fair exchange that leaves both 
parties satisfied. 
 
Laurin Arnold, one of the organizers of the Crafts Gone Wild event, explained, “as a crafter, 
you know how much time and skill go into creating something and you make your offer 
based on that”.  Arnold often trades the custom-made dog sweaters she sells at craft fairs for 
other items that she couldn’t afford otherwise. 
 
Where does one start their bartering quest?  The first step is to take an inventory of what 
you have to offer: time and labor (working in exchange for something other than cash), a 
particular skill (perhaps drawing on your trade or profession), or goods that are in demand 
(vehicles or electronics) and establishing their “fair market value” or what you could expect 
to get in cash for it.  The next step is a little trickier: finding someone that has what you want 
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and is looking for what you have to offer.  As previously indicated, some individuals post to 
the barter section of Craigslist while others rely on barter exchanges (more on those later).  
However, a good place to start is with those you are already interacting with. 
 
To find someone that may be open to barter, think about what your friends do or the 
smaller establishments you do business with.  Do you have something that they may need?  
Approach them with an offer!  For example, if you are an accountant and your dentist works 
alone or in a small practice (as small businesses are more likely to barter than larger ones) 
you can present the following offer: “Dr. Smith, I was wondering, would you be willing to 
do my regular checkups and cleanings this year in exchange for my handling your taxes this 
year?”  The worst they can do is say no. 
 
<Potential quote from professional / awaiting reply> 
 
Exchanges not involving cash are foreign to many here in the U.S., so don’t be surprised if 
you meet some resistance as you get started.  However, once you explain how bartering 
works and benefits both you and your trading partner, you may be pleasantly surprised at 
how amiable they are to it.  Read up on the rules and reasons for bartering so that you’re 
better able to explain them to your potential new trading partners. 
 
One thing that barterers need to be aware of involves knowing exactly what you are getting.  
While it seems to be a rare occurrence, inferior quality goods can be tossed into the mix – 
barterers should inspect every item they are getting.  Bruce Melnick of A Roguish 
Highlander states “We have had only one bad trade and that was because we were not 
present at the time to personally view the item.”  This unfortunate exchange lead to his 
business ending up with an unusable leather hide that “had been tanned, just not 
professionally or well done” and resulted in a net loss.  Melnick went on to say that 
inspecting everything in person could have prevented this situation. 
 
<Next two paragraphs as potential sidebar / omit entirely?> 
What do you do if you can’t find someone that has exactly what you’re looking for, but you 
still have things you want to barter?  Barter exchanges are a good option here.  First, what is 
a barter exchange?  It is a neutral 3rd party that provides a platform to trade.  If person A has 
something person B wants, A trades that to B and then A receives a credit on the exchange 
to use as they see fit.  After this initial exchange, A has credits equal to the fair market value 
of what they traded to B to use to acquire goods from others who are participating on the 
exchange.   
 
Two of the better known online barter exchanges are www.U-exchange.com and 
www.barterquest.com, both offer an array of services and options to search for exactly what 
you are looking for and facilitate trades.  Another resource that may be helpful is the book 
“The Art of Barter: How to Trade for Almost Anything” by Karen Hoffman & Shera Dalin. 
 
While bartering is still a strange concept to many, it does have its adherents and provides a 
useful way of acquiring goods and services while conserving cash.  Next time you see a small 
business owner, professional, someone with a skilled-trade, or artisan that has some good or 
service you want – offer them a trade.  The results may surprise you. 
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