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Abstract

A review of two key texts by Raph Breyer in the 1930s reveds a view of the structure and
functioning of the marketing system that resonates well with modern theories of business
ecology and complexity. | usethe review to raise anumber of issues regarding the nature of
marketing systems, how marketing should be taught and the nature of the Strategic problems
confronting managers operating in complex adaptive systems. The more holist perspective
on marketing taken by Breyer and others of histime have messages fro modern marketing
scholars that stand the test of time and underscore the relevance of macromarketing analyss.

I ntroduction

When Stan Hollander asked me to review this book | was intrigued and willingly agreed to
doit. | have recently completed amgor historica paper (well mgor for me anyway) on the
history of marketing channdls and network thinking in marketing in the 20" Century
(Wilkinson 2001) and knew of Breyer’swork. Inthisarticle | referred to his next book
published in 1934 The Marketing Institution, which provides a conceptua structure to
organize the materia covered in the 1931 book, as well asto hiswork on channel costing.
But | had not come across his 1931 book.

| will begin with alittle about the man himsdf. Accounts of the history of marketing a
Wharton, where Ralph Frederick Breyer was on the faculty for many years, tdl usthat his
work formed the basis for much of the early research focus:

“The Marketing Department was created in 1935 when Reavis Cox was made its
first chairman, but Professor Raph F. Breyer's work on ‘channels became the
maingtay of marketing studies at Wharton. Even Cox's subsequent output on
ingalment buying, marketing of house-building materids, and his mgor work on
Didribution in aHigh-Level Economy dl followed Breyer's lead in investigeting the
actud channds of economic flow.” (www-
marketing.wharton.upenn.eduw/news/info/dept_history.html

On amore persond note it seems Raph Breyer had a difficult life. He was borne on
October 7th, 1897 and died on May 1, 1974. When he was a young academic he
suffered a sroke that made him deaf and, dthough he became quite skilled at lip reeding, his
ability to interact with others was limited. Also, his wife had a series of hedth problems that
further complicated hislife. Evidently he was able to handle his classes quite well and there



were never any rumors of attempts to take advantage of his handicap in classes. Hislast
magor scholarly undertaking, Quantitative Systemic Anays's, developed an eaborate system
of notation for channd activity that few were able to completdy master. It was eventudly
published in mimeograph form in 1949 (Breyer 1949).

Thefirgt problem | faced is how to review abook published over 70 years ago. So if you
areingpired by thisreview, don’t rush to you local bookstore or Amazon.com because |
doubt they have it in stock (dthough averson of his book The Marketing Institution,
edited by Henry Assadl, was published in 1979 and his Quantitative System Analysis was
republished in 1978). Of what relevanceis Breyer’ s book today? Isit only a piece of
history that forms part of our intellectud heritage or is it more important than that?
Ogengbly it isabook scholars have classfied asin the * Commodity” approach to
marketing, as opposed to the “Functiond” or “Inditutiona” approaches in which decriptive
accounts of marketing were organized by activity or function, or by type of marketing
organisation, as opposed to commodity type. As| read through the book | came to see that
this book should not be easily pigeonholed as some historica descriptive account of
marketing practices in different types of industries and commodities. Indeed, heisat pains
in the introduction to avoid such smple classifications of the study of marketing.

The Nature of Marketing

Marketing, in his view, is an economic inditution, which has functionsto perform and a
sructure that arises to carry them out. These functions relate to its purpose of getting goods
into the hands of the ultimate buyers who consume them and stems from the specidization of
economic actors and to the exchanges that have to take place as aresult. “Now we do not
garner this tremendous advantage of the vadtly larger production under the scheme of
Specidization (divison of labour) without paying aprice .... Which goes by the name
‘marketing.” " (Breyer 1934 p3)

But there are many and important variations in the structure and functioning of marketing
“caused largdly by the wide variations in the character of the commodities and the nature of
the market conditions’ (Breyer 1931 pl). It isthe purpose of hisbook to reved these
variations and to identify their causes. Hence Breyer’s approach is more macro in focus.
Heis not focusing exclusvey on marketing from the perspective of a marketing manager of
afirm, athough this necessarily forms apart of hisandyss. His dassfication of marketing
functionsis generic and divorced from a classfication of what particular marketing actors
do, which isin contrast to older style descriptive accounts of ingtitutions and their manifold
activities. For example, in his 1934 book he distinguishes between the contactua and
negotiation tasks, functions or services, rather than buying and selling because “the searching
work and the negotiation rather than who performs them (sdller or buyer) are fundamentd,
digtinctive characterigtics of the marketing task involved, and selling and buying are merely
two different aspects of these primd types of activities’ (p8). The other tasks he
distinguishes are storage, measurement, qudity-determination, packing, transport, payment,
financing, and risk bearing. These are in turn related directly or indirectly to the various
utilities that are created to satisfy wantsi.e. form, possession, time and place.



Further, his gpproach is not normative. Heis not seeking to identify best practice or to
andyse the deficiencies of existing processes and structures, though these are commented
upon. Heisnot seeking to develop better tools for andyss, planning or implementation for
managers or policy makers, though his accounts of marketing necessarily comment on the
way participants go about their business.

The Nature of Marketing Systems

The study of any phenomena has three basic dimensions. context, theory and methodology.
Breyer's 1931 book isastudy of marketing in different contexts, of how marketing varies
according to different market conditions related to the types of products and services
exchanged. And context matters. For example, Geoff Easton (2002) in arecent paper in
the Journal of Business Research advocates a critical realist gpproach, based on the work of
amodern philosopher of science Andrew Sayer (1992). In this he arguesthat the role of
contingency in marketing theory and teaching has been neglected and that, in order to
uncover the deep processes that drive marketing phenomena, we need to include
contingency more explicitly.  We now have severd different sub-disciplines of marketing
that focus on marketing in different contexts such asindudtrid or business-to-business
marketing, consumer marketing, services marketing, and internationad marketing. These
necessaxrily bring into focus the effect of different contexts on the nature and relative
importance of different issues and problems and how they are dedlt with. Thisis precisdy
Breyer’ s gpproach and he distinguishes contexts based on the type of product involved and
the associated market conditions, while recognizing that variation within these categoriesis
dso sgnificant. Heisexplicit onthis “The peculiar conditions of individua commodity
markets give many distinctive formsto their digtribution syssems. True, the underlying
principles occur and reoccur as each system is studied, but always under new conditions,
with new exceptions, and with new problems of application” (p v, emphasisin origind).
Moreover, Breyer argues that a study of such variaionsin conditionsis a more effective
way of mastering the principles than astudy of the bald principles themsalves.

Breyer’sview of context is not amechanica atheoretic exercise but one that is sendtive to
the variance in important types of antecedent factors, as more modern parlance would
describeit.

“To obtain a definite idea of these variaions, to see the causes underlying them, to
understand their reactions upon other phases of marketing, and to master the
difficulties and intricacies of the problems of application of the genera principles of
marketing to practica conditionsin actua markets, it becomes necessary to study
the marketing systems used for afairly broad and representative group of individua
commodities’ (p2).

As aresult the importance of acommodity in terms of its value is consdered secondary to
diversty of marketing conditions. Thisdiveraty isreflected in factors such as smilarities and
differencesin the scale of production versus consumption and how this affects the nature of
the marketing problems facing participants. Or, the differences between shopping,



convenience and speciaty goods, perishables versus non-perishables, consumer and
producer goods etc. Or, differences due the spatial and tempora structure of demand and
supply. These diginctions affect dimengons of the marketing problem made explicit in his
1934 text when he distinguishes between the types of utilities to be created and the
problems of matching producer and consumer requirementsin time, space and quantity. In
sum, what Breyer presentsto us is an exercise in comparative marketing systems andyss,
oneinwhich aquas experimenta design is used to select case studies of marketing
Stuations that vary in important ways in terms of their market conditions and which lead to
different types of solutions to perennid types of marketing problems in terms of behaviour
and organisation.

Each chapter (or chapters) describes the marketing system for a particular type of
commodity based on an extengve review of published materia, government reports, trade
publications and interviews with key people. The marketing systems considered are as
follows

1) Bitumous Cod (chapters 1 and 2)

2) Anthracite (chapters 3 and 4)

3) Crude Petroleum (chapter 5)

4) Refined Petroleum (chapters 6 and 7)

5) Iron Ore (chapter 8)

6) Pig Iron (chapter 9)

7) Rolled Stedl (chapter 10)

8) Portland Cement (chapter 11)

9) Meats (chapters 12 and 13)

10) Cotton Textiles (chapters 14 and 15)

11) Tobacco Products (chapter 16)

12) Farm Equipment (chapters 17 and 18)

13) The Industrid Market (chapter 19)

14) Passenger Automobiles (chapters 20 and 21)

15) Electric Public Utilities (chapters 22 and 23)

16) Telephone Services (chapters 24 and 25).

The book isimpressivein its breadth and depth; 25 chapters covering 16 mgor sectors of
the US economy. Together, they alow us to see the way mgor parts of the economy are
organized as well as some of the links between different sectors, including both the primary
and andillary vaue chains® involved (Wilkinson et d 2000). The primary value chain
focuses on the sysems involved in trandforming and transferring raw materids through
various production stages to the fina distribution to end consumers. He covers various
gages of primary vaue chainsin his chapters. Oneis the sequentiad stagesinvolved in
converting ail in the ground, to crude petroleum (chapters), which then gets refined and
distributed (chapters 6 and 7) to those buying passenger automobiles (chapters 21 and 22).
Another is the sequence of stagesinvolved in converting mineralsinto iron ore (chapter 8),
pig iron (chapter 9), rolled sted (chapter 20) and its use to make machinery (chapters 17,

! Strictly speaking Porter used value chain to refer to the interlinked activities within firms and value
systemsto refer to the links between firms, but it is common taoday to use the term value chain to refer
to both.



18, 20, 21 and 22). Other primary vaue chains are described in individua chapters such as
those on coa and anthracite (chapters 1 to 4), cement (chapter 11), meat (chapters 12 and
13), cotton (chapters 14 and 15) and tobacco (chapter 17).

Associated with primary vaue chains are various types of ancillary value chains that
enable and congrain the primary chain. These comprise the sysemsinvolved in supplying
various additiond types of inputs required by the primary vaue chain a different stages,
goart from raw materid inputs. They include production equipment, technica know-how,
power and specidized services. Breyer discusses the marketing systems for various types
of ancillary vaue chainsin his account of the marketing of farm equipment (chapter 17),
industrid machinery (chapter 20), eectricity (chapters 23 and 24) and tel ephone services
(chapter 25). In addition, he discusses parts of other ancillary vaue chains when they play
animportant role in a particular marketing system. For example, the railroads and shipping
lines play an important role in trangporting cod, oil and automobiles aswdl as, in some
cases, becoming directly involved in primary value chain processes. In other cases Breyer
mentions the services supplied by specidit firms like advertisng agencies, financid
indtitutions and the media but these are not center stage in his account of marketing systems.
This not unexpected because it has been common in discussions of channd systems to
relegate “facilitating agencies’ to some imprecise limbo land. Y et an understanding of the
sructure and dynamics of the marketing system requires inclusion of these types of players
and therole they play.

Each account of a marketing system is structured in the sameway. Firgt, he examinesthe
demand and supply conditions that determine the types of tasks and problems marketing
must confront, paying particular attention to the spatia, temporad and sze distributions of
each. Hisanayss of demand conditions includes consideration of the nature and processes
of buying and consuming. For example, his discusson of indudtrid productsincludes
andysis of the people involved, both within and outside the firm, in making purchase
decisons and using products, and the often multiplex relaions between suppliers and
customersin these markets. Of course, he does not use modern terminology but | don't
think | am gretching the truth as aresult of hindsight to say his work covers most of the
issues we consider today.

Following on from hisandysis of supply and demand conditions, he describes the marketing
system that has arisen to match demand and supply. Hisframework for andyzing the
marketing system isin terms of the different types of marketing activities, services or
functions carried out and the marketing machinery (i.e. organisation structures) that has
arisen to carry out these activitiesin the particular context. Broader environmenta factors
and their impacts are woven into the analysis. He congders both the nature of the
competitive strategies and processes employed in terms of the types of demands served by
different actors and how they differentiate themsdlves from each other. Both direct and
indirect forms of competition are consdered, as when he examines the nature and role of
substitutes for a product both technologically and in terms of consumer demand. He dso
congdersdimensions of what | term the cooperative dimensons of strategy. Thisincludesa
consideration of the ownership and control of production outlets, degrees of vertica
integration and relations with suppliers and key customers as well as the organisation of the
marketing channds linking supply and demand.



The Nature of His Contribution

His contribution can be seen as one of theory building. It isin the spirit of modern grounded
theory or case study methodology, in which we seek to see the generd in the particular by a
careful study of aphenomenain context. Thisisin contrast to amore variables based
gpproach which attempts to devel op quantitative measures of certain aspects of a
phenomena and perhaps its context and test theories of how these measures interrelate
(Emirbayer 1997). Thereis nothing wrong with the latter but it cannot capture the nature of
the multifaceted context, embedded in a history and involving both economic and norr
economic dimensions, that impacts on the problems participants face and on the way they
can and do respond. Marketing aways happensin the particular even though we can
discern some generd principles from an analyss of these particulars.

Seeninthisway his gudies are just as rdevant today in identifying and even testing some
theories of marketing. Just because the marketing systems he describes no longer exist they
till represent examples of the way marketing systems adapt to their environments. It is but
another type of comparative marketing systems andysis in which we compare systems under
different conditions. Moreover, we may gain additiond indght into the links between
context and practice because history contains examples of situations that do not and cannot
exist today. Hence the variance in our variables of interest is greater when we include
historica contexts. | believe that a useful study could be conducted just using Breyer's
book. Thiswould involve developing ataxonomy of demand and supply conditions so that
the various systems studies can be grouped in meaningful ways, developing away of
characterizing the marketing systems described in terms of various dimengions and using
cross case andysis to test various hypotheses about the effects of context on marketing
system structure and conduct.

Breyer’s book is not a case study book because it is not focused on the micro-marketing
issues that confront a particular organisation. It isfocused on the context in which such
issues arise. The modern equivaent of Breyer’ swork is perhaps Porter’s Competitive
Strategy and his Competitive Advantage of Nations, which both use studies of business
sysemsin different industria and nationa contexts to identify and highlight underlying
principles of relevance to participants in such systems as well as policymakers. Inasenseit
goes beyond Porter’s Competitive Strategy becauseit is not restricted to a narrow
industry definition but to the network of interrelated firms spanning trade, manufacturing and
input suppliers aswell as other complementary organisations involved in matching supply
and demand for particular types of products.

Asaresult of reading the book | have decided to try using his gpproach in my introductory
postgraduate marketing subject. We usudly ask sudents to develop amarketing plan as
part of the course but instead they are asked to andyse the marketing system for a particular
type of product or service much dong Breyer’ s lines and to discuss the implications in terms
of opportunities for existing and new players and the marketing principles (and their
limitations) that are reveded by their andyss. | may even going to use one of Breyer's
chapters as an example of the kind of andysis| want!



Of course, there are limits to Breyer's coverage of contexts. Firdt, it is US domestic market
focused, ignoring internationa trade except in so far asimports and exports fegture as part
of the domestic industry. But he does not devel op these aspects. He aso ignores agricultura
products as they are the subject of other textbooks. Hisaim isto describe a representative
group of nontagriculturd. Second, services are excluded except for eectricity and
telephone services, though others are necessarily included in accounts of particular
marketing systems because of the important role they play. For example transport systems
are an important cost ement in moving raw and semi processed materias such as cod, iron
ore, sed and ail. Financid services play an important role in large equipment and
meachinery purchases by firms and farms and in the purchase of consumer durables such as
electric gppliances and cars. Technica support and advice are important in advisng
digtributors and find customersin both industrial and consumer goods industries eg.
machinery use, cement and concreting methods, eectricity and phone systems.

In introducing his description of marketing systems for dectricity and telephone services he
is careful to identify some of the main distinguishing characteristics of services. He points out
that services are intangible and cannot be stored and that they may be classfied in terms of
the extent of persond involvement required. He distinguishes three types of services: those
where no persond contact is required, asin dectricity and other utilities; those involving
moderate degrees of persona contact such as telegraph and transport services, and thosein
which the persona e ement is most important (Breyer 1931 p. 428). Moreover, he notes
that for telephone services each transaction has to be “made to order” i.e. cusomized. His
thinking hereisin kegping with modern texts on service marketing, dthough things have
changed in terms of the nature of some of these services. The degree of persond attention
one gets from the phone company is along way from the persond telephone operator of his
era— unless of course you count the interminable automatic voices and menus of number
choiceswe all have to go through to get to speak to ared live person these dayd!

Findly hisfocusis essantidly satic. He seeks to understand things as they are in the 1920s
and how marketing activities and organisation are adapted to market conditions, rather than
to provide any account of the dynamics and evolution of marketing systems.

The Nature of Nature: Business Ecosystems

At the same time as | was reading Breyer | was reading Smon Levin's Fragile Dominion
(Levin 1999), which is an account of research in ecology. Thisis part of my generd interest
in modern research on complexity and the evolution and modeling of complex adaptive
systems and how they relate to the study of marketing. Levin'sfocusis on the types of
ecologies of gpeciesthat arise in the world that maintain themsdves and how they differ
acrossdomains. It occurred to methat thisis smilar to what Breyer is providing in his

book. Rather than looking at idand communities or other circumscribed geographic areasto
show the way the complex adaptive systems of nature have sdf-organised into a steady

state web of interacting species, what we have are rudimentary descriptions of various types
of business ecologies focused on different value production sysems that have evolved. Of



course these business ecologies are not isolated from each other and to other parts of the
socio-economic System in which they operate, including biological ecologies (Moore 1996).

But thereis arough andogy here. It focuses our attention on the interacting sets of actors,
schemas, activities and resources that together co-produce the marketing system involved in
producing and ddivering vaues associated with particular types of products and services
(Wilkinson and Y oung 2002). It also stresses the direct and indirect networks of relations
and interactions between the actors, including competitive, cooperative, complementary and
other types of interactions and relations, that together produce and reproduce the on-going
pattern of actors, interactions, resources and schemas that characterise a particular
marketing system ecology (Welch and Wilkinson 2002). These networks of interacting

busi ness species co-congruct themsdvesin a self-organizing way. They are not amachine
put together by an engineer, even though we sometimes assume the existence of such an
actor when we tak about channel captains and network leaders. As Kant described it, ina
machine the parts only exist for each other, in the sense of supporting each other within a
functiona whole. In an organism the parts dso exist by means of each other in the sense of
producing one another. Therefore, “we must think of each part as an organ that produces
the other parts (so that each reciprocally produces the other)” (cited in Capra 1997 p22).

| began pondering whether Breyer’ s rich pictures of businesslife in various product based
marketing systems were equivaent to different types of business ecologies. In a sense they
are areflection of the systems that have evolved to exploit a particular environmenta niche,
to serve aparticular demanded set of vaues or utilities and to exploit a particular resource
be that a natura resources and/or a particular ssgment of consuming spending power. The
business ecologies that Breyer describes for different commodities are not independent of
each other and as aresult, we are not be able to explain the existence or evolution of
particular types of firms (species?) without understanding the role that play across different
marketing systems. | have dready mentioned the ways the marketing systems are linked to
each other in primary and ancillary vaue chains.

Other examples of interactions among marketing systems are the existence of retallers and
wholesalers and joint production systems that regp various types of scale and scope
economies, or network externdities that cross product system boundaries, and the
interactions among complementary products and services. Many examples are to be found
throughout Breyer’ sbook. In his description of distribution systems for cod, cement,
tobacco products and gasoline we see the way wholesdlers and retailers specidizein
different assortments of products and servicesin order to seek aviable niche and the way
digtribution of the foca product can play amore or less important role. Joint production
issues arise in the refinement of petroleum into many types of products, in the cutting up of
mest, in the processing of cod and anthracite into different Sze groups and the production of
cotton textiles of different grades. Each poses problems in terms of matching supply and
demand leading to problems in the relations between digtributors, suppliers and customers.

Network externdities arise when the vaue of a product or service increases with the number
using it. The telephone system is an obvious example and we see in Breyer' s account the
way the supplierstry to expand ingtdlations and useage. It gppears aform of fax was
avalable evenin thosetimes. It was then cdled the “tdephotograph” which transmits



photographs, haftone and line engravings, portraits, handwriting, indeed anything that can be
photographed. It required dedicated equipment both ends and it took 7 minutesto send a
photograph from the East to West coasts.  Complementary product relations are illustrated
in the relations between eectricity suppliers and suppliers of gppliances using eectric power.
Electricity suppliers set up their own factories, aswdl asretall storesto sdll gppliances and
developed long term relations with particular suppliers.

In generd, abusiness ecology is embedded in amaterid and technologica environment as
well as a socio-economic system with which is co-evolves. We can see in Breyer’s book
these interactions between the marketing system and these other systemsin whichit is
embedded.

In terms of the materid environment Breyer describes how the marketing systems for
primary products such as cod, oil and iron ore are shaped to alarge extent by the location
and ease of extraction of deposits and the resulting geographic and tempora separations that
arise. With regard to the genera socio-economic environment we should remember thet, at
the time Breyer was writing, the great depresson had just begun and it was atime of great
grain and change in the US and indeed the world. The boom times of the early twenties had
just ended with the Wall Street Crash of 1929 and the great depression was underway.
However, thereislittle obvious evidence of the depression in his accounts of marketing
systems, as he is describing systems asthey existed in the 1920s. But three years later, in
his 1934 book, Breyer devotes awhole section to the impact of the New Ded legidation
enacted in 1933 by the incoming Democratic adminigtration headed by Franklin D.
Roosevelt.

Breyer does not delve far into the socio-econmic context in which marketing sysems are
embedded and he redtricts himsdlf to the USA. He does mention some key factors that
affect demand and supply conditionsincluding legd systems and technologica changes that
affect marketing organisation and practice.  Thusthe break up of Standard Qil into State
based firms reshaped the refined petroleum marketing system and dtered its dynamics, and
the invention of cracking technologiesin petroleum refining changed the relationship between
refiners and oil suppliers.

Levin's ecology book nicely summarises the way ecologies are complex adaptive sysemsin
which developmenta and evolutionary processes operate at various time scales and at
various levels of the hierarchy of organisation characterising ecologica systems. Key issues
are the way in which the structure of the system is shagped by the productive energy avalable
to exploit, which in Levin's context is the way energy from the sun is captured through
photosynthesis by fira level organismsthat others can then build on, aswell as from the way
energy isrecycled and transformed through the agency of various interrdated functiond

groups of species.

In much the same way business ecologies are built on converting the energy in nature into
vauesin the form of products and services through a multistage complex adaptive system
that has evolved over timein a self organisng bottom up way. Or, isit the way they have
evolved to convert the spending power of consumersinto financiad and other rewards for a
multistage interrelated ecology of business species? In truth it is both these things and they



aeinterrdaed. The converdon and recycdling of the energy of nature itsaf generates
directly and indirectly the purchasing power that the system seeksto “explait.” Thisincludes
the way serving identified demands in particular ways (converting them into money energy?)
crestes heterogeneous intermediate and derived demands through the various multistage
systems that evolve, as Breyer describes. The creation of one type of business speciesto
“exploit” afirs or second order demand in turn creates opportunities for other types of
specidisation and adaptation - just as Alderson (1957, 1965) described it in termsthe
proliferation or opportunity and Schumpeter (1939) described it in terms of the
entrepreneuria process of opportunity recognition and the consequent waves of innovation.
The exploitation or serving of today’ s identified demands in turn uses up and transforms
nature' s energy into other forms which are for future generations the resdue of past energy
and labour. These can be enabling transformations in the forms of materia, machinery, tools
and artifacts aswell as our materia culture. They can dso be redtricting as when we deplete
forests and minera reserves and create dust bowls and polluted waterways — the Suff of
macromarketing theory.

An eco-system evolves over time through the processes of variation and recombination and
as aresult of the various feedback processed operating, which select and reinforce some
changes and not others. The more tightly coupled species are the more these feedbacks are
evident, asin the case of firms adgpting and differentiating their Srategies and operationsin
various ways, experimenting with new technologies in response to changing conditions.
Other feedback processes are more indirect and operate at longer time scales, as when new
types of firms, technologies and channel sysems arise. We are only now beginning to be
able to develop modds of such ecologica systems so that we can understand them better.

Research in ecology has reveded various principles and mechanisms that nature has
developed to help individuad speciesto survive and develop. Of particular importance isthe
role of diverdity in giving nature Something to work on to adapt to new Stuatiors. This
includes divergity in the population of a gpecies, among functiond groups that play equivadent
rolesin the functioning of an ecologica system (e.g. intertype competition among business
networks or channd systems) and in terms of redundancy in the numbers and types of
species and systems. Ecologica research has reveded ways in which species have learned
to adapt to the essentid uncertainty of operating in such a complex adaptive ecologica
system. They exhibit acertain pladticity in their behaviour repertoires and response
mechaniams, develop amodular sructurd form in which sub-systems are sdf sugtaining and
wesekly linked to other subsystems, such that amgjor perturbation is unlikely to permeste
and thresten the whole ecologicad system. They exhibit amixture of specidisation and
generdisation, or exploitation and exploration, to preserve adaptive and evolutionary
potentia, develop different patterns of cooperative, as well as adversarid, interreations
induding mutudism and dtruism, which, over the long term, help to develop and maintain
the ecologicd system that dlows them to persst.

It seems to me these kinds of issues are a the forefront of more recent debates concerning
the nature of business strategy and the complexity and dynamics of modern business
environments. We have much to learn by utilisng smilar methodol ogies to those of
ecologists to study our own marketing and business ecologies. The work of Ralph Breyer is
in this spirit. In the past, biologica andogies have been used to inform business thinking but



the nature of the nature game today is quditatively different and is part of the emerging new
forms of andytica and modelling approaches that place process and context to the fore and
show how sngpshot structurd pictures and variables based research can hide quite divergent
mechanisms by which interrdlated system of players continualy reproduce, co-evolve and
co-congtruct the business ecologies we observe. This new perspective allows usto “seg’
new types of phenomena and interconnections that were hitherto only dimly recognised, if at
dl. The computer, with its ability to Smulate evolutionary processes and interactions over
time, may be compared to the telescope and microscope in its ability to reved new redities
to explain, which chalenge existing theories. Indeed, in his recent book A New Kind of
Science, Stephen Wolfram (2002) argues that programming and smulation alow usto go
beyond the limits of traditiond mathematicd methods.

It is perhaps a stretch to link Breyer’s book to modern research on ecological systems. But
he is attempting aricher description of the business ecologies we have to account for and
participate in than is normally to be found in our modern day textbooks. Perhaps we need to
go back and reconsider this type of gpproach. In marketing and business studies we are not
advanced in our understlanding and modeling of business ecologies and in explaining how
they develop and the different types that can emerge. We have partid theories of why
particular types of actors emerge such asintermediaries, and theories about the way
individud actors behave and should behave, including buyers, sellers and consumers. But
these are mostly of a comparative static nature (Wilkinson 1990).

But now we can do better. We can in principle now cregte dternative artificid business
ecologies, moddled on exigting ones, past ones or would be ones that will alow students
and researchers to develop, hone and ground ther use of marketing principles and ingtincts
by becoming directly or indirectly participantsin such artificid businesslife sysems. Herel
have in mind more than the business amulations we now use. The business games can
change and co-evolve aong with the strategies and behaviour of the participants.

So to conclude, | seein Breyer’ s book a depth and breadth of consderation of marketing
systems that we could do well to emulate more today. It has implications for the way we
teach and do research in marketing. It dlows usto seethe work of the individud marketing
actor in abroader context more clearly, something that the dominant marketing management
gpproach has atendency to blur. But it isnot acry for more ivory tower research of little
relevance to managers and policy makers. Far fromit. We arein the midst of arevolution
in scientific thinking and research in which for the firg time the dynamic and evolutionary
processes that have aways characterised business systems are more amenable to study. The
sudy of complex adaptive systems, of which business eco-systems are an example, isa
mutlidisciplinary endeavour based on modern computing methodol ogies that will reshape our
sudy of many disciplines, including marketing. Businessisfast coming to terms with these
new methodologies as they seek ways to better participate and persst in such systems, to
move away from centrally directed and controlled systems and organisations to more
distributed self-organising control systems that co-evolve with other systems, and in which
exploiting, exploring, experimenting, learning and adapting are centrd issues. And, asif to
demongtrate my point, as | finished writing the last sentence arecent article in The Mckinsey
Quarterly was brought to my attention (Brown et d 2002). It focuses on therole of loose



coupling between and within business processes as a means to make firms more flexible and
profitablel
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