
Modeling Business Relations and Networks as Complex Adaptive Systems 
 

Ian F. Wilkinson 
School of Marketing 

University of New South Wales 
and 

 Louise Young  
School of Marketing 

University of Technology, Sydney 
 

Paper for New Directions for Marketing: Interactions and Partnership Conference 
Moscow, Russia, November 15, 16, 2007  

 
Abstract 

 
In business to business markets marketing activities take place not only in firms but 
between them.  Much marketing work takes place in the context of established and often 
long term interfirm relations and networks.  These relations and networks are not fixed 
structures but are continually in the process of being reproduced, strengthened weakened 
or changed.  Business relations and networks are examples of complex adaptive systems. 
They are dissipative structures in the sense of Prigogene, i.e. ongoing dynamic 
organizations of actors, activities, resources and schemas in interaction.  They are not 
centrally controlled and directed but self-organise and adapt through the micro actions 
and interactions taking place within and between the people and firms involved.  
 
For the last two decades we have been involved, with others, in research aimed at 
explaining and modeling the development, dynamics and evolution of marketing relations 
and networks.  In this paper we briefly review earlier research and show how it leads to 
the current program of research using agent based models and event history methods to 
map and model relationship and network histories in various contexts.   
 
Earlier research uses concepts and methods from chaos theory (Hibbert and Wilkinson 
1994) and Stuart Kauffman’s NKP models of networks to develop models of market 
competition and the dynamics of network structure (Easton et al 1997, Wilkinson et al 
2001, Easton et al 2005).  These models build on earlier theoretical work on the nature 
and evolution of marketing channels and network structures (Dixon and Wilkinson 1986, 
Wilkinson 1990).  The relevant agents here are not firms directly but market relations and 
transactions, and the existence of firms is derived from the ongoing flow of action and 
interaction rather than firms being in control of this flow - market organize actors rather 
than actors organize markets.  More recent models develop this work in terms of models 
of innovation and imitation in oligopoly type markets (Debenham and Wilkinson, 2006), 
in exploring the role of complexity and networks theories and agent based models of 
markets in developing marketing strategy and antitrust policy (Wilkinson and Young 
2005, Wilkinson 2006) and in modeling the development of cooperation in business 
systems using evolutionary mechanisms based on group selection (Ladley, Wilkinson and 
Young 2007). 
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